
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for Never Give Up the Jump

			 

			“Never Give Up the Jump is a unique insight to the wartime experiences of an American hero. Readers will see his war, and that of others, through snippets of incredibly intimate and personal letters, which highlight the effect of war both at the front, and at home. At points in this read it is hard to keep one’s emotions in check! This is a fine addition to the existing library of books highlighting the exploits of the American Airborne Warrior.”

			—Adam G.R. Berry. Author: And Suddenly They Were Gone. Overlord Publishing.

			“I am most impressed—this is a real contribution to our understanding of the men of WWII airborne units and their families. Histories of World War II continue to appear as new sources become available. This book provides a significant contribution to our knowledge of the 508th Parachute Infantry’s service in the European Theater. The existing histories of the 508th focus on the larger view—the strategy—of the Regiment during the War. This book takes to the men of the Regiment and their families, on both the home front and the battle front. The book’s descriptions of the 508th’s training and combat provide new insights into the Regiment’s history. The officers’ wives’ ‘Round Robin’ letters area unique contribution showing how the women worked to hold their own morale and courage. In all, this is a marvelous contribution to our understanding of the men and families that were the Army’s parachute troopers.”

			—George Cressman, Jr., PhD, Senior Historian, Camp Blanding Museum.

			“Never Give up the Jump is an outstanding telling of a World War II story through the medium of saved personal letters—such a rare possession during those climactic years. Sue and Jack have given us a unique peek into love letters, to tell a remarkable story.”

			—Ron Drez, Author,historian, and combat veteran.

			“Never Give Up the Jump is a heartwarming, beautiful love story which unfolds in letters sent during WWII between the battlefield and home. It is a glimpse into the thoughts and emotions of those separated by war, and living for the next day.”

			—Judy Drez, Vietnam war wife.

			“The majority of the books on WWII describe the events on the battlefield,but very few deal with the subjects the Talley’s have through more than 1,200 letters and documents. The almost daily exchanges depict the state of mind of George Gurwell and his wife Jeane,but also that of the women officers of the 508th PIR since their entry into the army, the epic of the brand new combat units, and the famous US paratroopers, until their return to the United States in 1945 for the lucky ones. The authors have selected letters representative of the state of mind of this generation which had just gone through the Great Depression and which was going to be sent across the Atlantic to liberate Europe of the Nazi yoke. This book speaks of the sacrifice of the soldiers as well as the sacrifice of the wives of these officers who remained in the USA who built a close bond of real support between them. Hasty weddings before departure, then the pain of these women and families who received a telegram from the War Department announcing the sad news of the death of these heroes who fell in battle in the name of our freedom. These young widows, these young mothers remained with their heads held high despite the hardships. This publication finally tackles one of the things least treated in most historical books of the Second World War; PTSD linked to their prolonged presence on the front line, physical and psychological fatigue, bombardments, and the loss of brothers in arms. These disorders also affected wives who had the heavy task of continuing to manage daily life with the anxiety and stress related to the fear of losing their loved one. These women, some of whom are already mothers, or were pregnant,demonstrated courage and unfailing self-sacrifice even for those who will be hit hard by the loss of their husband. Victory in Europe meant the end of hostilities in Europe but for many veterans the return home will not be followed by any treatment for post-traumatic stress disorder.”

			—Eddy Lamberty, WWII Battlefield Tour Guide, Belgium.

			“Many a reader will have wondered what it was like to be on the front lines as a paratrooper in WWII, and also how the families back home dealt with the little news they received. Never Give Up the Jump brings you into the front lines based on 1100 letters from Susan’s parents exchanged in 1943-1945 and wartime letters by the wives of fellow officers, all set in chronological order and placed in historical context. The book provides a unique glimpse into the hearts of American women who lost their loved ones on the battlefield. This book takes you through WWII in a way unsurpassed by any other. Lieutenant Gurwell was responsible for processing personal effects of many paratroopers of the 508th, including many friends who died on D-Day. He suffered from PTSD after the war and Susan and Jack movingly describe their efforts to get him to talk about his war experiences. Their journey into the past continued after his passing in 2004 to meet veterans who served with George Gurwell for missing answers on his WWII service. A book that will leave a lasting impression of gratitude for the 508th PIR in their odyssey to defeat Nazi-Germany, and the authors who enabled you to read it from your comfortable chair.”

			—Frank van Lunteren, author: Birth of a Regiment: The 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment in Sicily and Salerno.

			“Susan Gurwell Talley and Jack Talley set out on an amazing mission to document the war experience of Lt. Gurwell, the men of the 508th PIR and their loved ones on the home front. Using an astonishing collection of wartime letters written by Susan’s father, mother and other officers of the regiment and their wives, this book gives us a riveting account of their experiences,the struggle for survival, love, loss and trauma. Where the post-war impact of PTSD is often neglected, Jack and Susan break the silence in which so many GIs from World War II carried the pain of trauma. Their journey to find answers, healing and closure, show us amazing parallels with trauma that is experienced by modern veterans and their families. Never Give Up the Jump is a moving story that unconditionally gives honor to whom honor is due: the brave Red Devils of the 508th PIR and their families!”

			—Thulai van Maanen, Dutch (combat) veteran, granddaughter of a WWII regional resistance leader, WWII historian.

			“A trove of over 1,000 letters between a young Lieutenant in the 508th PIR and his wife provide a special lens to read a powerful story of love and war from D-Day through VE-Day in World War II.”

			—Mark Vlahos, historian and author.





[image: ]

			




 

			 

			A KNOX PRESS BOOK

			An Imprint of Permuted Press

			ISBN: 978-1-63758-428-6

			ISBN (eBook): 978-1-63758-429-3

			 

			Never Give Up the Jump:

			Combat, Resilience, and the Legacy of World War II through the Eyes and Voices of the Paratroopers, Wives, and Families of the 508th PIR

			© 2023 by Susan Gurwell Talley and Jack L. Talley

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

			Permuted Press, LLC

			New York • Nashville

			permutedpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America





 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To the grandest people, the men and women of the 508th PIR during WWII and all Gold Star families, may we never forget.





 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			When a Veteran serves, it affects more than just the Veteran. The bond shared by those in service, their families, caregivers, and communities transforms them from a group of individuals to members of the military family. They are related to one another not just by blood, but through sacrifices of loyalty and intimate experiences only they can understand.

			—Staff at Purple Heart Homes, established by veterans Dale Beatty and John Gallina





Authors’ Note

			Susan’s parents, 1st Lt. George L. Gurwell of the 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment (PIR) and his wife, Jeane, were prolific letter writers during WWII. The wartime letters of Susan’s parents are unique. Their correspondence, numbering over one thousand letters, provides the timeline for their journey through WWII. The collection covers the time frame from the start of the 508th PIR at Camp Blanding, Florida to the final victory and occupation at the end of the war. As an officer in Regimental Headquarters Company (HqHq), Lt. Gurwell was assigned to process the personal effects of soldiers that had been wounded or killed in battle. As such, he had the opportunity and desire to ship personal materials home, such as Jeane’s old letters, that few enlisted men or officers had. He also shipped home numerous documents and artifacts. This war-long correspondence provides a glimpse of the give-and-take between a paratrooper officer and his wife.

			We used about 350 of Jeane and George’s letters. We cataloged nearly eleven hundred of them in an Excel file, assigned them an ID number, entered the date and location of the writer, deduced the likely location of the addressee, made a subjective rating of the importance of the contents from one to five, and summarized the content using searchable keywords. Sorting the writings by date or author proved to be invaluable. We were also able to sort out about two-thirds of the letters that were “routine” and of lesser interest. This file allowed us to find letters by keyword.

			There are two formats for dates used in the book. In general, but not always, American civilians in WWII used the month-day-year format. The armed forces generally used the European format of day-month year. The two formats are used consistently with the original documents. Sue’s dad used the American format until he left for Europe at the end of December 1943. Following this time, he used the military format during the war. We left the format as in the original letters. The dates of the letters should be clear using either format. They are helpful to the reader in signaling a change in the next letter’s author.

			The authors and our editor, Gayle Wurst, edited the letters, especially for the numerous salutations and greetings that would make the text cumbersome. Let the reader rest assured there is no shortage of the Gurwells expressing their love for one another. At times we also edited out repetitive content, corrected misspelled words that would leave the text unclear, and used brackets around inserted text.

			Using the historical record, George’s documents, and the interview we had with him in 2001 was critical in determining the exact location from which he was writing. We did our best with this daunting task. Due to censorship regulations, he had to be at a location for about two weeks before he could write that in a letter home. We used George’s timeline, paralleling the history of the 508th’s movements to help determine when to present letters from home. Sometimes a letter would take a month or more for turnaround time, leading us to share letters not always in the sequence written, but grouped by which letters answered each other.

			The Gurwell letters also provide a framework for understanding the other major component of the book: the Round Robin letters, a circular letter written by forty-eight of the officer’s wives of the 508th PIR, including Jeane Gurwell, from January 1944 to May 1945. The wives are a who’s who of notable officers in the 508th. Forty-five of the represented husbands dropped into France on D-Day, nearly a third of the officer corps of the 508th. These officers’ wives included numerous clippings of articles/photographs from unnamed newspapers. Sadly, most of these clippings are obituaries for husbands killed in action. Unfortunately, we could identify the source for only one of the clippings after trying online, so we decided to use just a few photos from public sources. We are grateful to have access to the most excellent website, in our opinion, of any WWII unit: 508pir.org. This site was our best online resource for information on the husbands of the Round Robin writers. However, we would have been able to identify the rank and company of these officers from documents in the “Gurwell Collection” alone.

			Now, we are happy to share our four-year journey producing this book with the reader.
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INTRODUCTION

			THE JOURNEY BEGINS 
By Susan Gurwell Talley

			I’m sitting here in my living room surrounded by nearly eleven hundred letters dating from World War II, dozens of military records, original maps, and documents concerning my dad’s unit, the 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment. There is also a slew of my parents’ personal effects: Dad’s Class A uniform and Ike jacket, a boot that landed in Normandy (yes, there were two, but somehow one mysteriously wandered off), his airborne wings with two jump stars, his Combat Infantryman Badge and other medals, souvenir paratrooper jewelry he gave to my mom, and about a dozen cherished period photographs—and I’m feeling just a little overwhelmed.

			How can I ever put this time capsule together in a meaningful way? How do I get started on this journey that my husband Jack and I have proposed to ourselves, the adventure of assembling this immense treasure trove of material to construct a coherent narrative for an inside look at World War II through the eyes and words of those who lived through it?

			Over nine hundred of the letters sitting before me were exchanged between my parents, George L. Gurwell and Jeane S. Gurwell (formerly Jeane Roselyn Slonaker), from February 1940 to August 1945. The exchange begins three years before their marriage on April 11, 1943, and ends with a letter my father wrote from Frankfurt, Germany, after serving in all four campaigns of the 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment (PIR), attached to the 82nd Airborne Division (ABD). We also have correspondence from men who served with Dad, and nearly sixty other letters from their wives, most of whom had bonded together as a band of sisters during their husbands’ training and continued to support each other during the war. Wartime correspondence from my grandparents, great-grandparents, aunts, uncles, and family friends are also all part of this group, which we now call “the Gurwell Collection.”

			The sheer number of letters and documents was mind-boggling. The initial attempt at organization entailed arranging the letters by postmark dates and eventually assigning them each an ID number, marked in pencil on the envelope, which we subsequently entered in an Excel file along with the date, the sender’s and recipient’s names and addresses, and a brief summary of the content. We could now sort the letters by date and author or do a keyword search for essential information. Our next task was to enlarge the letters so we could actually read them. While my parents’ handwriting seemed easy enough to follow, scanning now became a priority. Enlargement was especially necessary when it came to the task of deciphering the minuscule print on V-mail1 and the cursive—sometimes idiosyncratic—handwriting of other correspondents in the collection.

			The documents date from May 1942, when my father was first assigned as a second lieutenant with the Chemical Warfare School at Edgewood Arsenal, but the majority cover the daily activities and workings of his second assignment as a paratrooper with the 508th PIR, where he served as the executive officer of the Regimental Headquarters Company (HqHq).2 This position permitted him to collect, compile, and save the extraordinary range of documentation in the collection on the 508th and on the 82nd ABD in general: orders, a complete roster of the 508th from November 1943, original maps, after-action reports, and the daily newsletters printed aboard the transport ships that carried him to and from Europe.

			While training in Florida on January 11, 1943, for example, the regiment’s scheduled entertainment included boxing matches and the regiment singing en masse. On the back of the boxing schedule was a song, “Johnny Paratrooper,” later changed and now famously known as “Blood on the Risers.” One of the most moving documents is a list of all the officers on the ship to England, assigning seats for meals. In his own hand, my dad also entered the status of every man still on the list at the end of the war: OK (not injured), WIA (wounded in action), PW (prisoner of war), and KIA (killed in action).

			And then there are the myriad of physical objects, each imbued with personal meaning for my parents, that also say so much about the world in which they lived. We might not have both of Dad’s jump boots, but we do have the tiny survival compass and survival knife that was sewn into his jumpsuit for concealment when he landed in the flooded plain of the Merderet River near Sainte-Mère-Église on D-Day. I pick up the Colt .45 revolver that he carried as a sidearm throughout the war. One of Grandpa Slonaker’s relatives had carried it in World War I, and Grandpa passed it on to Dad just before he headed overseas. Then I lay it back down, next to the delicate, solid gold chain bracelet that Dad gave Mom in 1943. In the center is a pair of airborne wings, flanked with the letters US and AA on either side. Next to that is a piece of the chute that dropped Dad into Normandy, as well as two handles from reserve chutes. We also have a section of the reserve chute that he cut up to make ascots for his men when they served as General Dwight D. Eisenhower’s honor guard in the occupation of Germany. There are so many things, yet they are all treasures that testify to the lives of the brave men and women who unselfishly did their part to keep the world safe for those of us who followed.
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			Wartime keepsakes from the Gurwell Collection. Top: Garrison hat and Ike Jacket. Center: Jump boot with gold bracelet, silk reserve chute, two rip cords, 82nd Airborne and 508th patches, fragment from D-Day chute. Bottom: Belgian Franc note with signatures, escape compass and knife, Nazi money.

			***

			I was born and raised in Richland, Washington, just a stone’s throw from the Columbia River in the eastern part of the state. Unlike western Washington with its rain forests and pine-covered mountains, eastern Washington is desert land, complete with sagebrush, cactus, tumbleweeds, prairie dogs, and rattlesnakes. Summer is dry and hot, and winter is mild, but spring and especially fall are surprisingly beautiful.

			Growing up as the fourth child, I was the “baby” of the family. My older siblings, in order of birth, are Richard (Rick), Linda, and Janell. Rick was born on May 8, 1944, just one month before Dad jumped into Normandy. Linda was born three years after Rick, and Janell two years after Linda. I came along eight years after Janell. Although Janell swore that I was an adopted Indian baby, Mom assured me that out of the four of us, I was the only one they had planned on. The other three were the surprises.

			Like most kids, I knew the basics about my parents. Dad was born in Idaho, but grew up in Seaside, Oregon. A chemical engineer, he managed a lab at the Hanford Nuclear Reservation, which used to be the old Camp Hanford Army Base where the plutonium was made for “Fat Man,” the atomic bomb that was dropped on Nagasaki, Japan, at the end of World War II. After the war, it remained a restricted area with guard houses and large parking areas where workers parked their private vehicles, then traveled by special buses to and from the labs and reactors. For many people across the country, nuclear reactors raised concerns and fears, but for us and our community, they were just a part of our everyday life. One of my favorite T-shirts during my high school days said: In case of a power outage, grab me. I glow in the dark.

			Then, as now, humor is the best medicine.

			My mother’s family, on the other hand, moved from Indiana to Oregon, where Mom grew up on the family fruit ranch in Hood River. She was a registered nurse and head of pediatrics at Kadlec Hospital in Richland. It was very reassuring for me to know that if I ever had to go to the hospital, Mom would be close at hand. About the time I was heading to junior high, she was headed to the local community college to begin her career as a nursing instructor.

			I can’t really say when I realized Dad had served in the war. He never spoke much about it, and as best as I can remember, Mom didn’t either. There were little signs, though, one being a set of “Red Devil” water glasses that fascinated me as a young child. The glasses showed a picture of a red devil suspended under a parachute, wearing jump boots, and holding a rifle and a grenade. Kept safely on the highest shelf in the kitchen cabinet, these glasses were off limits, and somehow, I just knew that nothing good would come to me if I messed with them. I was told that they were special to Dad and held memories from his time in the army during the war. Not until I was nine or ten did I find out that the Red Devil stood for his regiment, the 508th PIR.

			Other things, too, hinted at his service. In summer you could see the scar on his left leg, only visible when he wore shorts. I was told that it came from a wound he had received in the war. Strangely, Dad was not impressed by big July 4 fireworks displays, nor keen on attending the celebrations. He always said that he had seen the largest fireworks ever from behind Utah Beach, and nothing could compare to them. A shake of his head and a stare off into the distance usually followed.

			Camping was another activity on his not-to-do list. He insisted he’d had enough of living in a tent during the war to last him a lifetime, and he never needed to do it again. I can’t remember ever taking a family camping trip as I was growing up. That said, we kids had something even better—a full parachute canopy to use as a backyard tent. At the time, of course, I had no idea that our “tent” had landed in Holland on September 17, 1944, during Operation Market Garden. I was in junior high before I learned the story, and the significance of our childhood fort began to sink in. Later still, I learned that this parachute was not the one that Dad jumped into Holland with but one that was left behind intact on the drop zone. His chute had actually blown a panel out during the descent, so when he found a good one, he swapped it out. He would later say that parachute kept him alive during the freezing Battle of the Bulge, when he wrapped up in it for an extra layer of warmth inside his bedroll.
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			Sue and George with the parachute used by the 508th in Market Garden that George mailed home to Jeane in 1945. Richland, WA, June 21, 2002.

			This very same bedroll also evokes significant memories for me. Whenever we visited my maternal grandparents in Hood River, we carried it along to serve as my sleeping pallet. I also remember coming across a bunch of small, black-and-white pictures at my grandparents’ house that showed some men and bicycles lying around on the ground. I was just a little girl and had gotten no more than a fascinating glimpse before grown-up hands snatched them away. “You don’t need to see these,” I was told. Just why not, I did not know, but what I’d seen remained all the more strongly engraved on my mind because of it. Only in 2001, when Dad told Jack and me the story, did I learn that those men scattered on the ground were dead—German bicycle troops Dad and some others had cut off and killed on D-Day morning. Tellingly, the photos of the dead bicycle troops were missing from the collection when we received it.

			Yes, as a child I knew that Dad was in the war, but it took a long time to piece together enough details to understand why he never talked about it. As I got older and learned more about history, my interest in my father’s involvement in the war also began to grow. I never pressed him for information, but occasionally I would ask him simple questions, hoping for answers. In his own way and on his own timetable, he eventually shared a bit more about his life in service. The mystery of the water glasses now was solved: he was a paratrooper in the 508th, and his regiment was called the Red Devils. The German soldiers called them “devils in baggy pants.” He also jumped behind enemy lines into Normandy on D-Day, jumped into Holland for Operation Market Garden, and jumped out of the back of a truck for the Battle of the Bulge. His leg wound occurred in Normandy, and he was sent back to a hospital in England. About the only information that my mom ever shared was that Dad was part of Eisenhower’s honor guard.

			Whenever Memorial Day came around, movies like The Longest Day and A Bridge Too Far would always be shown on TV. Dad would get a long, distant stare and make comments like “It didn’t happen that way” or “We didn’t fire our weapons while descending during a jump. Our weapons weren’t loaded.” He would shake his head and mutter about the British stopping to brew tea in Holland, or vent his frustration about how his regiment and the entire 82nd ABD were told to stand down when they wanted to go into Arnhem to rescue the surrounded British paratroopers. Without him saying much, you knew he was not very fond of the British army commander, Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, aka “Monty.” I watched these movies repeatedly, keeping Dad’s comments in mind. Meanwhile, he was constantly getting up and leaving the room, only to return for a very short time, and then leave again. He never once sat and watched a movie with me all the way through.

			The stories he did tell were mostly funny and concerned only a few of his experiences. In Normandy, he landed in the flooded fields around the Merderet River. Luckily for him, the water only came to his waist, not over his head. He never told us how he got wounded, but we loved to hear the story about how he terrorized a young orderly while he was in the hospital in England. Knowing that he was a paratrooper, the orderly was always pestering him for information and stories. Tired of this, one day Dad hid his trench knife under his blankets and waited for the orderly to return. When he approached his bedside, Dad let out a big “AAAARRRGGGHHHH!” and raised his knife in the air, pointed right at the orderly. The poor fellow ran out terrified, but quickly returned with “Sarge”—a tough, six-foot nurse who kept everyone in line and who nobody messed with. Laughing, Dad said he never tried pulling that stunt again.

			In Holland, Dad worried that his troops did not have enough rations out in the field, so one time he loaded up a jeep and headed to the front lines to check on his men. He arrived to find they had just butchered a cow—“collateral damage” from the fighting, naturally—and were getting ready to cook steaks. When asked if he wanted one, he quickly replied, “Of course!” Other times, Dad told us about watching enemy tracers, and how beautiful they were as he jumped into the darkness on D-Day. He quickly changed his mind as to their beauty when he realized they were mixed in with regular rounds aimed at him with the intent to kill. He also kept a special poem in the old rolltop desk that was written by a sergeant in his regiment. It was about a deadly premonition this sergeant had about his jump into Normandy. Unfortunately, this premonition came true.

			Another soldier had a premonition that he shared with Dad: in the vision, this soldier had to cross a minefield, but did not survive it. (This one also sadly came true.) Even Dad had his own premonition. Near the end of the war, after his regiment had made it through the Battle of the Bulge and the Hürtgen Forest, the 508th was placed on standby to jump into prisoner of war camps in case the Nazis began to kill prisoners. Dad always said that he just knew if they had made one of those jumps, it would have been his last. They loaded up three different times, but thankfully, never had to go.

			Years later, when Dad was in his early eighties, Jack and I went to visit my parents. He and I had been dating for over a year, and it was time to introduce him to my family. Dad and Jack hit it off immediately. Dad felt very comfortable with Jack, who is a highly trained, experienced therapist with a specialty in treating post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Soon the floodgates opened. Over the week, Dad shared many of his experiences in detail, including how and where he got wounded in Normandy. He also broke down and cried as he related the story of having to send a soldier out with a vital message when communication lines went down. This meant the soldier had to cross a minefield. The soldier most qualified to handle the job was the one who’d had that premonition that he wouldn’t make it back. Dad tried to find someone else who could possibly handle the mission, but there was no one. After much soul-searching, he finally had to send the soldier out. He didn’t make it, and Dad blamed himself.

			He’d been holding in that guilt for over fifty years.

			***

			Before Dad passed, he asked us to donate some of the items he’d saved, like a full canopy from Market Garden and his bedroll from the Battle of the Bulge. We felt these things needed to be available for the world to see, not stuck in some box hidden away in an attic or garage. Following his wishes, these now have a permanent home at the Camp Blanding Museum in Florida, where the 508th got its start in 1942. And yes, the canopy in question was once the beloved tent of the Gurwell kids.

			After his passing, we discovered several more boxes containing letters, documents, and war-related items in the basement of our family home. Mom gave these boxes and their precious contents to Jack and me to preserve. It’s hard to admit, but I struggled for many years to read my parents’ letters. I desperately wanted to learn more about my father and this period in both their lives, but the letters were very personal. Reading them tugged at my heart and awakened the feelings of loss I felt for my father. It would just take time. Not until my mother passed in 2016 and we took a trip to Europe to follow the wartime footsteps of the 508th, did we hunker down and finally begin the journey of discovery those boxes and all their contents were to send us on.

			And what an amazing journey it has turned out to be.

			As I read through the letters, examined the documents, and figured out the various historic keepsakes in our treasure trove, the full picture finally began to come into view. Those “Red Devil” glasses I grew up with? They’re mentioned in a letter from Mom to Dad in August 1944. They must have been purchased in Pinehurst, North Carolina, where they lived in 1943 while Dad was in training. Mom wrote that she was unpacking them and putting them on the top shelf in the kitchen cabinet of her apartment in Portland, Oregon. No matter where we lived, that never changed: those glasses always went on the top shelf of the kitchen cabinets.

			Another letter from Mom to her father mentions the Colt .45 revolver. She was surprised that he had sent that specific, special revolver for Dad to carry overseas. We also have Dad’s letter to his father-in-law, expressing his gratitude for the handgun and what a wonderful weapon it was. A letter Dad sent Mom just before he jumped on D-Day was obviously written with death in mind, a “final letter” to express his enduring love in case he did not survive. Two very special letters from 1945 retrospectively recount Dad’s experience in the Normandy invasion; another says he is sending her a piece of the silk that set him down in France (yes, we do have it, as we finally discovered in 2018!) and the parachute from Holland. And so it was that one by one, the letters acted as a commentary on the items in our possession, my parents’ relationship, and the wartime experiences of a young parachute infantry officer and his wife, including the environment and times that they lived in.

			Jack’s experience in treating veterans and civilians who suffer from PTSD brought to light how many symptoms my father’s letters reveal. Four days of combat in Normandy had triggered significant distress. He was shot through the muscle of the left leg on D-Day, and soldiered on for three more days before finally being evacuated to a hospital in England. He returned to his regiment for light duty on June 22. I was also surprised, because when we think of PTSD, we usually don’t attribute it to veterans of World War II. Yes, my father’s generation did speak of the “thousand-yard stare” or “battle fatigue” that caused them to be listed as casualties. Even my father spoke about seeing men who had lost their ability to function. One officer he witnessed started walking down the middle of the road in a skirmish, as if nothing was going on. He appeared dazed and confused—and was lucky not to be killed. Just as most do today, soldiers in World War II largely suffered the symptoms of PTSD in silence, and psychologically continued to function as the “walking wounded.”

			As we were sorting out the family letters, I also discovered a large olive drab green envelope separate from the rest. But it, too, was filled with letters. This packet gave us the opportunity to meet forty-eight of the wives of my father’s fellow 508th officers through a unique set of letters the women wrote to each other in “Round-Robin” style to keep in touch and pass on information about the regiment and their menfolk.

			The letters functioned like a group email today, only slower, as it went through the U.S. postal system. After establishing an initial list, the first correspondent wrote to the following woman on the list, who read the letter, added her own, and mailed it with the first letter to the third correspondent, and so forth. The last recipient would end up with all the letters. My mom, who was instrumental in cooking up this scheme, was third on the list. The Round Robin did not reach her again until after Victory in Europe (VE) Day; by then, it had traveled from Maine to Florida and coast to coast three times, and bore addresses from twenty-six states. The entire correspondence, spanning seventeen months, ended its journey with her. It was truly an All-American effort, all the way.3

			Many of the forty-eight Round Robin correspondents had met each other, and often formed close ties while they were living in the little towns surrounding Camp Mackall, where their officer husbands were training for overseas combat. Along the way, original correspondents sometimes brought in friends, wives of 508th men who had met a few—but not all—of the others in the Round Robin circle. The letters express not only their pride and support for their men, but also the emotional and active support for each other that only a “band of sisters” could share. Held together by common bonds in the most difficult of times, these women knew their “sisters” could understand their experiences and emotions better than anyone else.

			Jack and I caught ourselves laughing at their humorous stories, and then shedding tears as we learned about the deaths of eleven young husbands and troopers. We experienced the bravery of these young widows as they described the loss of their husbands, relying heavily on the bonds of friendship to get them through their ordeal. One such widow was Jane Creary, who shared these heartfelt words in December 1944 after the death of her husband: “Remember girls, we are paratroopers too, and we cannot give up the jump.”

			Only a third of the nearly 1,100 letters and two hundred documents in our possession are featured in this book. Due to its uniqueness, however, we have included all fifty Round Robin letters in excerpt or in their entirety. Our hope is that in sharing these treasures, others may find insight, hope, and encouragement for the future from the rich heritage the World War II generation has left us.

			May you gain courage, faith, and strength from their stories and the example of their lives. May their voices speak out from the past and continue to inspire us to be the best of ourselves. Let us never forget them and always remember: “Never give up the jump.”
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			Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
and World War II Veterans
By Jack Talley

			I could not wait to meet Lt George Gurwell, an original member of the 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment, U.S. 82nd Airborne Division, and a veteran of D-Day, Operation Market Garden, and the Battle of the Bulge. It was chance that determined I would meet George, my wife Sue’s father, on June 6, 2001, fifty-seven years to the day since D-Day, a day that has fascinated me ever since I learned about it as a boy. Why this should be so for a young kid growing up on a small subsistence farm in north Georgia I do not know, but television shows like Combat! and The Rat Patrol and movies like The Longest Day, A Bridge Too Far, and Sands of Iwo Jima made a lasting impression on me.

			When I was ten, my older brother of three years would be outside learning to shoe a horse, or off making mischief with my cousins, trying to saddle up and ride grandpa’s calves, and I’d be inside reading The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich. Years later, I reread that book and was surprised to find I’d understood enough at the time to fuel a lifelong quest to comprehend what had happened to the world in the 1930s and ’40s. How did entire nations come to believe so strongly in the values of Nazism and Japanese imperialism that they executed national policies that ultimately killed seventy million people? One day in college, I was sitting on a bench reading The Gulag Archipelago as I waited for the dining room to open. “What class are you reading that for?” a student asked me. When I told her it was just for fun, I got the weirdest look.

			Another thing I’ll never know is why I chose psychology instead of history as a profession. But I do know that the biggest reason I love war heroes is because their stories give me strength, moral courage, and the best role models.

			I have needed those strong role models in my professional work. In 1978, just out of college, I began working as a psychiatric assistant with adolescents in a psychiatric hospital. After completing a master’s degree, and then a doctorate in 1989, I worked with school-age children in homes for abused kids, as well as a wide variety of other settings: schools, churches, hospitals, jails, and the office of my private practice. It is not an exaggeration to say that some of the things that children have told me about what adults have done to them is evil in every sense of the word.

			Hearing these stories firsthand is difficult: professionals who work with traumatized people often suffer from compassion fatigue and have to take deliberate steps to prevent suffering trauma themselves. I myself turn to heroic stories from World War II because they never fail to inspire me. I have never seen tracers flying up at me as my parachute descended toward a body of water that I feared would drown me in my chute, but hearing the story of a paratrooper like George, who experienced that fear and survived gives me the strength to help wounded children.

			So it is that the war veteran’s story also helps the victim of child abuse find a way to heal.

			I retired from school system work a few years ago, retrained as a specialist, and have been working with veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) since 2014. Widely (and sometimes loosely) used today, the term was not officially recognized in diagnosis until 1980. Until that time, “shell shock” or “battle fatigue” were the terms for a soldier who had ceased to function. So many battle-weary veterans witnessed the “thousand-yard stare” in their buddies or experienced it themselves. While we now better understand more about the disorder than in World War II, I can attest as a clinician that it is nevertheless still widely misunderstood or ignored today, not only in the general public, but also by the very veterans who themselves are suffering from PTSD.

			The vast majority of veterans I have evaluated are surprised by the breadth and depth of PTSD symptoms. By definition, the conditions for developing combat-related PTSD occur when a soldier has experienced, witnessed, or confronted critical incidents that involved actual or threatened death, or serious injury to the soldier or others. Core symptoms of PTSD can manifest when memories trigger nightmares, intrusive thoughts, anxious emotions, and physical symptoms. Recurrent, involuntary dreams or distressing memories are major signs of the disorder, as are flashbacks, distress when cues or reminders occur, hypervigilance, startle responses, and marked physical reactions, such as racing heartbeat, sweaty palms, and shortness of breath. So the veteran constantly tries to avoid distressing memories, feelings, and cues that eventually trigger those memories and physical reactions. Racing thoughts, poor concentration, and survivors’ guilt are also common.

			Complicating symptoms vary widely. Most common is sleep disturbance. Patients also frequently suffer from depression, anxiety, emotional numbing, panic attacks, memory loss, flattened emotional responsiveness, lowered motivation, poor stress tolerance, and interpersonal problems. Self-medication with alcohol or other intoxicating substances is widespread. Severe cases involve impaired judgment and communication, suicidal ideation, psychotic symptoms, failure to communicate, neglect of personal hygiene, inability to perform routine daily living tasks, and grossly impaired behavior. The range of functional impairment is broad, thus requiring individual assessment.

			Lieutenant Colonel Dave Grossman, a specialist in the psychology of combat, has extensively studied the reactions of healthy people in killing circumstances. A former army Ranger, paratrooper, and law enforcement trainer, Grossman persuasively argues that not only fear for oneself—but having to kill other humans in an up close and personal way—contributes significantly to the onset of PTSD.4 In the past few years, the historical picture has been clarified concerning the training of U.S. paratroopers and the fate of the Germans they encountered on D-Day. In order to protect their positions on the night of June 6, troopers were instructed to not use firearms, but bayonets and knives whenever possible. In other words—they were told to kill the enemy in personal, hand-to-hand combat. As one green 101st trooper put it, they were to “get to the drop zone as quickly as possible. Take no prisoners because they’ll slow you down.”5

			The 82nd certainly received a version of the same from their superiors, as First Sergeant Ralph Thomas of the 508th reports: “We had been ordered before we left the airport for Normandy not to take any prisoners.”6 While these were tall orders for young soldiers in their first taste of combat, the mercilessness of the enemy turned them into killers inspired by their fear and desire for revenge. As Captain William Nation, Regimental S-1, succinctly put it in a letter home, dated June 24–25, 1944: “Everything that you read about the ruthlessness they [the Germans] gave us is true and more, and I’ll add that it was a long time before we could get the men to take prisoners.”7

			PTSD-causing events the troopers experienced on D-Day need not be directly experienced or witnessed in person according to the Department of Veterans Affairs; they can also result if the service member learns that a critical incident happened to a close friend or family member. Blocking these memories from mind is a common strategy that does not work, because memories made during a critical event are seared into the brain by the flood of neurotransmitters triggered by the fight-or-flight response. They simply will not go away. Specifically developed talk therapies like cognitive-behavioral therapies, bilateral stimulation such as eye movements, and exposure therapies all help veterans reprocess the information in their memories in ways that diminish their power over the mind and permit them to cope with the past.8 As one veteran testified: “Just write about it or talk about it. Nothing else works.”9

			***

			George gave a gift to the veterans I treat, since they appreciate hearing a story from the perspective of a veteran who fought on D-Day, and without exception, find it similar to their own experiences. George’s stories certainly have the “been there, done that” quality to them that today’s veterans appreciate.

			I couldn’t have been more pleased about the symbolism of our meeting on D-Day, and my wife Sue—at the time my fiancée—was equally happy that I would finally get to meet her father on such a significant day. A couple of months before the trip, Sue had been surprised when George stayed on the phone with me, talking about the war for an hour. This was a first. The joy of actually meeting him, however, was tempered by the stroke he had suffered four days before we arrived. Sue was very relieved to see her father by the time we got there. While he had lost the use of his right hand, his mind, speech, and legs were fine. Mom (Jeane Gurwell) had limited mobility, so Sue and I took over most of the cooking. Jeane was impressed that I could make “fluffy” scrambled eggs and wanted to know my secret. My reply of “add a little water and don’t burn them” brought laughter from George and Sue that I did not understand until they explained Jeane’s reputation for scorched food.
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			George and Jeane, Seaside, OR, 2002.

			On that first morning of our stay, George was sitting in his usual morning spot, the breakfast nook near the kitchen bay window in order to see his “critters” in the backyard. He fed daily the squirrels, quail, and other birds, and had names for most of them. He particularly liked seeing quail and their “little ones” on their morning visits to the yard for breakfast.

			I had reread Stephen Ambrose’s D-Day and Citizen Soldiers before the trip. In D-Day, I had been struck by the actions of a 508th PIR hero named Robert Mathias, a red-haired boxing champion from Baltimore. The jump master of his stick, he had ordered his men to stand up and hook up, and was standing in the open doorway of his C-47, ready to go, when antiaircraft fire hit him right in the middle of his reserve chute and pierced his chest. Refusing medical treatment, he led his men out into Normandy’s night. He was later found dead in his chute, hanging from a tree.

			During our conversation with George that first night, I asked him almost casually if he knew the name Robert Mathias. George turned ashen, as if he had seen a ghost. Then he turned the tables: “How do you know that name?” he demanded. When I told him about Ambrose’s account of Mathias’s action that morning in France fifty-seven years in the past, he seemed dumbfounded. “Well,” he said, “I guess there aren’t any secrets anymore.”

			I was as surprised with George that Mathias’s name held so much meaning for him as he was surprised with me that I knew the name at all. Mathias was, in fact, the only name of a 508th trooper I’d learned from my reading prior to the trip. As it turned out, 1st Lt. Mathias had been George’s singing buddy and pal since their training days in Pinehurst, North Carolina, and Jeane and Mathias’s wife, Doris, had also been close. When we visited Sue’s parents in 2001, we had no idea that George had even known Mathias, let alone that they had been good friends. The sudden loss of such a friend is often a major factor in the long list of factors causing PTSD in combat veterans, and the death of Robert Mathias, one of the early casualties of the Normandy invasion, without a doubt had contributed to the emergence of PTSD in George.

			For five nights in a row, Sue and I stayed up talking with George long into the night, amazed that after all these years, he had finally decided to share his war stories. I had come prepared with a recorder, extra tapes, and extra batteries. I used none of it, deciding it would be best just to talk with him for a while. I would try and remember as best I could and make notes with Sue’s help after we finished talking.

			I felt very lucky to hear George’s firsthand accounts, many of which he seemed to be telling for the first time. Sue later confirmed that this was indeed the first time her father had ever sat down and shared his experiences and feelings. The whole family felt relieved, having long sensed the unspoken anguish he’d carried through the years.

			It was long past time for George to get the stories off his chest.

			This is not to say that talking came easy. Like most of the men who fought in World War II, George downplayed what had happened. “We just all did what we were supposed to do. I don’t understand the fuss.” He made more protests. “What good will talking about this do, anyway? Civilizations come and they all fall. It doesn’t matter what we do— this one is going to fall too. Nobody cares about this stuff anymore.”

			His words struck me hard, and it was hard to argue with him. His cynicism, born of war and a life working in nuclear munitions, would be hard to defeat. I paused, took a deep breath, and answered, “It doesn’t matter if it’ll do any good or not. It doesn’t matter if it will work or not. I believe what you did can be an inspiration to others, and future generations must be told your story. It may also help others rise above their troubles. Any person who goes to war and comes back alive is a hero to me.”

			“Well,” he answered, “there’s just no way to understand what we felt and went through if you weren’t there yourself.” Here George stopped, looked away, and went silent.

			Sue and I sat with him, quiet for a while. Then I softly began to speak. “I’ve tried very hard to understand the children I work with. They have been through all sorts of hell. I’ll never understand what it’s like to be that girl or boy who suffered abuse, but I do know that to heal from the pain, it first takes the courage to talk about it.

			“True, I have not been in combat. I have not been in the military. But I’ve read about World War II and tried to understand how the world could kill seventy million people ever since I was a boy. I have also tried to understand by reading books and talking with veterans about what happened during the war.”

			Throughout this whole speech, I tried to be as calm and persuasive as I could. “I have always thought that the veteran who withstood the test of combat is one of the best examples of how to rise over adversity in life.” Then I told George, “Jesus said, ‘Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.’ Men who’ve been in combat, even if they weren’t killed, at some point have put their lives in harm’s way, or ‘laid down their life’ for their buddy.”

			George began to loosen up. I think he started to like me too. When I later used the word reppel-deppel, he was surprised I knew it was soldier slang for a replacement depot. And I also knew the name Robert Mathias. It was enough. George decided to talk.





[image: ]




CHAPTER I

			PRELUDE TO LOVE AND WAR

			My father was born in 1920 in Jerome, Idaho, to George W. and Pearl M. Gurwell. At an early age, he moved with his family to Seaside, Oregon, where his paternal grandparents, James L. and Mable Gurwell, owned and ran a grocery store just a few blocks from the beach.

			Dad, fondly called “Junior” by his father and grandparents, grew up with all the wonders that the ocean could provide, and the tides would bring in. Chasing birds over sandy beaches, playing in the waves, hunting for shells, and digging razor clams were all part of his boyhood, as was exploring rocky tide pools full of starfish, sea anemones, crabs and mussels. Fishing for all kinds of saltwater fish were favorite activities. Most of all, he loved deep-sea fishing for King salmon. As if that were not enough abundance, the sand dunes were covered in wild strawberries and the forests full of wild mushrooms. Seaside was a true cornucopia of coastal life to any young child growing up.

			In first grade, my father developed a close friendship with two other Seaside characters, Bud Leonard and Dave Scoggins. So close, they were more like brothers than friends; the boys were as inseparable as The Three Musketeers. Dave’s parents owned and operated the upscale beachfront Tides Hotel, a popular Seaside destination, and Bud hailed from a large family with several kids. It wasn’t uncommon for both Dad and Dave to file through the Leonard family lunch line along with the rest of the hoard, making a sandwich with whatever Bud’s mom put out on the kitchen counter.

			Seaside and its environs were a boy’s paradise, offering an abundance of opportunity for adventure through outdoor activities such as hunting, fishing, and pulling crab pots. One of the most memorable escapades involved a hunting trip that Dad and Bud took along the mountainous Necanicum River. Bud had borrowed a box of ammunition and a rifle belonging to Dad’s father, and as luck would have it, they got the jump on a rather large black bear. Bud fired the shot and nailed the bear. But lady luck had other ideas. The bear unfortunately ended up in the river, rather than on the bank, as planned. It was so huge and heavy, no matter how hard they tried, they could not drag it out of the water. And so the river won. Wet, muddy, and tired, they hopelessly watched as their bear, caught up in the rushing water, disappeared over a waterfall. Out of sight, it continued its journey along the river and out into the Pacific Ocean. As for the boys, such experiences created a special bond that remained strong throughout childhood and well into their adult lives.
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			George on the right with childhood friend, 1st Lt Julien “Bud” Leonard, USMC, November 11, 1942, Seaside, OR. Gurwell Collection.
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			George’s childhood friend 1st Lt Dave Scoggins, about 1942. Dave served in the 80th Infantry Division in the Normandy and Ardennes Campaigns. Gurwell Collection.

			During adolescence, my father experienced the separation and divorce of his parents, his father’s remarriage to Annebelle, or “Babe,” his stepmother, and the couples’ adoption of his little brother Dick. Babe was a wonderful person, and Dad felt that she was truly a mother to him. His “little” brother, who grew up to be well over six feet tall (compared to Dad’s 5'7"), idolized his “big” brother, and Dad always loved him as if he were his own flesh and blood. School, running track, and working odd jobs kept Dad busy, but theatre, music, the ocean, and the wonders of nature brought him his sense of peace and enjoyment.

			With the Depression in full swing, Dad worked various jobs to earn enough money to enroll in college. He assisted at the family grocery store, worked in a bakery, and even spent some time as a lumberjack. He was not afraid of hard work and appreciated the value of a strong work ethic. When it came time to go to college, he enrolled at Oregon State Agricultural College in Corvallis, Oregon, where he joined the ROTC (Reserve Officers’ Training Corps) program through the School of Military Science and Tactics with the intention of serving as an U.S. Army officer. It was during his college days that he met and occasionally dated Jeane R. Slonaker, the future Mrs. Gurwell, who was at Oregon State to complete the preparatory course work for nursing school and become a registered nurse.

			From a very young age, my mother called Hood River, Oregon home. She was born in Farmland, Indiana to Richard and Delpha Slonaker on September 26, 1920 (so her birth certificate said). For years we celebrated her birthday on the twenty-fifth because her mother swore the doctor got it wrong, and Jeane really did arrive on the twenty-fifth, not the twenty-sixth. Much later in life, our family agreed to go along with the birth certificate and acknowledge her birthday on the twenty-sixth, but Grandma never gave up insisting that she arrived the day before.

			The Slonakers come from a long line of family farmers. Mom’s parents moved to Hood River partly for its beauty: overlooking the Columbia River basin, their front porch commanded a view of the orchard with an unimpeded view of Mt. Hood, and the back overlooked the garden and Mt. Adams. But they mainly chose Hood River for the rich, volcanic soil that would enable them to create the fruit ranch of their dreams. They soon began to establish the orchard with pear, apple, and cherry trees. They also raised hogs, chickens, and turkeys, grew a large vegetable garden, and developed a grape arbor.

			Grandpa loved hunting game, fishing in the Columbia River, and gathering the wild morel mushrooms that grew abundantly in the nearby woods. He became very close to the local Dalles Indian tribe and learned many of their traditions and skills. Over the years, they traded all kinds of amazing things back and forth that we treasured immensely as kids and still treasure today. I can remember many wonderful items: handwoven baskets full of Indian arrowheads, handcrafted and decorated deerskin moccasins and clothing, as well as a beautiful papoose board. The only thing that I was not too fond of was the bearskin rug, one of Grandpa’s trophies, that lay on the floor in the upstairs bedroom. As a small child, I once snuck up those closed-off, very steep stairs, only to bravely reach the top and come face-to-face with that bear. You have never seen a child scurry down a set of stairs so fast! You can be sure that I never did that again!

			My grandparent’s first child, Robert, died in infancy three years before Mom was born, so she grew up as an only child. Being active was a big part of her life: she loved hunting and fishing with her father and developed a love for the outdoors. Her favorite activities included basketball, swimming, and riding “Peaches,” her very own horse. But most of all, she loved snow skiing. Skiing was a new sport in America, and Mt. Hood was just starting to establish its ski slopes, having installed two rope tows and two chairlifts. Not to be outdone, Mom would tag along with the boys to ski the challenging trails of the still-wild slopes.

			As for the more domestic arts, my grandmother succeeded in teaching her sewing, but cooking was never one of her strong suits. She did, however, share both of her parents’ tremendous love of gardening. She always looked forward to springtime, so full of blossoming fruit trees and flowers of all kinds, and especially loved the wild violets that grew abundantly throughout the lawns, gardens, and orchards around Hood River. In a letter Dad wrote to Mom from North Carolina shortly after they were married, we were touched to discover a pressed violet he had sent her, knowing how much she adored them.

			The Slonaker family was extremely blessed during the Great Depression, as they ran a highly successful fruit ranch and were able to employ workers, rather than having to search for work like so many others. While most people struggled to feed their families, they were not only able to survive but to thrive and continue to expand. Life was full of hard work, though. The struggle against losing crops, machine breakdowns, and the ever-pressing need to obtain machine parts, gasoline, and good help was difficult, but also richly rewarding in many ways. Grandpa oversaw everything about the orchard, supervising and hiring the seasonal help, planting new trees, and making sure all the equipment was in tip-top shape. Grandma also kept up all the books, helping in the packing house as needed, and took in sewing as a seamstress, along with performing the everyday tasks of housework and cooking. She and Grandpa together attended to their chickens, hogs, and garden. No sitting around and being idle here!

			The garden was one of my mother’s favorite places to help with chores—cooking, not so much. Growing up in this environment instilled a strong spirit, a “can-do” attitude, and self-reliance in my mom that always carried her through difficult times. As much as she loved gardening, her real passion was nursing; she had always wanted to become a nurse. As my sisters and I grew up, she constantly dropped hints that nursing was a great career, but try as she might, we didn’t follow her into the profession.

			With her degree in mind, Mom headed off to Oregon State Agricultural College in 1938, planning to become a registered nurse. Her goal was to join the U.S. Army Nurses Corps, and she was firmly committed to completing the five-year course of study needed to acquire her nursing credentials. When she first met Dad at Oregon State, they dated off and on, enjoying a shared love of dancing, but kept the relationship light. Dad remained in Corvallis to finish his chemistry degree after Mom left for nursing school in Portland, and given the distance between them, their dancing days faded away. In a letter written July 8, 1942, Dad confesses: “Believe it or not, you, Miss Slonaker, caused me more speculation than any other girl that I have met. You didn’t fall into any of my classifications. As a result, I had wonderful fun trying to figure you out. No, I haven’t yet, but I think that the decision is quite close. The classification? The answer is that you have one all to yourself and it is an extremely nice category.”

			This, of course, kept him interested.

			My father kept up with Mom through mutual friends, and just before he graduated, he made a phone call that changed both their lives. He contacted the student Nurses Home and asked to speak to her, uncertain that she would even take his call. Mom kept him waiting for agonizing minutes while she hesitated and spoke to a mutual friend, but finally came on the line. This rekindled their relationship, and shortly afterwards Dad gave Mom his pin—the sign that they were “going steady.” Ok, maybe the fact that he had pinned another girl in the past had something to do with Mom’s initial hesitation. I’m not saying my mom was the jealous type, but to quote her exact words, she did say she was something of a “green-eyed monster.”

			On May 29, 1942, my father graduated with a degree in chemistry from Oregon State and was appointed and commissioned into the U.S. Army as a second lieutenant. He was called to active duty and reported on June 10, 1942 to the Commanding General for the Chemical Warfare Service Replacement Pool at Edgewood Arsenal, Maryland. On June 29, he began his studies in the Chemical Warfare Combined Basic and Troop Officers’ Course. Around the same time, Dad’s close friends, Dave Scoggins and Bud Leonard, also answered Uncle Sam’s call. Dave, commissioned as a second lieutenant in the U.S. Army, headed to England to serve in a transportation company. Bud, commissioned as a second lieutenant in the Marine Corps, was destined for combat in the Pacific.

			When Dad headed off to his duty assignment, Mom was at the train station to see him off. Over the next several months, their relationship developed through numerous letters, sharing everything about themselves and their daily lives: high points, low points, frustrations, joys, and future hopes and dreams. They encouraged each other, lifted each other up during difficult times, and laughed over silly escapades. They also wrote about why the war had to be fought.

			Dad graduated from his course on August 15 and soon found himself teaching troops about chemical warfare and serving on a court-martial board. In letters to Mom, he complained that “teaching chemical warfare deals more with weather than chemistry” and signaled his dislike of “playing judge.” He suggested that if there ever was an emergency, the officers of the 5th Chemical Company, where he was assigned, would be lucky if they could manage to work together long enough to solve the problem. To relieve his frustrations, he ended up regularly playing cards and drinking a fifth of Bushmills Whiskey with fellow officers. This became a main off-duty evening activity.

			Clearly, it was time to put in for a transfer. I remember Dad saying when I was growing up: “If I had stayed at Edgewood Arsenal, I probably would have died an alcoholic, and the war would have been over before I got the chance to go overseas.” The last thing he wanted was to be stuck stateside. Although he was never too fond of heights, he figured he had two options: go back to school to become a pilot, or look to join one of the newly formed paratroop regiments. In the end, the paratroopers won out, and he was officially assigned to the 508th PIR on October 29, 1942.

			The 508th PIR was activated at Camp Blanding, Florida, on October 20, 1942 under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Roy E. Lindquist (later a full colonel). The regiment was an all-volunteer unit; every paratrooper had to make the cut physically and mentally, just as they must in today’s Special Forces. Many of the volunteers were there one day and gone the next. Men who survived the cut could look forward to physically and mentally draining extensive training drills, lack of sleep, exhausting work, and specialized training directed towards molding individuals into a cohesively functioning unit. Push-ups and constant running became a way of life. This not only developed some of the best soldiers the army had to offer, but also formed strong bonds of brotherhood, like those that exist among paratroopers today.

			Shortly after his arrival at Camp Blanding, Dad wrote to the Seaside Signal, his hometown newspaper. The undated clipping describes his training in Florida and conveys the sense of pride that he and all new paratroopers felt in belonging to an elite, all-volunteer fighting force.

			“George Gurwell Now a Paratrooper”

			I want to express my appreciation for the work the Signal is doing. The service men’s column is an excellent idea and through it, I have managed to keep track of a number of my friends. After my leave last November, I flew back across the country from Portland to Jacksonville, Florida. I am now stationed at Camp Blanding with the 508th Parachute Infantry, a little south of Jacksonville.

			The ‘Paratroops’ is an excellent outfit. The men are new, but the best I have ever seen. (Tough has a new meaning for me.) We receive all types of exercise in abundance. Walking or marching is out. When paratroops travel on foot they run, and I don’t mean maybe! Our trouble is, when we have time to play, we play too hard and often get hurt just fooling around. I might add, with all due respect to Marines and sailors—they have a healthy respect for paratroopers [which] they have learned in the school of hard knocks. I don’t want to give anyone the idea that paratroopers aren’t gentlemen, because they are, but they are taught from the bottom up to protect themselves and believe me they can!

			 

			Dad’s correspondence to his soon-to-be wife gives a more humorous, yet still proud look at some of the antics he and his buddies took part in, which were equally part of the bonding experience. The instance below puts training and derring-do to a quick test, as the 508th arrives just in the nick of time to heroically avert a local disaster on their way to get a beer. The letter is dated November 24, 1942, the day before Thanksgiving.

			Dearest Nurse,

			Last night was quite eventful. My hut mate and a friend of his decided to go to Starke (a little town near Camp Blanding, FL) for a quick show and home. They asked me to take in the show with them. After the cinema, being thirsty from salty popcorn, we took off for the only beer parlor and bar open, something like twenty miles away. The three of us happy as larks were just chanting “seven more miles to go” when…. No—not a flat tire—we roared past a store in some small, little village…. No—not arrested. Don Hardwick (Ripstitch to me)10 and I noticed a most peculiar type of window display that looked like a barbecue spit with flames and everything. Naturally we marveled at the advertising—Heck! It was the real McCoy, a fire burning away cheerily!

			Hal [Creary] slammed on the brakes—Ripstitch and I bailed out going miles an hour. No one knew about it then, but two minutes later, half the kids and the storekeeper knew about the fire. As usual no one did anything—so—Hal, Rip, and I pulled off our dress coats and waded into the smoke-filled store. No hoses, no nothing but a Coca-Cola machine filled with water and bottles of milk. Found a can, and after being forced out three times because of smoke—the three of us put the darned thing out.

			Other than feeling liked smoked herring, we didn’t even dirty our dress clothes. Townspeople then appeared and proceeded to clean up and mill around the store. We three left in a hurry—here we had wasted three-quarters of an hour piddling around, and still had seven miles to go. The only trouble was, we had red-rimmed eyes and smelled a little of smoke. Don’t know what we would do without a few items of interest to break the monotony.

			 

			Although Dad didn’t talk much about the war, he readily shared other humorous stories about his early time at Camp Blanding. Like his letters, some of these also featured his hut mate and good friend Don Hardwick, who was several inches taller and forty to fifty pounds heavier than Dad. Don loved to pick Dad as his partner when it came to the “deep knee bend” drill, where one trooper did deep knee bends with his partner over his shoulders, and they then changed places. Obviously, it was far less strenuous for his buddy to sling Dad over his shoulders than it was for Dad to heft the Ripper.11

			Sharing the story, Dad would just chuckle and shake his head. Other favorite tales were more serious, but still with a humorous touch, like the time he was officer in charge of a five-mile run that required the troops to wear gas masks. Dad spied a trooper from Georgia stick a wad of tobacco in his mouth just before he secured his gas mask. Figuring he would teach him a lesson, Dad ran right next to that man the whole way, assuring that he did not remove his mask even once to spit. Needless to say, the poor guy ended up looking more than a little green—and as far as anyone knows, that was one mistake he never made again!

			As Dad and Mom continued to correspond throughout Dad’s heavy training and Mom’s rigorous nursing school schedule, they grew closer despite the physical distance between them. Christmas was always a special time for Dad, a time to be spent with family, friends, and loved ones. It was also a time for joy, hope, and peace, not the weight of what lay ahead. As he was being touched by the strains of Christmas carols and the beauty that surrounded him, his reflections became almost prophetic about the coming struggles he and the 508th would soon face. No one could have guessed how insightful this letter for a twenty-three-year-old army officer would be.

			December 14, 1942

			Dearest Jeane,

			I wandered home tonight, very slowly, there wasn’t a place to go. Several of us had been down in the orderly room looking over the schedule for tomorrow. Yet, I was tired, very tired. An afternoon of really tough exercises, I hurt in every joint. Walked along slowly smoking my pipe and trying to be as comfortable as possible. Quite suddenly I realized that the moon and stars were out, you could almost reach up and touch them. I didn’t know if you’d like one or not, so I didn’t try. The night is very clear and cold. It is rather hard to concentrate when one is sore from one end to the other. Walking along watching the smoke from my pipe, hands in my pockets when something hit me rather hard. Passed by two very quiet hutments, in one a choir that was singing something that was just beyond the grasp of my memory, this started me thinking. The next hutment was filtering the strains of a Christmas carol. Have you ever been hit by something unseen? The Christmas carol was a blow, just as if someone had struck me in the face, only honey it wasn’t my face that it bothered. With that song came a stark reality, Christmas is going to be the loneliest time in my life.

			It seems that killing is about all this world knows anymore. I sometimes wonder how these kids are going to forget when all this is over. How can they forget? Jeane, you want so very much to go with us, and I only want to get over there and do my part so that you won’t have to go. This one, before it is all over, will be one thing that people will not want to talk about. It will make the last war look like a tea party. There is just one thing that has worried me, that change it all brings in the mind of men. That change, like a diseased mind is so very hard to cure. Perhaps the answer lies in the clear simple beauty of the music that I hear now “Taps.”

			These kids that we have now will so very shortly be men. The questions they ask, their problems, their very willingness to do the things we say, it is hard to realize that as soon as five months from now, they may be bearing the brunt of opening up a new front someplace. How can we possibly teach them all the things they need to know, straighten some of them out and whip all of them into a fighting unit? Yet, they seem to know. I hate to see kids grow up in so short a time, when you stop and think of the things they are missing. War might be a glamorous game to some, but it is a “Hell” to me. This same thing has been going on for centuries. The only thing is an improvement in methods and weapons.

			You my darling are a firm place in which to step on in the middle of a swamp. Someone to believe in, to help when I come back. Well honey, it is rolling around towards midnight, Good night, Darling! I miss you very much, love, George

			December 17, 1942

			Hello Sweet

			I have been tired all over the past two days, and for the life of me I just can’t seem to stay awake. It isn’t like me—that I will admit. Everything has been going wrong, millions of changes, extra work that can only be done after dinner and besides that—officers’ meetings two or three times per day. It makes me feel as though I were sitting in the middle of a spinning disk.

			Jeane, Honey, there are just too many beautiful nights here and an overabundance of Christmas songs. The two added together make a combination that is going to floor me someday. I am human and can only stand so much (and then a little more). Honest darling, this lonely place gets on my nerves. Or is it the time of year? I wish that I knew for sure.

			No, Honey there isn’t a cure for loneliness when people are apart. A drink, a good time haven’t much effect. I always come home just a little disappointed. Things are never quite the same when you aren’t around. You help each second of each day by just being locked up here in my heart. If you could just realize how much you help.

			 

			The special bond they built through correspondence soon led my parents to realize just how much they loved and missed each other, and as the time neared for the regiment to head overseas, they began to discuss the prospect of marriage. What would the future hold? Was marriage best now or later? Would it be fair to new wives if their husbands did not return? These questions preoccupied my parents and thousands of other young couples preparing to face an uncertain future in a time of war.

			Then, in a letter on January 14, 1943, my dad popped the question: “Jean Darling, sit down in a nice chair, brace yourself, and read the following slowly. What would you say, my Dearest, if I were to ask you to marry me, provided I could get home again?”

			The end of 1942 had been a busy time for Mom: classes, final exams, and training on various floors of the hospital meant that heading home for the holidays was out of the question. The heavy snow in Portland made for ideal skiing, and Mom and her classmates took to the hills around the school and hospital for some “much needed” fun. As Mom recounted in a letter to Dad, she was trying to “show a classmate how it is done,” when she took a slope a little too fast and “took a flying leap onto the ice-covered road,” landing flat on her back. Since no ribs were cracked, she and her roommate hit the slopes again the next day until they “disjointed” themselves completely on a “wicked trail.” After they “finally collected all the pieces, sorted and rearranged them,” they found “two complete persons.” Kary, her roommate, had a fractured ankle, and Mom had a badly sprained knee. It was while she was recovering from this adventure, on January 26, that she received Dad’s letter asking about marriage.

			One of Mom’s biggest issues throughout their courtship and the war was the frequency of Dad’s letters. Although he wrote as often as he could, and probably more than most, if his letters didn’t arrive when expected on her timetable, she had her own way of letting him know. As often as she said she understood why his letters might not arrive regularly, and promised not to complain, she routinely did.

			After getting over her initial surprise, she replied to Dad’s proposal the same day, but dallied with him before giving her answer.

			George darling,

			I’m making a speedy recovery, but I must say, the shock [of his tentative proposal] was terrific. Your letters finally came today, making up for lost time. With such inspiration, I’m bound to finish this tonight. The weather is having convulsions outside and Jeane Roselyn Slonaker is in a devilish mood, not quite ready to end your suspense just yet.

			 

			Devilish indeed, Miss Jeane Roselyn Slonaker went on to write four and half more pages before finally responding to the Big Question. “Tonight, is still white and lovely and I’m just going to have to answer your question, aren’t I? Probably you know and I know what the answer would be, in spite of all the thinking we’ve been doing and all the thinking I’ve been doing today (unusual exercise). You’re right! It’s a big thing to decide and probably the first real big one that a person makes all by his lonesome, without the confidence of mama’s apron strings. Honey, if you get home and if things can be worked out, you know darn well that I would marry you, if that’s what you would like me to do.”

			By the end of January 1943, my parents were engaged.

			Meanwhile, Jeane was subject to demanding expectations at school. Nursing students not only took classes, but rotated through all the different hospital departments, helped in the public health system, and devoted time to the children’s home. The upperclassmen were additionally expected to help instruct new students. Up until 1942, students were forbidden to marry until after graduation, but with the advent of war, restrictions were relaxed, although time off was limited and marriage was in no way permitted to interfere with student responsibilities. These were the conditions my parents, like so many others, faced as they agonized over marriage: Should they wait until Mom finished school, knowing that Dad could then already be overseas? Or marry now, if Dad could secure leave, then face the consequences of putting school on hold? To make matters worse, Dad and his regiment would soon head off to Parachute School, commonly called “Jump School,” at Fort Benning, Georgia. Letter-writing would be difficult and furloughs all but impossible, making communication and wedding decisions even harder. Yet despite the obstacles, my parents decided to marry as soon as circumstances allowed.

			For many young couples like my parents, weddings were hastily planned and had to take place “on the fly,” whenever leave was possible. Nothing was guaranteed: furloughs could be denied or canceled at the last minute. Even when leaves were granted, uncertainty reigned, including if and when the furlough began, how long it lasted, and if it left time enough to travel. Regular correspondence about plans on both sides became even more essential, yet all the more difficult. Busy schedules left little time to write, and slow, irregular, mail delivery made planning all but impossible.

			Dad’s letters told Mom he would soon be heading to the much anticipated “Jump School” at Fort Benning, where the 508th would undertake their five qualifying jumps and receive their coveted paratroop wings. The problem was, she had no concrete dates. For six weeks, from the end of January until the middle of February, she could only guess where he was, where she should mail her letters, and why his letters had all but ground to a halt. Moreover, this gap in communication exactly coincided with the narrow window available to plan their wedding.

			A few excerpts from Mom’s letters (mostly) good-humoredly illustrate the point, starting with her missive of February 1:

			George Darling,

			There must be a letter from you in today’s mail or here’s one nurse who resumes her target practice. A parachute should be a fairly easy mark. I can’t resist writing any longer, although I haven’t the faintest idea where to send this and whether you will ever get it. When are you going to announce your where-a-bouts? You have me expecting you to drop from a rosy cloud any moment, in spite of the new “fewer furloughs” regime we hear so much of. You know, as far as getting married goes, it would be rather necessary for you to get home. Night honey, all of my faith and courage are with you at jump school.

			 

			“Don’t shoot!” Dad replied a few days later. “Not a moment to spare in the last six days.”

			Here’s Mom’s progress report:

			February 8, 1943

			Mother and Dad have been informed, have accepted the situation, and honey, they are really marvelous. Frankly, I think they are patting themselves on the back at the prospect of a son. Whenever you can come home, I’ll take a leave of absence for as long as we can be together. Once you get here, we’ll have to act fast. Oregon has a three-day wait, partly to get away from rush marriages and partly to wait for lab reports. However, it may be possible that one person could file for application and take tests, and probably military reports would be accepted, so by the time you were here, the waiting would be over. I shall have to do some further checking. Honey, details don’t matter too much now, but we do have to plan a little and cut expenses. If we could only count on your getting a furlough and on an approximate time. As far as a diamond is concerned, will leave that up to you completely. We can always cut expenses by skipping that for the present. Oh dear, it’s getting late and this must be finished to get into the mail in the morning, then pray that you will get it.

			 

			In her next letter, we find Mom hoping their families will bless the marriage and detailing the constraints of small-town life.

			February 11, 1943

			Mother was pouring over your picture for hours and has come to the conclusion that you are sweet and she’s going to like you. Honey, what do Babe [George’s stepmother] and your father think of our getting married? I would like to write but not until after you’ve heard from them. The war does complicate things, especially in small towns.

			A large wedding is out I’m afraid. Much as I have always taken it for granted that one day, I would be married in the little stone church at home, it now seems very impractical and almost out of the question. In fact, any wedding in Hood River seems almost out of the question, because it just couldn’t be kept down to a small affair. Not in a town that size, where we know everyone for miles around. So, what would you think of finding a small, quiet church here in Portland, for an informal affair where our closest friends and immediate families could come? It has been good talking this over with Mother, and as she says, time counts. It really doesn’t matter how we do it, the smaller the better in such times for both of us. This is the way practically all our class is planning their weddings, even those marrying med students who will be here a little longer.

			 

			While Mom was wondering where her future husband could possibly be, Dad was packing up: it was “Jump School here we come!” for the 508th. The course at Fort Benning consisted of four weeks: Stages A, B, C, and D; however, intensive training at Camp Blanding enabled the 508th to skip the physical conditioning of A Stage, so graduates could achieve the hard-earned right to the coveted airborne wings and jump boots in only three weeks. Battalions arrived consecutively, staggered by one-week intervals, starting with the 1st Battalion.

			B Stage covered learning to pack parachutes, to jump and safely land from a ten-foot platform, and to assume correct body posture on free drops from a forty-foot tower while attached to a cable. C Stage centered around training on 250-foot towers to accustom trainees to jumping from a far greater height, and taught skills like “slipping” and other parachute manipulations, landing preparation, and landing techniques. D Stage was where it all came together: each man made five qualifying jumps “jumping from a perfectly good airplane,” as many put it. Because they skipped A Stage, the 508th achieved the hard-earned right to wear the coveted airborne wings and jump boots in only three weeks. Dad’s company, Regimental Headquarters, combined with 2nd Battalion, started Jump School on Monday, February 15, and finished their last qualifying jumps on March 5.

			[image: ]

			Col Lindquist, with pipe in mouth, watches while one of the boys prepare for a landing. The boy with the megaphone tells and coaches them on their way down. Ft. Benning, GA, February/March 1943. Picture and caption by Captain William H. Nation, courtesy Bill C. Nation, used by permission.

			Despite this hectic and physically demanding schedule, Dad found “a moment to spare” and shared his training experiences at Fort Benning. The letters started on February 22, 1943, one week into his course.

			Hello Punkin

			I roll into bed just about as tired as I have ever been in my life. It isn’t the physical exhaustion, so much as the mental strain. We have finished “B” stage—just like a big carnival. No men lost. Today though was the first day of “C” stage with jumps from towers. We lost one Lt with a broken leg and another man with a sprained ankle. “C” stage is run from 250 ft towers, and we don’t even have to pay for the rides. I now have my boots and wings in two more weeks.

			 

			He continued two days later, describing others’ broken bones and his own anticipation of the qualifying jumps.

			From Ft. Benning:

			Next Monday is the day—our first jump. I haven’t thought about it very much, and there probably won’t be much time until we are in the plane. “C” stage has taken quite a toll. A Captain yesterday—out—with a leg broken in three places. Ten other men were taken in the same day with breaks of some sort. Only three and a half days left on the towers. We jump Monday—Officers first out of the plane. I have my fingers crossed.

			 

			On March 1, 1943, Dad wrote to Mom about the private “binge” he and several other officers were planning after completing their qualifying jumps. By tradition, all officers who were also now full-fledged paratroopers joined in a “Prop Blast” party with their senior officers to celebrate just before they left Fort Benning. A letter by Captain William Nation evoked the ritual and explained the accompanying hangovers from another regiment, the 507th:

			September 20, 1942

			Friday night the 507th PIR had their “Prop Blast,” which is an initiation more or less. We had a little ceremony and went through the procedure of getting into an imaginary plane, making the sound of the motor ourselves, standing up and hooking our glass of liquor to the anchor line, but instead of jumping out at the command “go,” we were supposed to drink all the liquor in the glass. I sweated (nervously waited) the thing out because I did not know if we were required to drink it or not. I had already made up my mind that I wasn’t, and so had my partner.12



OEBPS/OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/image/Replacement_Banner_3.png
MULTNOMAH HOSPITAL
rorTLANG, GnEGoN

June 15, 1943






OEBPS/OEBPS/image/Replacement_Banner_2.png
508« PARACHUTE INFANTRY

L e FORT BENNING, GEORGIA






OEBPS/OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/image/015_a_tatski.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/img.png
NEVER GIVE
UP IHE JUMP

COMBAT, RESILIENCE, AND THE LEGACY
OF WORLD WAR Il THROUGH THE EYES AND
VOICES OF THE PARATROOPERS, WIVES,
AND FAMILIES OF THE 508TH PIR

SUSAN GURWELL TALLEY
and JACK L. TALLEY

no

Iz
N

Rege





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
NEVER GIVE
UP THE JUMP

COMBAT, RESILIENCE, AND THE LEGACY
OF WORLD WAR Il THROUGH THE EYES AND
VOICES OF THE PARATROOPERS, WIVES,
AND FAMILIES OF THE 508TH PIR





OEBPS/OEBPS/font/SymbolMT.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/OEBPS/image/002_b_tatski.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/001_a_tatski.png
,*E;*, >
Py & PERMUTED
o oo PRI





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/002_a_tatski.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/001_a_tatski.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/Introduction.03_Sue_and_George.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/font/SegoeUI-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/font/SegoeUI-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/image/PTSD.02_George_and_Jeane.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/Replacement_Banner_1.png
&j 7, 1942

CHEMICAL WARFARE SCHOOL.
EDGEWCOD ARSENAL
MARYLAND






