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To Sandra, who never lost hope.


Hold on to what is good

even if it is

a handful of earth.

Hold on to what you believe

even if it is

a tree which stands by itself.

Hold on to what you must do

even if it is

a long way from here.

Hold on to life even when

it is easier letting go.

Hold on to my hand even when

I have gone away from you.

PUEBLO BLESSING
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Prologue


There was no before. Everyone in my family, which consisted of my mother, my older brother David, and my father’s parents, was transfigured by grief by the time I was three months old, when my father died “somewhere in Germany” near the end of World War II. Yet the past was well hidden even before the war took my father’s life. Family feuds and the shame of mental illness guaranteed that I would never see my mother’s two sisters.

When I was three years old, Mother remarried and I was given an instant family. Dick, whom I learned to call Dad, was the youngest of five siblings. Their families became our family and our lives were punctuated with festive gatherings several times a year. Except for my father’s parents, my stepfather’s family was the only family I knew. My father had been an only child and Mother had almost no contact with her family. Nothing was said about the missing people, and I learned from the beginning not to ask.

Both Mother and Dad had lost a parent during childhood and were devoted to producing a large, loving family and to giving each of their seven offspring a happy childhood. It was a happy childhood, filled with music, theater, and picnics, and every two or three years Mother held a new baby for us to see, cooing and smiling. She laughed when he or she bounced up and down on pudgy baby legs and twirled and said funny baby things.

Years went by with birthday parties, Halloween costumes made of cast-offs, and sugar cookies decorated with sprinkles at Christmas. Then came piano lessons, ballet lessons, and guitar lessons. Mother loved to make things, and she taught us how to knit and sew. She read us stories and tucked us in with prayers. Wherever we lived Mother made friends, good friends for life. I found them in our kitchen when I was a teenager and rose late. Mary perched on the redwood picnic table, the one table big enough to hold all nine of us. I slipped in beside her and made piece after piece of raisin toast while Mother stood at the sink washing the breakfast dishes, turning her head to laugh and talk.

The theater, Dad’s passion, formed the backdrop of our family life. I sat in the grass and fed him lines for the part he was memorizing while he stood on a ladder in his T-shirt and rolled-up khakis, painting the garage. Green paint dripped on his khakis; he was focused on repeating the lines and never noticed. Mother and Dad were partners; he acted or directed and she helped with costumes and props. We kids found ourselves in the play, backstage, or in the audience. The family often gathered around the piano: Amy played while we sang show tunes. Dan accompanied on guitar and John on drums while Ellen’s sweet soprano floated up to heaven and Clare danced. David, our older brother, raced. He raced through the house, he raced his homemade soapbox cars around the neighborhood, and he raced his motorcycle.

It was a happy time—so why did tears fill my eyes every time they played “Taps” to signal the end of the day at scout camp? Why did I lie down on the ice skating rink in winter and look up at the stars night after night? Why did I wonder about not looking like anyone in my family, and long for cousins whom I resembled when we got together with Dad’s nieces and nephews? Why did I feel like an outsider in the family and everywhere else?

I preserved my longing to know the lost members of my family for nearly fifty years. It was as if I had a special womb in which I nurtured small seeds of possibility when all around me there was little hope of finding out anything about my father and my two aunts. The seeds grew from drops of Mother’s hidden love for my father and her sisters and with my belief that these missing people were family with whom I belonged. My desire to find out who they were was stronger than their absence.

I lived my early years in a kind of pentimento. On the surface was the portrait of the family that existed after Mother married my stepfather, while underneath was another, older painting where traces of my father and Mother’s sisters were still slightly visible. Eventually I spent hours, days, and years uncovering the original, following faint lines and pale colors until the older figures emerged one by one.

This is a story of developing connections with those not physically present and finding out that nothing is irrevocably lost. It’s the story of a trek into the unknown, a search that reunited a family broken for four generations.
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Questions

My father was neither alive nor dead in my mind, but existed somewhere between a ghost and a god—ever present, never visible. Until I began my search I knew only three things about him: his name, David Selby Johnson, Jr.; that he was an only child; and that he was killed by a mine on April 12, 1945, somewhere in Germany.

I had only a few details and many questions. Was he serious or funny? What had he done before the war? What did he want to do after the war? I began my quest for information about my father as my fiftieth birthday and the fiftieth anniversary of his death drew near. Since then, the explosion that had blown him to bits had been happening in reverse for me. Bits of information about him had begun to fall into my hands, my mind, my heart. I’d gathered fragments from his life, dug up records, studied photographs and letters, tracked down people he may have known, pursued clues, memories, and emotions. The pieces arrived with burned and jagged edges, missing chapters, pictures that clarified, horrified, and confused. Each was a part of my father.
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There were several photographs in a white cardboard box on the bottom shelf beside the fireplace. I loved looking at the one of my father smiling at my mother, who was facing him. He had pushed his soldier’s cap to the back of his head; his hand was in the pocket of his trousers. Mother looked young and thin. She was wearing a dark skirt and jacket, a light shirt. Her hair was longer than I’d ever seen it. She tilted her head and there was a hint of a smile. Only their eyes were touching. Once upon a time he was alive, and he and my mother were in love. They were married and they had a child, my brother David. Three years later, when Mother was eight months pregnant with me, my father left for the war. I was born in January of 1945. The next month he wrote me a letter of welcome. The V-Mail letter was taped into my baby book.

[image: images]

Dear Susan,

Since I can’t be there in person, this is a sort of “welcome” letter. Yours is a pretty good family as families run. Your dad is a bit on the off side, but your mother and brother and now, you, more than make up for that.

Your brother is quite a guy. Of course, he’s quite handsome and smart—will he get around—but I know he’ll always be ready to guide you and protect you in every way.

Your mother is the most wonderful person I’ve ever known. I’ve always marveled at my great good fortune to have loved her and been loved by her. If you will follow her dictates and examples, you may expect to meet life in the best possible way and your path will always be the right one.

Your family believes in living life to its fullest. We enjoy all good things and live well—in that you’re fortunate.

For me, adhere to a belief in tolerance, a genuine liking for others, and always give to life to the fullest.

Your father, Dave

Black on white paper, the words were my father. They were his voice and his fatherly guidance. They proved that I had a father and that he knew I was born. From his words I forged a loyalty and a love and silently protected his place in my unearthly family.

I longed for stories that would bring him to life, but knew only one. It was a story that summoned his absence and a silence as cold and deep as the night sky in winter. When I was a six-year-old with freshly cut bangs, Mother put David and me on the train in Oshkosh, Wisconsin, where we lived, with a shoebox lunch of fried chicken. She tipped the conductor to watch out for us until we reached Chicago, where Granny, my father’s mother, lived. My tall, white-haired grandmother met us at the station and drove us across town to her apartment in Evanston. She treated us like grown-ups, serving dinner on trays in the living room. The china was thin, bordered with a delicate purple and gold pattern—the silver, heavy.

After dinner David ran outside to play and I pulled up the stool with a needlepoint cover and sat in front of Granny. She was talking about “Daddy David,” her name for my father.

“Daddy David and his two friends were out in the fields, making sure the way was safe for the others to follow. The area had been cleared, but your father and the other two men wanted to go first, just to make sure. All of a sudden there was an explosion. All three of them were killed.” Granny looked down, stroking one thin hand with the other. I longed to put my head in her lap. There were no words, only silence.

I didn’t know what to call my father. Granny told me to call him “Daddy David,” which was awkward. David was my brother’s name and a daddy was someone you knew who was endearing and familiar. I didn’t know the man in the picture. I didn’t know how old he was when he died, or where he died or was buried. I didn’t know his birthday or even that I could know these things.

[image: images]

My father was killed less than one month before V-E Day, the end of the war in Europe. The family learned of his death as people were celebrating victory, dancing in the streets, wild with relief and hope. Sons and husbands were coming home. Ours was a reserved midwestern family for which politeness and concern for others took precedence over our own emotions. Expressions of grief in the midst of joy weren’t possible. On Memorial Day, my grandfather reached into the back of his closet for the army jacket he’d worn in World War I, buttoned it up, and marched in the parade, his face wet with tears he couldn’t hold back.

My father’s parents didn’t know what had happened to their only child. They were told he was killed in action in a town near the western border of Germany. Hovering over an atlas on the kitchen table, they searched for the place their son died. In January 1946, my grandmother wrote to the Office of Graves Registration: “Will you kindly give me any information you may have concerning my son, Lt. David S. Johnson, Jr.? I am anxious to know where he is buried.”

The government replied: “It is with deep regret that you are advised that, up to the present time, information pertaining to the burial of the remains of your son has not been received in this office.”
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On Valentine’s Day of 1948, Mother remarried. My stepfather had grown up in Oshkosh and returned from the war in the Philippines. David, my six-year-old brother, and I watched our new dad, the tall man with dark hair and glasses, open a can of paint, dip his brush in, and draw a gigantic red heart on the dining room wall of our apartment.

Eventually there were nine of us—three sisters and two more brothers. Life continued in the new family with almost no trace of my father, except inside of me. It was understood that my mother needed to live without being reminded of a time that had wounded her almost beyond repair. As soon as I could talk I knew that mention of his name upset her, and I didn’t want her to be sad. I needed her too much. I imagined that my father was the love of her life and that she loved him still, an unspoken secret she and I shared.

Although he was rarely mentioned, sometimes the world offered a hint of his invisible presence. When I sat beside Mother in church and listened to her soft alto voice as she sang the familiar hymns, I knew she was singing to my father. I too sang with silent devotion: “This is my father’s world . . .” and “Land where our fathers died . . .” I prayed fervently to “Our father who art in heaven.” At those holy moments the dead and the living converged.

During our weekly spelling test, when my third grade teacher called out the word “mine,” I froze and then wrote the word in tiny letters. It was a word that spelled death.

November 11—Veterans Day. Every year I stood with my class for two minutes of silence. One annual moment when soldiers like my father were remembered by everyone. I knew the silence meant death—soldiers, men being shot and blown up, their lives over as quickly as the two minutes elapsed. We went on living, but the soldiers and my father never did. I wanted the silence to last for a long time, and then I wanted to tell my friends and my teachers about my father. I wanted people to know that he was one of the soldiers we were remembering. I wanted someone to touch me on the shoulder and say, “I’m sorry your father was killed.” Then I could say, “Oh it’s all right, but thanks.” I kept my secret safe for fear people would have nothing to say and I’d want to disappear, lost beyond hope that he could ever be mentioned in this world again.

The Fourth of July began in the garage. All of the siblings who were old enough to walk met there after breakfast to help Dad carry the ladder around to the front yard and lean it against the tallest tree. David was a Boy Scout and knew how to tie knots, so he took one end of the giant flag that Mother held, pulled a rope through the metal circle in the top corner, and tied it with a square knot. Dad climbed the ladder that towered above our heads and threw the rope over a sturdy branch. When he was on the ground again six or seven pairs of legs walked the ladder across the lawn to the other tree. David climbed the ladder and threw the rope over that branch.

All of us stood back and looked up at the flag flowing down between the two trees. It was almost as big as our house. Within a minute, the little kids dashed from one end of the yard to the other, running through the scratchy wool flag, making it ripple and wave. Soon, all the kids in the neighborhood were in our front yard running back and forth through the flag.

I was quiet standing there. I had seen the newsreels that appeared before the movies at the Saturday matinee, showing boxes, coffins covered with flags lying in rows, waiting to go into the ground during the Korean War. What about our father? Did he have a box? Did they wrap him in a flag?

Every year before the fireworks began after dark, we stood and placed our hands over our hearts and sang the national anthem. Listening to the words “the bombs bursting in air gave proof through the night that our flag was still there,” I felt the thud of fireworks in my heart and thought of my father exploding to bits.

The flag and the war combined in the song with the coffins of the men who had died. I wanted to run joyfully through the flag like my brothers and sisters, but I knew too much about that flag. I looked over at Dad and David standing together beside the tree. They were proud of their work and they were proud of our flag hanging there boldly in the front yard.

David was happy to have a new dad. He earned his God and Country Boy Scout merit badge, and when he graduated from high school, he joined the Navy—his way of being close to our father.

Although David and I never talked about him, I thought about our father who never came home. Never came home. Why? Where was he? I knew he had been hit by a mine, but what if he’d been thrown off to the side? What if he had amnesia from the blast and was wandering the world, as lost as I was without him? We’d find each other. My father had decorated the pages of his books with little penciled sketches when he was a child. It was a clue that he loved books as much as I did. We’d meet in a bookstore in Paris, or maybe Buenos Aires, one evening at dusk. Glancing up from his book, he’d recognize me, see himself in my brown eyes, and know that I was his daughter.
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Silence prevailed into my twenties. A vague feeling of living my mother’s life haunted me when I became the mother of two small children and expected my husband, Jack, to disappear at any moment.

When my therapist asked about my father, I blithely answered, “Oh, he was killed in the war.”

She pursued, her eyes full of concern. “How were you affected by his death?”

It was a question I’d never thought about. I told her about Mother, that she couldn’t speak of him; her loss was too great.

“It’s all right to be open,” she said. “Look at the dogwood blossom. It’s wide open to the wind and the rain and not even the fiercest storm can tear it from its branch.”

In August my family—Mother and Dad, David, Amy, Dan, Ellen, Clare, and John—visited us at Jack’s family’s cottage, one big, open room with a fireplace, a row of bunk beds, and a screened-in porch facing the Chesapeake Bay. Everyone else was at the beach when I was working on a jigsaw puzzle and Mother came in and picked up a piece. It was a rare moment when the two of us were alone together.

“So, Mother, I’d really love to know about my father. What was he like?”

Mother looked at me, the warm atmosphere gone. “How can you ask me that, Susan? You know it’s too painful for me to relive that time; you’re smart and successful and have two beautiful children. You don’t need to know that.”

“But I do need to know. He was my father.”

“Don’t be foolish. You have everything you’ve ever needed. Why are you ruining this happy time together? Leave it alone.”
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I kept my questions to myself for years after that. My father’s parents had died, and my mother was the only one I knew who had the answers. When I was forty I invited her to spend the weekend with me in Pittsburgh, halfway between Indianapolis, where she lived, and Washington, DC, where I lived. We flew in from our separate lives, met at the airport, and stayed in a majestic old hotel. In between shopping and movies I asked about her life, hoping to learn little things about my father’s. She told me about her childhood on the Ohio River, her mother’s death when she was ten, and her older sister, who was a gifted pianist. “I left home,” she told me, “when my stepmother burned my high school yearbook and all of my mementos.”

I listened eagerly. We were getting close to the time she met my father. I wanted to break in and ask what she loved about him, what made him laugh, if I was anything like him. I held myself back, fearful of ruining the relaxed environment. She moved too slowly toward him. The stories were about her. She said nothing about my father.

Sitting across the table from me in the hotel dining room, Mother brushed the crumbs from her sweater and told me that she didn’t remember my father very well. “I knew him for only five years. We were young and the war imposed on every aspect of our life together.” She didn’t remember the man who was like a god to me, a mysterious source of life whose presence I could sometimes sense, but whose actual life I couldn’t fathom. She couldn’t remember the things I needed to know to help me see my father as a human being who walked and ate and slept on this earth.
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Every Veterans Day, I thought of my father. I didn’t know where he was buried, and I had no place to go to acknowledge his life or death. November 11, 1992, I decided to visit the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. Joining the slow line of silent people moving toward the Wall, I noticed men in old army jackets crying and hugging other men in uniform, people grieving openly. Names of the dead surrounded me—names engraved on the smooth, black, deepening wall, names read out loud, a never-ending litany of death mingling with thoughts of my father.

I knelt to read a poem. Red and white carnations rose out of a beer mug beside the piece of paper. The poem was written to a father who never came home. Pictures and medals were scattered below other names on the wall. Those expressions of sadness seemed like a bond, more like a caress than the isolating silence I’d come to know. Leaving that sacred wall, I vowed to begin to search for information about my father.

The next morning, I looked up a veterans’ center in the phone book. I felt eager and pathetic—pathetic that I was nearly fifty years old and so unresolved and needy and alone as to look in a phone book for someone to talk to about an event that had happened half a century ago. I was afraid they’d tell me it was the wrong war or that I was too late.

A man with a voice like a cello answered the phone. I told him my father was killed in WWII, and I wanted to begin to know him.

“When it hits, it hits hard,” he said. He referred me to Ann Mix, a woman in Washington State who had started a network for people whose fathers were killed in World War II.

I spoke with her that same day and told her the three things I knew about my father: his name, David Selby Johnson, Jr.; that he was an only child; and that he was killed by a mine in Germany.

“Do you know his serial number or his rank?”

“No, I don’t.”

“What battalion was he with ?”

“I have no idea.“

“Where did he fight?”

“It must have been somewhere in Germany, where he died.”

“Do you know where he’s buried?”

“No, I don’t even know that.”

She was asking for details I’d never thought about. Then she told me about her own father, who was killed on a mountaintop in Italy when she was four. She’d grown up with silence, as I had. She told me where to send for my father’s military records, and gave me the phone number of organizations that listed reunions of military groups so I could contact men who might have known him.
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Twenty Pairs of Socks

My father’s military service records arrived on a wintry Friday in January. Sitting at the kitchen table in our Washington, DC apartment, I opened the large brown envelope. The first four pages were burned along one edge. His records had barely survived a fire in 1973 that consumed over three-quarters of the military records held at the National Personnel Records Center in St. Louis.

Within two minutes I knew more facts about him than I’d ever known. He was born on July 17, 1919. His birthday! That meant he was twenty-five years old when he died. He was five foot eleven and weighed 140 pounds when he entered the army in 1943 as a second lieutenant. He majored in history at Carlton College in Minnesota. Shaking my head in astonishment, I realized that I’d married a man whose height, weight, and college major were exactly the same as my father’s.

Dates were missing where the fire had licked the page, but his handwriting revealed that he rode and trained horses. That made sense. His father, my Poppy, owned horses. He listed sailing and swimming as sports he was proficient in. That was another connection—we both grew up sailing on Lake Winnebago. Under “Main Civilian Occupation” he wrote: “Dairy manager. Worked in every capacity in milk plant: procuring, processing, sales, credit, firm policy, purchasing, advertising, and personnel, Guernsey Dairy Co., Oshkosh, Wis.” I could now imagine my father as a boy working beside his father, who took pride in his son’s eagerness to help. I’d never before thought of him as a child. He had no brothers or sisters to tell me stories. I knew no one who’d grown up with him, no one who could tell me about his childhood. A few simple words on a government form had given me enough to see him as a boy riding horses, sailing, and working with his father.

He joined the 782nd Tank Battalion on May 22, 1943, three months after it was formed at Camp Campbell, Kentucky. By Christmas 1944, they were in Camp Kilmer, New Jersey, preparing to go to Europe in the wake of the Battle of the Bulge. They sailed from New York Harbor on January 3, 1945 aboard the USS Henry Gibbons, and landed in Le Havre, France on January 16.

My hands grew cold as I read the entry for April 12, 1945. Under “Incidents. Messages. Orders,” someone had written: “Place: Mechernich. Germany. Deceased: 2nd Lt. David Selby Johnson.” There it was in black and white, irrefutable evidence of his death, the words recorded by someone who was there when the mine exploded.

I read on, “Men were searching for mines and tripped a release wire, igniting a German mine. [The wounded man] was sitting nearby in vehicle 1/4 ton). Non-battle casualties—all are eligible for Purple Heart Award (due to enemy action). Reports and action taken: Remains of deceased taken to cemetery at Ittenbach.”

The major wrote to my mother thirteen days after my father’s death:

Dear Mrs. Johnson,

I desire to convey my sincerest condolences at the death of your husband, Second Lieutenant David S. Johnson, Jr.

Your husband served honorably in this organization and passed away in the performance of duty.

Your husband was killed in action by an enemy mine explosion in Germany on April 12, 1945, while clearing an area. He was killed instantly.

The officers and enlisted men of this Organization were proud to have your husband serve with  them and join me in expressing their sympathy in your bereavement.

If I can serve you in any way, please call upon me at any time.

Sincerely,

EDWARD INGLIS

Major, Infantry,

Commanding

I stopped reading and toyed with the saltshaker. The letter sounded flat and impersonal, as if my father had just drifted off (“passed away in the performance of duty”), but he was dead, exploded to bits, along with two other men. The major had been there—couldn’t he have given my mother more information, told her something memorable about my father? Why were the men proud of him? Did they have a moment of silence, stand with their caps in their hands while “Taps” was played? Or were they in a dangerous situation with no chance to say or do anything more?

My thoughts switched to my mother and her story of how she found out he’d died: In the middle of the night on April 12, 1945, she woke with a start. She sat up in bed, knowing that her husband was dead. Over the next eleven days, she waited for the telegram. I can see her taking care of my brother and me—dressing us in the morning, looking out the window, watching, waiting for the doorbell to ring, hoping beyond hope it wasn’t true, unable to tell anyone her fears.

Suddenly hungry, I reached for the refrigerator and noticed the photo of our daughter Sarah and her dad riding bikes. After downing a carton of yogurt I picked up the next set of papers. The documents sent by the Mortuary Affairs and Casualty Support Division of the Army were dated April 13, 1945, and they listed every item my father possessed at the time of his death. In addition to two uniforms, he’d had “two toilet kits, one pair of shoes, dress, with shoe trees, an electric razor, two wool scarves, two wool and three cotton undershirts, 20 pairs of socks, a pair of eyeglasses, a sewing kit, five snapshots, a picture portfolio with pictures, one photograph, a Bible, five neckties, a fountain pen, a wallet with cards and $38.67.” The items were recorded, then packed and sent to my mother. Later his bedroll, which had been in the laundry at the time of his death, was shipped home.
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“Twenty pairs of socks?” I asked out loud. Did Mother and Granny send him all those socks? I could almost hear my father laugh when another pair of socks arrived from home. The picture of him was shifting. He wasn’t a god, just an unlucky guy with lots of socks and $38.67 when he died.

The next set of documents referred to an investigation into his death by the American Graves Registration Command. In April 1949, an inquiry was conducted in Mechernich, Germany, the town listed as the place he died. After detailing conflicting accounts of the incident, the investigator wrote, “Conclusions and Recommendations: That no useful information can be obtained from residents of Mechernich, and that further efforts at locating the remains of Johnson be made through the records of American burials and disinterments at the temporary cemetery established at Ittenbach, Germany.

“From the facts herein presented, it can only be concluded that 2nd Lt. David S. Johnson Jr. was killed in the action mentioned above and that his remains were completely disintegrated by the explosion of the mine, thus precluding recovery. This conclusion can be further substantiated by the fact that the remains of [the other man killed] were mutilated and the remains of [the other man killed] consisted of the left leg only, and after the incident no remains of Lt. Johnson could be found.”

In January 1951 my mother received a letter from the office of the Quartermaster General of the Department of the Army:

Dear Mrs. Johnson:

Several  years  have  elapsed  since  the  cessation  of  hostilities  of World War II, which cost the life of your husband, the late Second Lieutenant David S. Johnson Jr.

It is with  deep regret that your Government finds it necessary to inform you that further search and investigation have failed to reveal the whereabouts of your husband’s remains. Since all efforts to recover and/or identify his remains have failed, it has been necessary to declare that his remains are not recoverable.

Realizing the extent of your great loss, it is with  reluctance that you are sent the information that there is no grave at which to pay  homage. May the knowledge of our husband’s service to his country be a source of sustaining comfort to you.

Sincerely yours,

JAMES B. CLEARWATER

Colonel, QMC

Chief, Memorial Division

Putting down this last page of my father’s records, I looked at the shelf above the table that held Granny’s spoon collection. “No grave at which to pay homage.” There was no place on earth that marked his life and death. No place to go to feel close to him. It seemed shameful that there was no grave, no final spot that belonged to my father, to his family.

Granny had shown me a picture of a white marble cross when I was a little girl. A friend of hers had been to Europe after the war, taken the picture, and sent it to her. She was planning to take me to the cemetery in Europe where she believed there was a cross with my father’s name on it. We were going to take flowers, kneel on the earth, and say good-bye. Although the picture wasn’t labeled, I’d always believed it showed my father’s marker, the one solid thing left of him. After Granny died, I imagined my mother, my brother, and me standing by his marker, our heads bowed, the four of us together for the first and last time.
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I’d been wanting to call a man named Frank, who was in my father’s battalion, ever since the woman who kept track of battalions gave me his number, but I hadn’t been able to gather the courage, afraid he wouldn’t remember my father or wouldn’t want to talk about him. I finally decided it was a risk worth taking and dialed. A woman with a Southern accent asked why I was calling. After I told her, she called her husband to the phone. I could barely breathe, waiting to speak to this man who served with my father.

“Yes, I knew your father. We were in the same Headquarters Company. He was in reconnaissance, fine gentleman, good officer. Not as mean as some. In our outfit only three of the officers were worth a damn, and your dad was one of them. And we were a tough bunch—wild, young. He was firm and we needed the discipline.”

I gripped the phone and listened hard. “We lived for nearly three months at Camp Lucky Strike near St. Valery-en-Caux. We were refurbishing men and equipment after the train wreck. Can you wait a second?” Frank asked. “I want to get the troop history so I can tell you something you’ll want to know.”

When he returned he told me about a train wreck the morning after the battalion landed at Le Havre, France. “Midnight, 16 January 1945, we were loaded onto antiquated French boxcars. They were called 40-and-8s because they could haul forty men or eight horses. It was a short, frigid trip to St. Valery-en-Caux, our destination forty miles north of Le Havre. About 10 a.m. the next morning, the train finally pulled up the last hill before coming into the station at St. Valery, a dead end. The story goes that this was the first trip for the French engineer over this line. Either the brakes failed or the engineer applied the brakes too late. The train continued to gain speed downhill and crashed through the station. Two cars piled up on top of the station; several others jumped the tracks and turned over, crumpling like matchboxes.

“Lives were saved by the quick thinking and actions of men in the battalion who escaped from the wreckage uninjured. I was not injured and worked to take care of some who were. In all, three officers and fifty-one enlisted men were killed. It was a tragic blow to an outfit well trained and ready for combat. This wreck caused a long delay in our moving into Germany and taking our part in the war. I feel sure your father was in this wreck.”

A fire engine blared in the street outside our apartment. He waited for the siren to fade and resumed, “Your father didn’t go for long without a bath or a shave. He was so clean; he took baths in the freezing weather. Outside of his tent, clean clothes were always hanging out to dry.”

Frank talked about my father as if he was alive, as if it had happened yesterday, as if I knew him too. “Me and another kid were out to steal soap one night,” he continued. “We were going into the next town that wasn’t yet liberated to find some women to wash our clothes or trade the soap for whiskey. Your dad caught us in the mess stealing the soap. He was on duty and could have turned us in, but all he said was, ‘You have to be a little more careful. Anybody can see you coming in here. You could get caught.’ He didn’t make us put it back and we went on into town.”

I told Jack and my children and my friends the soap story, and laughed about it over and over. It revealed more about my father than anything yet, and brought him a shade closer to life. He would have enjoyed my brother’s mischievousness. He’d understood human foibles, and he’d been psychologically minded, too, like me.

Frank continued, “I remember the ‘incident.’ The Jeep driver was seriously wounded when the force of flying rocks hit him. He was sitting in the Jeep at the time of the explosion. Your father and two other men were searching for mines when one of them tripped a release, causing the mine to explode. They never knew what happened. It was an instant thing. Those German land mines were designed to put tanks out of action. That mine was apparently booby-trapped with a tripwire. Most mines were set off when a vehicle ran over them.”

Frank told me that after my father was killed, the captain had them all trained to identify mines and bombs, “so it wouldn’t happen again. Your dad did not die in vain. His death saved others’ lives.”

I looked out the window. So it wouldn’t happen again? Did that mean it was a mistake, or an accident?

“There are a few other men I know who may be able to help you. I’ll send along their names.”

Jack walked into the room after Frank and I said good-bye. He crouched in front of me and put his hands on my knees. “How was the phone call?”

I told him everything Frank said, the phone still in my hand. I didn’t want to put it down. Frank was a lifeline to my father.

Later that week I opened the letter from Frank with the names, addresses, and phone numbers of men he thought might have known my father.

[image: images]

I called the captain of Headquarters Company on a rainy Saturday afternoon.

“Sure, I knew Dave!” he answered. The way he said “Dave” sounded casual and immediate, as if Dave was right around the corner, a good friend he’d just left—as if Dave was someone I knew, too.

“In 1943, I took over the company. Dave’s job was to train recruits, a difficult job. They were not the best-prepared men, and it was technical work. We had lots of training in radios, communication, encoding. Dave learned and then trained the others.

“We embarked from Fort Kilmer, New Jersey for England. The trip took ten days longer when we were blown off course three days out. Docked south of Hampton, England, we heard U-boats scuttling around all night. The next day we crossed the English Channel and disembarked at the port of Le Havre, France. That night during a blackout we boarded trains to St. Valery-en-Caux. Bridges were out and it took us all night to get there. After the train crashed into the depot it took a long time to retrain replacements for the men we’d lost. By early April we moved into Germany, up to Aachen, then fifteen miles south to Mechernich.”

Thunder rumbled and rain splashed the window.

“Dave and I were two officers who had trained to locate, recognize, and disarm mines. The replacement officers were like college boys—no attitude of discipline or channels of command. That first morning in Mechernich they assigned Dave and three other men to go on a reconnaissance mission further into Germany. I was in headquarters talking when it felt like an 88-millimeter shell hit the building. It came from the direction we’d sent Dave in, so we ran over there. The Jeep driver was eight to ten yards behind the blasted area, between the Jeep and Dave, and two other noncoms. The driver told me, ‘Johnson said, “I’m going to cut this wire. If it fizzes, duck.”’ Nothing was left of him. The driver had holes blown into him from the blast. The mine was a yard long, six inches wide, six inches deep, a high explosive. It would explode if you picked it up or cut it. He forgot that in the midst of things.”

Shame and panic swept through me. He’d been trained; he should have remembered how the mines worked. How could he forget? It had cost him his life and two other men’s lives. Was I picking up the captain’s anger at my father’s mistake, one that had made the captain look bad? Was the captain implying that the new officers were responsible for sending them out on an unnecessary mission? Was he shifting the blame to my father? What were they doing there? It was their first day in Germany—was my father so eager to play the hero?

The scenario flashed through my mind. After receiving orders to clear the area he rounded up the Jeep driver and two other men. They drove out of the camp and followed the road into the forest, where they parked. With a map in his hand he led the two men deeper into the woods while the driver lounged by the Jeep. Something ahead glittered in the morning sunshine. Kneeling to examine it, he brushed away leaves and studied the oblong metal bar with wires at each end, the two soldiers hunching over him, watching to see what he was going to do. He was twenty-five years old, in charge of even younger men, holding life and death in his hands for one small second, needing to know more than he knew despite all of his training. He felt lightheaded, short of breath, and a little sweaty as he took the tools out of his pack and laid them on the ground. He tried to remember what he had learned about the wires, how they were connected to the explosives, so he’d know where to cut. He swiped his brow with the back of his hand and looked at his watch. 10:10. Thoughts cascaded: Mail call. Maybe a letter. He wiped his hand on his pants and picked up the wire cutters.

Didn’t he know the power of the explosive? Why didn’t he tell the others to move back? My father who was a god in my mind suddenly became an overeager, reckless kid who made a fatal mistake.

“I had given Dave $125 of the company’s money,” the captain continued, “to keep for transport. That was all gone. Not a shred left. I had a hard time explaining how it got lost!” He chuckled. “Dave was lighthearted, carefree. Nothing bothered him. He enjoyed everyone and everything. He joked and laughed. I judged he’d be a pretty good dad. Do you know what scrounge means? Your dad could scrounge. He persuaded the mess sergeants to give him bread and cheese. Then he made grilled-cheese sandwiches for everyone over the little flat-topped wood-burning stoves at Camp Lucky Strike.”

He ended the conversation with, “I hope I gave you the information you wanted, with compassion.”

[image: images]

The picture portfolio of the battalion, a souvenir from the 1988 reunion that Frank had promised to send, arrived. I opened the extra-long and wide booklet and examined pictures of tanks and soldiers standing in front of Jeeps. The baseball team looked like a bunch of happy, young guys ready to play ball. I skipped over the next page to inspect the official company photos, pictures of men who might have known my father. Long ago my grandmother had unrolled a wide photograph of his company and pointed him out. I’d never seen his face, and it looked like all the others. Granny, though, recognized him, tilted her head, and smiled tenderly. It almost seemed as if she were caressing him as her long, thin finger pointed him out. I nodded and pretended I knew him too.

In the reunion book there were snapshots of the train wreck that showed the engine bisecting the depot, the crush of wheels and wood, crumpled boxcars, and debris everywhere. Turning the page, my eyes focused on a large picture of my father squatting in front of a tent, a bandage on his right wrist, a cigarette in his left hand. Undershirts hung on ropes tied to the tent poles behind him. I studied my dad, his boyish smile, his eyes squinting into the sun. He was smiling right at me. They remembered him, even in 1988, so many years later. If he’d really been shameful they wouldn’t have included a picture of him in the reunion book. Beneath that picture was another one of my father with two men, the three of them crouching shoulder to shoulder, tents and soldiers behind them.

The package contained a history of the battalion and a map of their journey across France, through Belgium, and into Germany. Many of the pictures, including the ones of my father, were taken at Camp Lucky Strike, where the men waited for replacements after the train wreck. The history mentioned the “snow, mud, and cold tents of Camp Lucky Strike.”

[image: images]

Camp Lucky Strike was where my father’s last days were spent—grilling cheese sandwiches, throwing horseshoes, washing undershirts, receiving yet another package with another pair of socks. I wanted to stand where he stood, to see the views he saw in his last days on earth. I wanted to participate in his life the only way I could, by bringing myself into closer contact with what he’d seen and done. Jack and I decided to spend the month of July following the route of his battalion.

In preparation, I wrote a letter to the captain asking for the exact locations and he replied with detailed directions. On the side of the page, almost as an afterthought, he wrote, “Your dad was killed about four miles out of Mechernich, on the road to Eisenkirche.”
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Camp Lucky Strike

From the window of the airplane, the sea looked solid, like slate, its surface a gray, wrinkled pattern. Impenetrable. We were flying over the same Atlantic Ocean my father had crossed by ship nearly fifty years earlier on his way to war. He and his short life had always seemed impenetrable until recently. As we started descending, floating down toward the wind and waves, and the storms he knew, I wondered what lay ahead.
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