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To the girl up the street,

Sally Jean




AUTHOR’S NOTE

In December 2000 a reader called me at The Register-Guard newspaper in Eugene, Oregon, where I’m a columnist. In an obscure book about Jewish women in the military, he had found a letter written to the Stars and Stripes newspaper by a World War II nurse, Frances Slanger. Nathan Fendrich, who teaches seminars about World War II and the Holocaust in area high schools, said the letter and the circumstances surrounding it had moved him like nothing else he’d read about the war. “She captures the American GI—-the citizen soldier, the government issue—-in a way I’ve never seen,” he told me. “But what happened then … Well, you read lots of stories about guys falling on grenades, and that’s heroic. This is a different kind of ‘heroic.’”

Would I, Fendrich asked, consider writing a column about Slanger? Intrigued, I did so, pegging the piece to a World War II generation that’s slipping from our national grasp. The response from the paper’s 75,000-plus readers was warm, wide, and emotional, but one phone call stood out. It was from an eighty-two-year-old woman, Sallylou Cummings.

“My goodness,” she said, “you’ve written about my friend Frances Slanger.”

I was stunned. What were the chances of someone in Eugene, Oregon, having known a woman who had been born in Poland, had grown up in Boston, and had died in Europe nearly sixty years ago? I soon learned that Cummings, along with Slanger and sixteen other nurses, was part of the U.S. Army’s Forty-fifth Field Hospital Unit. Wearing army fatigues and three-pound helmets, the women had splashed ashore at Normandy four days after D-Day in June 1944. Along with another unit, they were the first U.S. nurses to step foot in France.

Cummings, who lives only ten minutes from my house, still had a copy of Slanger’s letter as it appeared in Stars and Stripes. “We all remember the letter,” she told me. She had photographs of the Forty-fifth’s journey across France. She even had a handful of phone numbers of others in the unit whom she thought were still alive, though most names in her index-card file had lines drawn through them.

The story captivated me. For the next two years, I immersed myself in a search for Frances Slanger. The journey took me from Ellis Island to the location of Slanger’s childhood row house in Boston; from the National Archives in Washington, D.C., to the homes, apartments, and assisted-living facilities of a handful of eighty-and-older people in six states; and, finally, from Utah Beach in France to a hillside cemetery far beyond.

Of the eighteen nurses in the Forty-fifth, I found only four still alive. Their memories—-and the memories of six doctors and enlisted men I tracked down from the Forty-fifth—-were the foundation on which this book is built. Also important was the considerable poetry and prose that Frances Slanger had written and kept in a personal “chapbook,” along with inspirational writing by others.

As much as possible, I’ve tried to re-create Frances Slanger’s story through her eyes and through the eyes of those who shared the journey with her. Dialogue and speeches in quote marks or indented form are either taken from written records or are reconstructions deemed accurate by those who were present at the time. Anecdotes are based on eyewitness reports, written accounts, or records. Some less significant contextual detail is based on recollections of those who encountered experiences similar to Frances’s or on reasonable assumptions given time, place, and circumstances.

The Source Notes section at the book’s end offers chapter-by-chapter substantiation for the incidents I’ve described. But my ultimate standard for credibility is having had the manuscript edited and approved by a nurse, a doctor, and a mess hall cook from the Forty-fifth Field Hospital Unit itself—-those who were there.

Because of the passage of time and the deaths of so many witnesses, Frances Slanger’s story can never be fully known. But based on what I was able to discover, this is the most accurate, complete, and realistic book I can write about her life and death.

BOB WELCH

Eugene, Oregon

May 2004





PROLOGUE

A RAINSTORM lashed the field hospital tent that had been home to Frances Slanger since the nurses had landed at Normandy so long ago. Artillery shells pounded in the distant darkness, by now so common that, like the rumble of the Boston Elevated Railway back home, Frances sloughed them off as the normal percussion of life. Not that such familiarity was helping her sleep; she had too much else on her mind. So she turned on a flashlight, found a pen, and wrote the following letter:


It is 0200 and I have been lying awake for one hour, listening to the steady, even breathing of the other three nurses in the tent. Thinking about some of the things we had discussed during the day. The rain is beating down on the tent with a torrential force. The wind is on a mad rampage and its main objective seems to be to lift the tent off its poles and fling it about our heads.

The fire is burning low and just a few live coals are on the bottom. With the slow feeding of wood, and finally coal, a roaring fire is started. I couldn’t help thinking how similar to a human being a fire is; if it is allowed to run down too low and if there is a spark of life left in it, it can be nursed back…. So can a human being. It is slow, it is gradual, it is done all the time in these Field Hospitals and other hospitals in the ETO.

We had read several articles in different magazines and papers sent in by grateful GIs, praising the work of the nurses around the combat areas. Praising us—for what? I climbed back into my cot. Lt. Bowler was the only one I had awakened. I whispered to her. Lt. Cox and Lt. Powers slept on. Fine nurses and great girls to live with … of course, like in all families, an occasional quarrel, but these were quickly forgotten.

I’m writing this by flashlight. In this light it looks something like a “dive.” In the center of the tent are two poles, one part chimney, the other a plain tent pole. Kindling wood lies in disorderly confusion on the ground. We don’t have a tarp on the ground. A French wine pitcher, filled with water, stands by. The GIs say we rough it. We in our little tent can’t see it. True, we are set up in tents, sleep on cots and are subject to the temperament of the weather.

We wade ankle deep in mud. You have to lie in it. We are restricted to our immediate area, a cow pasture or hay field, but then, who is not restricted? We have a stove and coal. We even have a laundry line in the tent. Our GI drawers are at this moment doing the dance of the pants, what with the wind howling, the tent waving precariously, the rain beating down, the guns firing, and me with a flashlight, writing. It all adds up to a feeling of unrealness.

Sure, we rough it, but in comparison to the way you men are taking it, we can’t complain, nor do we feel that bouquets are due us. But you, the men behind the guns, the men driving our tanks, flying our planes, sailing our ships, building bridges and to the men who pave the way and to the men who are left behind—it is to you we doff our helmets. To every GI wearing the American uniform, for you we have the greatest admiration and respect.

Yes, this time we are handing out the bouquets … but after taking care of some of your buddies; seeing them when they are brought in bloody, dirty, with the earth, mud and grime, and most of them so tired. Somebody’s brothers, somebody’s fathers and somebody’s sons. Seeing them gradually brought back to life, to consciousness and to see their lips separate into a grin when they first welcome you. Usually they kid, hurt as they are. It doesn’t amaze us to hear one of them say, “How’ya, babe,” or “Holy Mackerel, an American woman!” or most indiscreetly, “How about a kiss?”

These soldiers stay with us but a short time, from 10 days to possibly two weeks. We have learned a great deal about our American soldier, and the stuff he is made of. The wounded do not cry. Their buddies come first. The patience and determination they show, the courage and fortitude they have is sometimes awesome to behold. It is we who are proud to be here. Rough it? No. It is a privilege to be able to receive you, and a great distinction to see you open your eyes and with that swell American grin, say, “Hi-ya babe!”





The following night Frances Slanger was killed. She was the first American nurse to die in Europe after the D-Day landings at Normandy.





CHAPTER ONE


Die when I may, I want it said of me by those who knew me best, that I always plucked a thistle and planted a flower where I thought a flower would grow.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN, FOUND IN FRANCES SLANGER ’ S CHAPBOOK





The bow of the William N. Pendleton, a U.S. Merchant Marine freighter, sliced through the chop of the English Channel, cutting a wake soon lost in the trails of a hundred other ships. It was daybreak, Saturday, June 10, 1944, off France’s Normandy coast.

From his lookout station on the bridge, a seaman scanned the waters with a slow, steady sweep of his binoculars. Beyond the swells that gently rocked the Pendleton, he saw the ships of the Allied Expeditionary Force—all sizes, all shapes—scattered across the Bay of the Seine. He saw the smoke-shrouded beach a few miles away, an occasional church spire jutting skyward beyond. And he saw the occasional floating corpse, a rag-doll remnant of the D-Day invasion four days before: some sailor who’d been on the destroyer USS Corry when it had hit a submerged German mine off Utah Beach. Or some GI in a life belt who’d been killed while landing at Omaha Beach and been sucked to sea by an outgoing tide.

Up top, deckhands and naval gun crews shouted to hear one another above the wind and drone of engines. The brackish gusts plastered the men’s uniforms to their skin, clanged halyards, and whipped an American flag that splashed a rare touch of color from the after mast. Soon, muted sunlight burned through the smoke and mist that shrouded the Normandy shore. The Pendleton churned on toward the debarkation area. It was shortly before 6 A.M.

Like all of America’s 2,710 Liberty ships, some of which were built by round-the-clock work crews in less than two weeks, the 441-foot Pendleton looked more like a cargo ship than a warship. Three masts jutted skyward, framing a squatty bridge amidships. Gaunt and devoid of portholes, she was painted a bleak gray with no lines, numbers, or anything else to distinguish her from other such craft. Guns were mounted on the fore and aft decks, small and obscured by the ship’s sheer bulk. In 1941, when President Franklin Roosevelt had first been shown drawings of such a ship, he told Admiral Emory Scott Land that the Liberty appeared to be the kind of workhorse America needed to transport soldiers to battle. “She isn’t much to look at though, is she?” he said. “A real ugly duckling.”

Now, in the belly of one such duckling, 640 soldiers waited word to head for shore. They lay on canvas bunks that, stacked a claustrophobic four high, looked like trays in a baker’s bread rack. They shuffled cards. Played craps. Talked. Argued. Boasted. Took drags on Lucky Strikes and Camels. Glanced at watches. Read one of the reduced-sized magazines published especially for troops. Some even whistled, presumably to remind themselves of how calm they were.

Ventilation ducts piped in fresh air, but it was quickly tainted by the stench of sweat, smoke, latrines, vomit, and the gaseous return of K-rations—not to mention the smell of some greasy substance that the soldiers’ fatigues had been coated with to guard against the possibility of mustard gas. Spend a few days in the bowels of a Liberty ship, word had it, and you’d happily fight your way to shore.

In a narrow passageway on the troops’ deck, a pug-nosed soldier stood outside a head, rocking lightly from foot to foot. “C’mon, c’mon,” he said, hammering home his point with a knuckle rap on the door. “Speed it up, pal.”

A moment later, the door swung open. The soldier froze. There in olive-green army fatigues stood a young woman with almost-blond hair. She was so stunningly out of context, so refreshingly unmale, so mind-numbingly gorgeous that the soldier momentarily forgot his bladder was about to burst like a grenade.

“Sorry,” said 2d Lt. Sallylou Cummings. She smiled and tilted her head in a slight, if intentional, touch of flirtation. Then she limped past him, having torn ligaments in her left foot earlier that morning when a German glider bomb had jolted the ship.

Men weren’t the only ones going ashore at Normandy. Nurses from the U.S. Army Nurse Corps were also aboard the Pendleton, including eighteen from the Forty-fifth Field Hospital Unit of which Cummings was part. Originally, the plan was for nurses to come ashore at least a week after D-Day, when their safety was more assured. But mounting casualties hastened their involvement. On D-Day alone, nearly 10,000 Allied soldiers had been killed or wounded in assaults on five beaches across a sixty-mile swath. Surgeons and medics were overwhelmed. Word came down from the Allied command center in England: Send the nurses to Normandy.



LYING ON HER port side bunk, Sallylou, a twenty-six-year-old Wisconsin girl, stuck a hand in one pouch to make sure she had her gas mask and another hand in a second pouch to make sure she had her makeup kit. Frankly, she was far more concerned about losing her makeup than her mask. She had joined the army because she didn’t want to wind up working in a five-and-dime like her friends. And she had been so naive that she showed up for her first hike at Wisconsin’s Camp McCoy wearing a pink dress and huarache sandals. She had no idea where she was headed, but wherever it was, she wanted to look good, which wasn’t difficult for her.

She was five-feet-four inches tall, blue-eyed, and nicely curved. Despite her light brown hair, she had the look of a young Katharine Hepburn, which hadn’t been lost on the guy waiting outside the head nor on other girl-starved military men, one of whom she had already fallen in love with. A soldier offered Sallylou a potato latke that had been sent from home. Though stale, it tasted better than some of the cold, unheated C-rations that some soldiers likened to wet cat food. “Thanks,” she said.

Across the way, in a bottom bunk on the Pendleton’s starboard side, another nurse from the Forty-fifth lay on her stomach, gamely attempting to write a letter home amid the bob and pitch of the transport. She was thirty, short, and plump in a friendly sort of way. She had brown hair, brown eyes, a dark complexion, and a small mouth.

“Frances,” said Sallylou, her voice raised to overcome the thrum of the engine and countless conversations and arguments, “do you ever stop writing?”

Frances Slanger hesitated, as if surprised she was being spoken to. “Lots to say after that air raid this morning,” she said. “Bit more exciting than Fort Bragg, huh?”

Sallylou noticed how Frances’s Boston accent had turned fort into fawt. “Anything’s more exciting than Bragg,” said Sallylou. “Wisconsin is more exciting than Bragg.”

Frances laughed a little uneasily. Sallylou seldom talked to Frances. She found the Boston nurse to be a quiet girl, a mysterious girl, though friendly enough when engaged in conversation—and the first Jew the Wisconsin nurse had ever met. Like most of the nurses in the Forty-fifth, Frances was from the Northeast, specifically from Boston’s South End.

Sallylou Cummings was everything Frances Slanger was not. During training at Camp Ellis, Illinois, Cummings had been selected by an army photographer to pose for the Chicago Tribune. In a picture of her saluting the American flag, the count-me-in look on her face is so warm, earnest, and patriotic that it could have melted ice cream on Mom’s apple pie. Meanwhile, Frances had, by accident, appeared in a Boston Traveler photograph that heralded the opening of a new cafeteria at Boston City Hospital. She is wearing thick glasses. Her self-conscious expression suggests a certain acceptance of her role in life as an “also-pictured” person.

And yet something about Frances Slanger intrigued people, among them Isadore “Tiny” Schwartz, a Jewish doctor who’d grown up in Quincy, Massachusetts, just south of Boston and was fast becoming Frances’s closest friend. Even if some enlisted men considered Frances as cold as cod on ice and one captain called her “The Kike” behind her back, her uncommonness drew people to her.

Maybe it was the way she saw beyond herself, a woman whose good-naturedness inspired the inevitable clichés. “Pounding away at her typewriter with a heart of gold,” Florence Sayer of Haverhill, Massachusetts, had written in Frances’s “buddy book” after the two had shared a stint at Fort Devens near Boston. “She’d give you the shirt off her back.”

Maybe it was the way she was so serious. She had a sense of humor, but she used humor like a lifeguard uses a life ring: with great effectiveness, but only in emergencies. Instead, she carried with her a certain world-on-her-shoulders heaviness, the kind of heaviness one might inherit from growing up in the squalid streets of World War I—torn Poland, which she did. And a heaviness one might absorb by clipping and pasting articles about how the Nazis despised the Jews, which she also did.

Maybe, as Forty-fifth Field Hospital Dr. John Bonzer realized, it was the way she saw more deeply than the rest, and took time to chronicle what she saw in words. Sometimes those words were hers and sometimes they were the words of philosophers and writers whose quotes she carefully cut out of magazines and pasted into a scrapbook-sized “chapbook” back home in Boston, but they spoke of the need to live an intentional life in pursuit of noble things. “Life is not to live merely, but to live well,” reasoned the Roman philosopher Seneca in a quote Frances had saved. “There are some ‘who lived without any design at all, and only pass in the world like straws on a river: they do not go; they are carried.’”

Even as a young girl, she had an almost extrasensory perception of life and her place in it. Frances was like a sailor who, so attuned to the sea, could tell the direction of the wind not only by looking at the telltales fluttering on the shrouds but by actually feeling that wind. Amid hundreds of thousands of troops pouring into France, then, she not only sensed the importance of what was happening, but believed she was keenly necessary to it all, as if it were part of some master plan that had begun that September day in 1920 when she’d arrived at Ellis Island.

Evil was threatening the world—the newspaper articles she clipped and saved said so—and must be stopped. And so when, like others on board, she had been handed her “order of the day,” ostensibly written by Gen. Dwight Eisenhower himself to troops coming ashore at Normandy, she believed the man’s words were written especially for her, 2d Lt. Frances Y. Slanger, U.S. Army Nurse Corps. “You are,” he wrote, “about to embark upon the Great Crusade, toward which we have striven these many months. The eyes of the world are upon you. The hope and prayers of liberty-loving people everywhere march with you….

“Your task will not be an easy one. Your enemy is well trained, well equipped and battle-hardened. He will fight savagely. “But this is the year 1944! … The tide has turned! The free men of the world are marching together to Victory!

“I have full confidence in your courage, devotion to duty and skill in battle. We will accept nothing less than full victory!

“Good luck! And let us all beseech the blessing of Almighty God upon this great and noble undertaking.”

Her going off to war, then, smacked of a certain personal destiny, some unseen force. She wanted to leave some sort of mark on the world. To make a difference. To matter. It was a lofty quest, given what the world had taught her the past three decades: that she didn’t matter. Whether it was German soldiers in Poland who ransacked her family’s flat, parents in Boston who reminded her that Jewish girls don’t become nurses, or military bigwigs in Washington, D.C., who decided she was not fit for overseas duty, the message was always the same: you don’t go, as the philosopher Seneca had said, you’re carried, captive to the whims of the waters. But, in essence, her being on this ship—her going to war—marked a decision to start listening to herself.

The irony was that Frances Slanger hated war. In a poem she’d written, she pleaded with God to “Open the eyes of the aggressor nations so they will never forget the emptiness and futility of war/Open the eyes of their children and their children’s children for generations to come.” In an essay written in 1941, after Germany had attacked the Soviet Union, she wondered why “men have to go out to kill and be killed. Why?” She often prayed for peace.

Still, she also understood that, sometimes, the only way to stop a fire was to create a backfire, a short-term loss for a long-term gain. Death, yes, but not death without purpose. Death as a means of righting the wrongs of the world, which was what her hero, Gen. Douglas MacArthur, was trying to do in the South Pacific. “Dear God,” she had written after marching in the Armistice Day parade in Dothan, Alabama, the previous November, “let our men rest in deep contentment with the knowledge that they have not died in vain. Let them see our hands clasped with all the people of the world.”

In some respects, Frances Slanger was like the seventeen others in the Forty-fifth: just another adventure-starved young nurse who’d become an officer in the Army Nurse Corps, much to the dismay of some back home who believed such women were, at best, man-hungry hussies and, at worst, a threat to foul the entire American military machine. But in other respects, she was as different from the others as France’s Normandy region was from its Alps.



FRANCES SLANGER’S life was bracketed by war. She was fifteen months old when the ponies carrying the saber-wielding Cossacks first clomped through the cobblestone streets of Lødz, Poland, the horses’ nostrils snorting steam in the brittle winter air. Grim-faced officers, clad in woolen greatcoats and topped with fur papakha hats, barked commands. Regiments of foot soldiers spread to posts at the city’s outskirts. The officers’ knee-high black boots dug into the horses’ flanks and the animals bolted, some to the left, some to the right. Soon, the gossip birds on Piotrkow Street chattered with more dread than usual: Three months after the outbreak of World War I, the Russians, they’d heard, were bracing for battle with German soldiers who, even now, were rattling north on trains.

The burly city of Lødz (pronounced “Woodge”) was a stepchild of the Russian Empire. It was a place where the textile factory whistles blew, where the brick chimneys belched the roiling plumes of progress, and where the long-bearded Jews in skullcaps, round glasses, and long black gabardines tussled over theological questions like crows fighting over pieces of bread.

Like most of the Jews, particularly the Jews who didn’t own the factories, Frances and her family lived in the slums of Baluty, thousands of them packed in the basements or in garrets of dilapidated houses like herring in dockside crates. In all of Poland, only Warsaw had a larger Jewish population than Lødz; nearly half the city’s 410,000 people in 1910 were Jews. Flat-faced, stone tenements, two or three stories high, hugged the narrow streets that wound through the city in a maze of dark, narrow hallways—streets now sprinkled with Russian soldiers.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Regina’s husband, Dawid, had left for America two springs before, knowing full well that she was going to have the baby, but also knowing full well that Poland, for the Jews, would forever be more prison than home. He and Regina had both been born in 1881, the year the pogroms slaughtered Jews in villages across the pale. On ponies, the Cossacks swooped into villages at night like dogs ripped free from their leashes. They swept across Poland, torching synagogues. They shattered Stars of David symbols with their swords—Hep, hep Jude! They killed and maimed and laughed as they rode off into the darkness, their vodka-fueled violence triggered by well-worn stories of Jews murdering Christian children.

New edicts were issued that robbed the Jews of the right to live in a particular place, to gain an education, to earn a living. Exiled, the Jews trudged toward cities such as Lødz to begin anew, everything they owned piled in carts or strapped to their backs. But the hatred followed them. Shortly after Dawid and Regina married in Lødz, the Revolution of 1905 sparked a new wave of vengeance against the Jews. It reached a crescendo in 1912 when the Jews voted for the “wrong candidate” in an election. They paid the price in blood.

Enough. Others had left for America. Why not the Schlangers? Dawid had a cousin, Jacob Grossman, in a place called Boston, Massachusetts. He had offered Dawid room in his flat on Harrison Avenue. Dawid figured that within a year he could earn enough money to bring his wife and children to America. He arrived at Ellis Island on May 22, 1913, aboard the steamship Pretoria, having turned thirty-two years old just two days out of New York Harbor. Once in Boston, he began work as a fruit peddler.

Three months later, back in Lødz, Regina gave birth to Freidel Yachet Schlanger. To the Poles, she was a Jew and, thus, a threat. To the Jews, she was a girl and, thus, a liability. “Many daughters, many troubles,” went the Jewish saying. “Many sons, many honors.” To Dawid she was a name that arrived in a letter and, thus, an unknown. But to her mother, Freidel was a shayna maidel—a beautiful girl, her blessed second daughter. Freidel was a brown-eyed, brown-haired babe whom Regina honored with the Yiddish name Faiga after the baby’s paternal grandmother, Frajda Górska.

The following June, in 1914, Dawid was close to having earned enough money for his family’s passage to America when the news hit Lødz’s Piotrkow Street: in Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary, had been assassinated by a Bosnian Serb. Like a lightning strike on a tinder-dry forest, World War I exploded. And Regina’s worst fears soon came to pass: with German submarines prowling the Atlantic Ocean’s shipping lanes, steamship owners decided the passage to America was too dangerous to risk under any flag. Immigration ground to a halt.

Thus did Freidel Schlanger begin her life: no more free than the hardened streams that only weeks before had flowed into Poland’s Vistula River but were now frozen in place by forces beyond themselves.



AS NOVEMBER deepened, the icy breath of war chilled the neck of Lødz. German troops—250,000 of them—advanced north by train as winter hardened the lifeless plains in a sea of white. In and around Lødz, some 150,000 Russian troops braced for the attack. In the Schlanger family’s drafty flat, amid coughs and sniffles, Regina huddled Chaja and Freidel close, her body far warmer than their straw beds. Around them: relatives, bound by blood and, for now, a common fear that deepened with the sound in the distance. Cannons began pounding. It was November 18, 1914. The Battle of Lødz had begun.

The two forces clashed on the city’s fringes, and occasionally in the city itself, day after bitter day. Temperatures dipped to 10 degrees Fahrenheit. Soldiers froze to death in trenches while trying to sleep. “The battlefield was swimming in blood,” reported The Times of London. “Discarded German capes, Prayer-books, notebooks, gaiters, gloves, cartridge boxes, haversacks, gnawed bones, tinned meat cans, and straw from the trenches littered the hill slopes. Deep pits had been made by shells in front of the trenches, and in the trenches were heaps of corpses. From the battlefield, Lødz appeared to be enveloped in red flames, and several fires occurred daily in the town. Parts of the cities had been shelled. The people were defenceless.”

After nearly three weeks of fighting, the Russians fell back and reorganized their line. But Germany’s victory was costly. When the battle was over, Germany had suffered 35,000 casualties, the Russians considerably more. But the other losers wore no uniforms at all. They were people like Regina Schlanger and her daughters who now lived in a city that belonged to someone else: Germany. Few citizens had been killed or wounded in actual battle. Many were, or would one day become, casualties of a different kind.

The capture of Lødz would be only a prelude to far greater German dominance in the future. In fact, the newborn sons of these German soldiers—sons born in Germany this same year and essentially the same age as Freidel Schlanger—would someday be stamped with a mark of national German nobility. Twenty-one years hence, they would become Adolf Hitler’s first conscripted military class. During World War II, some would wind up fighting in the hedgerows of Normandy or on the Eastern Front. Others would wind up working in a quaint tourist village 120 miles south of Lødz, a 700-year-old town where tourists visited to see castles, churches, and synagogues, and stopped to enjoy a cup of tea at the Hotel Herz. Its name was Oswiecim. But in time it would be better known by its German moniker: Auschwitz.



AFTER THE BATTLE, the once-vibrant city lay still, like a frozen animal left in the wake of a snowstorm. People walked around in a daze, some having lost fortunes, others jobs, others family members to the typhoid fever that had broken out. Regina broke off pieces of dry bread and gave them to Chaja and Freidel; later, thanks to a local relief agency, she would get a quart of cabbage soup to feed the three of them for a day.

Water pumps froze. To get water, Regina would melt snow on a meager fire, fueled by whatever wood scraps she could find in a city so desperate that people had ripped down the fence around the New Jewish Cemetery and burned it in their apartments. At night, when the cold awakened her, Regina broke the ice that would form in the jug of water so her daughters would have something to drink come morning.

The Schlangers’ experience was virtually everyone’s experience in Lødz. Regina and her daughters waited in food-ration lines while the horse-drawn carts rolled down the street carrying the German wounded, their uniforms dirty, their bodies splotched with the dry, crusted blood of war, their eyes looking into nothingness. This was the childhood Freidel Schlanger knew. “The poor, half-mad women run after you, seize you by the sleeves, and gaze at you with inflamed eyes,” wrote a Times correspondent, “while the children follow them, swollen faces livid from the cold.”

In weeks to come, German soldiers, wearing formed-leather helmets with brass spikes on top and wrapped in woolen greatcoats, swaggered from flat to flat. Freidel heard the soldiers bang on the door with the butts of their rifles and watched them kick it open with their knee-high jackboots. Freidel and her aunts and uncles and cousins cowered together. The soldiers entered and took what they pleased: copper pots and brass doorknobs and menorahs. Whatever might be melted down and used for ammunition. Whatever war demanded.

Tuberculosis and typhoid fever epidemics broke out. Hospitals were too crowded to handle all the afflicted people. Hordes of paupers were hauled off to disinfecting stations to be scrubbed, shaved, and deloused. Soldiers mocked the Jewish poor as they were stripped for scrubbings. As weeks became months, Regina hung on to her monthly ration card as if it were made of gold. But her paltry diet diluted whatever nutrients she might pass on to Freidel through her milk. She’d all but forgotten the taste of potato cakes or hot chickpeas. For two weeks, Lødz had no bread at all. For months, no meat.

Meanwhile, the streets became the property of funeral processions. Unemployed women sold their bodies for a crust of bread. Some others offered their children to employers in exchange for something to eat or forced the boys and girls to become food smugglers. In Baluty, the weak sounds of Sabbath songs endured, an occasional violin softening the hard edges of hopelessness. The gossips lost their zeal for Baluty’s smut. Instead, they whispered of unspeakable horrors that they’d heard from faraway families, like the bayoneted bodies of children outside Lødz. Have you heard? They were hung on fences like scarecrows!

Finally, the spring of 1915 arrived, bringing with it not the usual smell of plowed fields and fresh vegetables, but the whiff of thawed sewers—and the rancid stench of thawed bodies from the battlefields beyond. For four years, Germany and Russia took turns sucking life out of a once-vibrant city and its once-vibrant people, whether that meant plundering houses, retooling factories for the war effort, hoarding food for themselves, or ripping the beards off Orthodox Jews.

At war’s end, in 1918, foreign delegations arrived in the region to assess the damage. They disagreed as to whether Germans or Russians were responsible for the horror left behind, but this they agreed on: nowhere in eastern Europe was the suffering of civilians during World War I greater than in Lødz, Poland. Wrote one American journalist: “All that [is] left are the graves of the dead, the emaciated bodies of the living, and the shell-scarred land, denuded of almost every trace of vegetation.”

Freidel Schlanger was nearly five years old when World War I ended. She was gaunt, with dark, hollow eyes that had seen far too much. But alive.



At 7:30 A.M., the Pendleton’s engines stopped. By now, the drone had become so rote in the ears of the hundreds onboard that the new silence held an eerie foreboding, especially when punctuated by the sound of German shells lobbed into the flotilla from gun emplacements beyond the beach.

Frances awoke. She pulled out a French phrase book she’d been issued in England. Not all of the wounded they’d be treating would be soldiers; some would be French civilians. A few bunks away, the heart of a fellow nurse, Betty Belanger, pounded harder. Every shell or stray machine-gun bullet from a German plane seemed to ping closer and closer to the twenty-five-year-old nurse from Manchester, New Hampshire.

Above many of the ships in the Allied armada, silvery, fat, barrage balloons floated ghostlike in the sky, tethered to the ships to dissuade low-flying aerial attacks by the Luftwaffe. The balloons hadn’t done much dissuading this particular morning. One merchant marine ship, the Charles Morgan, had been sunk by a Luftwaffe bomb and at 4:15 A.M., a glider bomb exploded in the water beside the Pendleton. The shell’s impact buckled a bulkhead, caused an oil leak into a water tank, and reminded those on board that they weren’t back in bucolic England anymore.

In Upton-on-Severn, the English town where the Forty-fifth had been billeted for most of its time before leaving for France, the nurses had spent time at hand-driven sewing machines, making giant “Geneva” red crosses out of bed sheets. One nurse would turn the sewing-machine’s wheel while another fed a sheet through.

“What is this for?” Sallylou had asked when first hearing of the task.

“We’ll put the crosses on the tents and in the field next to us,” explained Capt. Elizabeth Hay, the Forty-fifth’s chief nurse, “so the German airplanes won’t target us.”

Sallylou frowned ever so slightly. Until then, she hadn’t given serious thought to the idea that their lives might be in danger. But if the lessons of war seemed far away in England, they were now getting closer. On the ship, soldiers repositioned themselves on their bunks again and again. “How long till we go?” The question passed from stem to stern and back like a subway rumor. The consensus: A helluva lot longer than we think … An hour … Maybe ten … Maybe never … After all, weren’t we supposed to have gone in yesterday, at Omaha?

The Pendleton, whose passenger list also included nurses from the 128th Evacuation Hospital, had left Falmouth, near England’s farthest southwest reaches, at 2:30 A.M. Thursday, June 8. But after the 100-mile journey, the vessel was wrongly positioned off Omaha Beach and the error had cost the ship a full day in repositioning.

Meanwhile, soldiers had been kept in the dark about what was happening in France. They knew the basics: Hitler’s troops had spent four years fortifying the French coast with their vaunted “Atlantic Wall” to defend territory Germany had occupied since 1940. The wall had fallen on D-Day. But to win back Europe, Allied troops now had to defeat the Germans. And that meant bringing ashore more than ten times as many men as had landed on June 6, which is why the soldiers below now awaited the command to board landing craft, hit the beaches, and join the cause of liberation. At stake? As simple as it was agonizingly complex: the freedom of the world.

Though some had heard erroneous BBC radio reports suggesting the D-Day invasion had been made with “surprising ease,” most knew better. “What worries me about landing,” said one commander of a ship heading across the English Channel, “is the bomb holes the Air Force may leave in the beach before we hit. The chart may show three feet of water, but the men may step into a ten-foot hole anywhere.”

Once ashore, the nurses were to rendezvous with the men of the Forty-fifth’s 226-person unit, who were arriving on a different transport to preclude an entire outfit from being lost should the Germans sink the ship. From Utah Beach, the Forty-fifth would divide into three platoons and, with help from veteran doctors who’d finished surgical stints in North Africa, leapfrog across France, patching the wounded.

As the Pendleton bobbed on anchor, stomachs grew queasy, palms moist—these weren’t sailors used to the chop of the sea, or, for that matter, the idea of fighting a war. Lying on her bunk, Frances fidgeted in her wool uniform; a gunnysack, she figured, would be less scratchy. The whole getup had been designed, and sized, for men, not women: a wool uniform that hung on the nurses like tree moss, a field jacket, and “coveralls” coated with some ungodly waxy substance—it looked like axle grease—that was supposed to protect against mustard gas. For now, the grease simply made Frances stink, itch, and sweat. Canvas leggings connected the uniform to man-sized boots, akin to wearing a couple of leather anchors. Finally, when called to go, Frances and the others would wrap life belts around their waists, complete with a couple of rubber tubes used to inflate the flotation devices. The ensemble made Frances and her fellow nurses resemble snow-day kids bundled up by overprotective moms.

She twisted her short-cropped hair into spit curls, securing them with bobby pins. A hairnet would go over her head, then the helmet: Each nurse had been issued a steel helmet, supposedly strong enough to deflect most shrapnel but not a direct hit from a bullet. Each helmet had a single gold bar painted on the front to signify the wearer’s status as a second lieutenant. Each nurse wore a red cross on a white band, wrapped and pinned to her left arm. The latter, supposedly, would signal to the Germans that this person—as per the Geneva Convention—was not to be targeted. Alas, those in the Forty-fifth would soon learn that the rules of war were sometimes broken.

The ship’s bell rang every half hour. Eleven bells came, then twelve noon, then 1 P.M. The bunks in the ship’s hold—more like glorified stretchers—rolled with the sea. Nerves tightened, wound by the tedious passing of time and the wondering of the unknown. Beads of condensation formed on the steel ceilings, then dripped on soldiers and nurses below.

Suddenly, with petrifying urgency, the bosun’s whistle sounded and the ship’s loudspeaker squawked to life. “Now hear this! Now hear this! All troops to your debarkation areas! All troops to your debarkation areas!” Frances stuffed her notebook in a musette bag and donned her oversized helmet.

The time had come. It was shortly before 2 P.M. on June 10, 1944. Everywhere, soldiers and nurses ran through last-minute mental checklists. Frances zipped, then buttoned her field jacket and fastened her canvas life belt. Soldiers double-checked their M-1 Garand rifles, carbines, and Thompson submachine guns. Then, guts churning from a sickening blend of nausea and fear, they all filed through the ship’s narrow passageways, up to the windswept deck, and toward whatever lay beyond.





CHAPTER 2


There was a dream … that men could one day speak the thoughts of their own choosing. There was a hope … that men could one day stroll through the streets unafraid. There was a prayer … that each could speak to his own God—in his own church. That dream, that hope, that prayer became … America.

—ANONYMOUS, FOUND IN FRANCES SLANGER’S CHAPBOOK





Aboard the Pendleton, Frances Slanger and the Forty-fifth Field Hospital’s nurses huddled on the vomit-slicked main deck, a place both freeing and frightening. The nurses had been belowdecks so long that they felt liberated by the fresh air. Every direction they looked, the English Channel was dotted with ships ferrying Allied troops to France. Momentarily, Frances was lost in the magnitude of the moment, all of it bathed in bright sunshine. Suddenly, a German 88-millimeter cannon shell parted the air with the sound of ripped canvas. Bombs exploded near the ship, sending occasional shrapnel on deck. Frances looked around: Soldiers flitted this way and that. Some gathered around a chaplain who offered hasty prayers and blessings. Some slickened the deck with their upchucked breakfasts.

“Over here, Forty-fifth!” yelled Capt. Elizabeth Hay, a large woman in her mid-forties, far older than the rest but only slightly less scared. Only a day before, Hay’s fears were that her nurses would try to sneak canteen coffee from the mess hall (which they did, and were promptly caught) or, worse, that enlisted men would infiltrate beyond the black curtains that had been hung between her nurses and the 90 percent of the ship that was male (which they didn’t). Now, the trivial seemed even more so.

The nurses stood more than three stories above a landing craft that was reachable only by a cargo net hung over the ship’s side. The rock of the ship and a stiff wind whipped the net. Frances looked over the port rail to the waiting landing craft. It was, she realized, considerably farther down than Oneida Street was from the rooftop writing perch she’d carved out back home in Boston. She gave a quick study to the faces of the women to her right and left: Belanger, Montague, Cummings, Bowler, “Tex,” and a dozen others. They showed no less worry than hers, a fact that was equal parts assuring (she wasn’t the only one about to wet her fatigues) and unsettling (how were they going to make it into that boat below?).

What was that sailor’s quote she’d pasted in her chapbook? “Small skill is gained by those who cling to ease;/The able sailor hails from stormy seas.” But had its author ever been under aerial attack while trying to climb down a 40-foot rope ladder? Still, as another shell exploded near the ship, leaving the Pendleton looked like the lesser of two evils from Frances’s perspective. With shells pounding, the Forty-fifth might as well be standing in the middle of a bull’s-eye. A landing craft was at least a smaller target, and a moving one as well.

“Let’s go!” yelled Hay above the roar of wind, planes, and artillery. “Go, girls, go, go, go!” Burdened by garb and gear, musette bags slung over one shoulder and gas masks clipped to neck harnesses, Frances Slanger and the other nurses started down the thirty-foot netting. They’d survived obstacle courses at training back in the States, but nothing like this one. The ship rose and fell. One slip and a nurse was, at best, badly injured. At worst, dead on arrival.

Frances and the other seventeen nurses headed down the rope ladder, faces to the ships, backs to the sea. Once even with the LCVP (Landing Craft, Vehicle and Personnel), the women were to time their jumps to coincide with the top of a swell to shorten the distance of the fall. On D-Day, four days earlier, many soldiers had failed; more than two dozen had suffered broken legs in the first hour of debarkation alone and at least three were crushed to death when caught between ships and landing craft.

Sallylou Cummings made it. Betty Belanger made it. Mae Montague, a nurse from Woonsocket, Rhode Island, made it. Frances inched her way to the net’s bottom, then, eyes frozen in fear, turned to look at the waiting boat, rising and falling with the pitch of the sea.

“Come on, Frances,” Cummings yelled. “You can do it. Jump!”

The ship and landing craft rose and fell, Frances’s confidence along with them. She clung tight to two horizontal sections of ropes, her boots balancing wobbly on two others beneath her. Remember the training exercises, remember the training exercises …

“Let’s go, Slanger!” yelled Captain Hay.

Frances mustered whatever grit she had inside, then leapt, falling into the arms of the fellow nurses amid a burst of cheers. All eighteen nurses soon were aboard.

The Coast Guard coxswain at the helm steered the landing craft on its ten-mile journey to Utah Beach. Crammed together, Frances and the other nurses stood shoulder to shoulder like shotgun shells in a box. They couldn’t see out; the gunwales were too high. They listened to the deep-throated thrum of the engines and the occasional boom of distant artillery. The square-faced ramp of the assault craft butted forward through the swells.

Utah Beach, like the four other landing beaches code-named by the Allies, had been secured by American troops early on D-Day. In part because those troops mistakenly landed down the beach from what turned out to be a heavily defended stretch of coastline, Utah hadn’t been the bloodbath that Omaha Beach had been twelve miles southeast. At Omaha, waves lapped over dead GIs in shallows turned a muddy pink by their blood. And yet soldiers, more than 200, had died at Utah Beach, too. Ships had been blown apart by mines. More than a dozen landing craft had gone down.

“Remember, straight lines!” yelled Captain Hay. “And watch for shell holes!”

The nurses glanced around at one another. Most were twenty-five to thirty years old. All were registered nurses. All but Hay were single. While in England, the staging area for the invasion of France, Sallylou Cummings had met a handsome young doctor from North Dakota named John Bonzer. Now, she wondered where the young man with the apple-rose cheeks was in this sprawling flotilla. Mae “Monty” Montague, a blue-eyed, brown-haired nurse, felt her dog-tag chain to make sure her new engagement ring was still there; she’d gotten engaged at Camp Kilmer on the last night before the Forty-fifth had shipped out. Her fiancé, Ed Bowen, was an administrative officer with the unit’s Third Platoon. As his promise, he’d given her his Salisbury State (Maryland) College ring until he could find something better.

Beside Monty stood Dottie Richter of Dover, Delaware. Six months before, she had sauntered into North Carolina’s Fort Bragg fresh from a powder-puff, regular army assignment in Puerto Rico, golf clubs on one shoulder, tennis racket in her hand. “My,” Monty had said at the time, “what have we here?” Now, aboard the landing craft, Dottie swallowed hard.

Next to Dottie, Elizabeth Powers, of Lowell, Massachusetts, cupped a hand over her nose and mouth so she wouldn’t inhale any more direct diesel fumes. With the other, she searched her field jacket for that standard army issue: “Bag, vomit, one.”

Amid the stench of diesel, Frances discerned the faint puffs of brine coming off the ocean. She took a deep breath. She closed her eyes. Her life had been, was now, and would forever be marked by the comings and goings of ships at sea.



ABOARD THE IMMIGRANT SHIP, Nieuw Amsterdam, deep in the fetid darkness of the steerage compartment, mothers suckled crying babies. Passengers played cards, prayed, slept, and smoked. Mostly, though, they waited, and wondered aloud in Yiddish: Could they bear another five days of this?

Regina Schlanger put her hand to Freidel’s chin and gently tilted her daughter’s head back. She was doing it again: looking at the swollen eye. Now seven, Freidel had developed an eye infection shortly before they’d boarded the windowless train in Lødz headed to Rotterdam, Holland, for the crossing to America. Because steamship companies bore the return-trip expenses of immigrants turned back at Ellis Island, it was in their best interest to conduct thorough examinations of their potential passengers. Still, European exams tended to be brief, for which Regina Schlanger thanked God. Freidel had been given a cursory look and allowed to board.

By now, the Ellis Island stories had made their way through steerage like a fever. Stories about how some passengers were rejected and sent back to their homelands. About the new literacy tests, designed specifically to cut down on the number of immigrants that were allowed in. About how World War I had chilled the hearts of Americans toward foreigners, who worried that Eastern Europeans were all Bolsheviks—and, thus, suspect.

Vellin zay luzzin oonts ahrine? The Yiddish phrase weaved through the masses in steerage each day. Will America let us in?

On their eleventh day at sea, passengers aboard the 615 foot Nieuw Amsterdam were allowed on deck. There they saw a thin strip of land in the distance. Fear gave way to excitement; they were getting closer to the goldene medineh, the golden land. And the next morning, when the ship sliced through The Narrows, hearts pounded. There, rising from the waters, was the “Great Lady” of which they had heard: the Statue of Liberty. Taking the hands of Chaja and Freidel, Regina scrambled to the port rail, trying vainly to get a peek for herself and for her daughters. Passengers cheered. Hats flew in the air. People hugged and wept—all because of the sight of the woman whose torch was proudly thrust upward, offering light for those who’d known so little of it.

Regina, head wrapped in a scarf, basked in the moment with gratitude, though she couldn’t completely lose herself in celebration. It was Freidel’s eye. Though she wanted to believe otherwise, Regina couldn’t help but notice something during the twelve-day journey: The eye had gotten worse.



A LIGHT RAINSTORM swept up the northeast seaboard on the morning of September 7, 1920, bringing showers to New York Harbor and beyond. But the rain wasn’t enough to scrub the Yankees-Philadelphia Athletics baseball game at the Polo Grounds, nor enough to muffle the excitement of immigrants readying to leave the Nieuw Amsterdam as the ship anchored off Ellis Island.

Once the ship was moored, immigration officials boarded to give first- and second-class passengers a cursory inspection. A more arduous process awaited those in steerage, who comprised 2,200 of the Nieuw Amsterdam’s 2,846 passengers. Some were Czechoslovakians and Germans. Most, however, were Polish Jews, passengers with names such as Grendla Katz, Netti Schaffer, Sara Sirota, Breina Levi, Josef Wrabel, and Anna Mistnik. Women outnumbered men two to one, many husbands, such as Dawid, having already gone to America to secure work or having been killed in the war. And they were often large families: the Nieuw Amsterdam was full of families with half a dozen people or more.

Along with other steerage passengers, Regina and her girls were loaded on a barge and taken to Ellis Island. One by one the immigrants stepped onto American soil for the first time: women wrapped in scarves and shawls and wearing whatever “best” outfit they had, thinking it might make the difference between their family being allowed to enter; bearded and mustachioed men in felt hats and wool suits shouldering bags and dragging travel-worn trunks; and hundreds of children, like Freidel and Chaja.

On the gangway, Freidel walked across this bridge to America, the tall buildings stretching skyward beyond. Around her she saw trunks, straw baskets, and suitcases stuffed so tightly that they looked like mothers ready to give birth. She saw people wearing multiple sweaters and jackets because each item was one less item they had to carry. Some of the larger women, dark skirts hanging to the ground, shuffled along with the look of human bells.

Freidel held tightly to her mother’s hand. Around her swirled hundreds of conversations in numerous languages, blending together in a cacophony of chatter, like blackbirds thick in a tree. The immigrants may have been haggard and sick from twelve days of eating haddock, their skin tinted ever-so-slightly green from the pitch and roll of the ship. They may have been sore, smelly, and mentally dulled. But they tingled with emotion. Though burdened with fear, they were also alive with expectations.

Freidel knew the feeling. She was, after all, perhaps soon to meet the tateh—the father—she had never met. What would he look like? Be like? What would he think of her? What would she think of him?

The mass of people inched forward, into a giant building where their baggage was checked, then headed up a flight of stairs to what was known as “The Great Registry Room.” Freidel clung to Regina, just as she had done back home when the soldiers had come. Save for the prayers she’d been taught, her mother was her only security.

Freidel looked around at a room larger than any she had ever seen. It had an arched ceiling, red tile floor, and rows of wooden benches. Two American flags hung prominently high above both ends of the rectangular-shaped hall—huge, bright patterns of red, white, and blue. Below: dirty, sweaty, tired immigrants, some asleep on their baggage, others hot with fever. The smell of backed-up toilets drifted across the room. The line toward the physical inspections snaked back and forth, people being pushed and prodded by immigrant officials, some of whom would gladly allow a young, pretty woman passage—for favors later, that is.

Ellis Island had woefully underestimated the glut of post-World War I immigrants. Ventilation was poor and only six bathtubs were available for women and small children. “Why should I fear the fires of hell?” an immigrant had etched on an Ellis Island wall. “I have been through Ellis Island.”

It had become known as the “Island of Hope” and the “Island of Tears.” And Freidel would soon understood why.



BY NOW it was early afternoon and Freidel hadn’t eaten since early morning. She felt someone touch her. She turned to find a strange woman pinning a felt number on her wool jacket, her “manifest” number. Everyone got a number like this. Little was said to her or to her mother by immigration officials, who had no idea which of a dozen-plus languages the newcomers might speak. Gestures were made, fingers pointed, heads nodded. Signs were all but meaningless. The language barrier was steep.

Regina fanned herself and the girls as the waiting continued. The high in New York on this late-summer day would be only 77 degrees, but inside the Ellis Island building, temperatures climbed far beyond. As people were called into the medical examination rooms, those who waited slid down the benches, repeating the procedure time and again as the day dragged on.

Amid the confusion, even a seven-year-old like Freidel would realize what was happening: some people were being allowed to pass and some were not. Immigrants couldn’t miss seeing “the mark.” The first doctor would look at the newcomers in general. The immigrants were asked to say something, then to drop their trousers or lift their dresses, sometimes in view of other passengers. If there was anything at all suspicious about a patient, a doctor would reach for the chalk. An “H” would indicate heart trouble. An “X” would flag a mental disorder. An “E”—eye trouble. When a case aroused suspicion, the immigrant was temporarily placed in a cage, away from the rest.

Regina and her daughters inched forward. Freidel grew afraid when a female doctor—women and girls were usually examined by women—took her mother aside for an examination. For a girl who had clung to her mother for thousands of miles, a few feet of separation was traumatic, even though the doctors did it this way to ease the fear of the child’s own exam.

When the doctor had finished with her mother and with Chaja, she turned to Freidel. Immediately, she began examining Freidel’s swollen eye with that same squinty-eye look that her mother had used, tilting the girl’s head this way and that, as if something were wrong. She reached for a light and shined it in one of Freidel’s eyes, then the other. She reached for a tongue depressor to check in Freidel’s mouth. And then, Freidel’s eyes widened like a horse who’s seen a snake: the woman in the white dress reached for the chalk. She scrawled something on Freidel’s shoulder. It was the letter “E.”

Above a room already humming with conversation, you can imagine a mother’s Yiddish cry: Nein, nein, nicht mein tochter! Nicht mein tochter! But it was Regina’s daughter, and she was being taken away from her. Freidel grabbed her mother’s hand. Regina grabbed her daughter’s. The nurse gently but firmly separated the two, having done this hundreds of times before. Freidel looked back, not wanting to face whatever lay ahead, her eyes wet with tears. She was placed in the wire cage with others who were being detained.

Mama! Mama!

Until now, Freidel had never been apart from her mother. She broke into tears. Despite being in a room packed with dozens of others, she was alone, separated from the only stability she’d known. A doctor or nurse may well have done her best to assure Freidel not to worry, but the words were not words the little girl understood—and the affirming touches on her shoulders were not from familiar hands. She wanted to be back with Mama and Chaja.

Freidel wilted. She was, in this moment, powerless: a seven-year-old Jewish girl whose life was in the hands of others. A child with no voice, no standing, no country, and, for the moment, no family. Outside, in New York Harbor, ships boldly headed out to sea, billowed with pride and purpose. Inside, huddled in a ball, face stained with tears, Freidel Schlanger cowered like a wounded bird.



A BOARD OF INQUIRY had the ultimate decision about who passed through Ellis Island, but if doctors chose to exclude an immigrant because of disease the board was bound to accept that choice. In other words, if a single doctor believed Freidel’s eye infection was disease-related and sufficiently serious to turn her away, her fate was sealed. There would be no second opinion, no hearing, no appeal. No chance for Regina to speak with an official through an interpreter. No chance to plead her daughter’s case, to explain how Freidel was a good girl, how she made her mother proud, and how if this new country—this so-called land of opportunity—would grant the little girl passage, she would make America proud.

Finally, they came for Freidel—a small group of doctors. They reexamined her. They huddled, saying words that she could not understand—and could barely hear over the din of hundreds of conversations elsewhere. Their heads nodded up and down, then sideways. What did this mean? Regina waited down the hall, praying for gutteh nahyees—good news—from the doctors.

Across the harbor, David Slanger—he’d had his name changed from Dawid Schlanger since coming to America—looked toward Ellis Island amid a throng of others. This ship, Regina had said in the letter, was the one she and the girls would be on. But where were they—the wife he had not seen in seven years, the daughter whom he’d left as a little girl and would now be a young woman, and this new one, the one called Freidel?

Freidel, shaking, was taken from the cage and down a hallway. Mama! Freidel wrapped her arms around the bent-over woman. An interpreter said something to Regina. That’s when Freidel saw the same look on her mother’s face that she’d seen when Mama had rushed her and Chaja to the ship’s deck to see the tall woman with the torch: a huge smile, not something she saw often on her mother’s face. Now, in the medical area, her mother hugged her close, then gathered Chaja into the fold.

Dee ducktoyrem zug’n oz zay vel’n dir a’reinluzn tsu Amerikeh! They would allow Freidel entry into America.

After the three were ferried across the Harbor, Freidel saw her new tateh, or father, who was waiting for them. He was not as tall as she had imagined he would be. His coat smelled of cigarette smoke. She could tell because he had bent down to hug her, this man whom she had never seen before. It seemed odd, hugging a stranger; until now, she had hugged only her mother and, when saying good-bye at the train station in Lødz, her aunts, uncles, and cousins. And yet it also seemed good.

The four of them, linked by arms and hands, walked toward the train station, away from the “Great Lady,” New York Harbor, and the waters that no longer separated them.



IN THE LIGHT SWELLS off Normandy, the gray landing craft neared the beach. Frances checked the adjustable band in her helmet; it never seemed tight enough and her helmet was forever tilting to the side. The moment was coming. Once they hit the beach, the eighteen nurses would join the men and split into three seventy-five-person platoons. Frances was part of the Second Platoon. Then they’d begin following the troops east toward Germany, tending to the wounded in field hospital tents.

As Frances braced for the landing, she was about to fulfill what Col. Oveta Culp Hobby, the director of the Women’s Army Corps, had once told a batch of recruits: “You have taken off silk and put on khaki. You have a debt and a date. A debt to democracy and a date with destiny.”

Frances Slanger believed being part of the Army Nurse Corps was the most important job she’d ever done. America, at large, however, was far more skeptical about her being in the military than she was. Only as war in Europe loomed did some commanders warm to the idea of having women part of the U.S. military. In general, soldiers’ reactions ranged from enthusiasm to amusement to flat-out hostility. Newspapers and magazines, even ones published by the military such as Yank, looked at army nurses with a sort of “wink-wink” brush-off.

“Warmly, yet stylishly dressed are these army nurses who stop to frolic on the way to a luncheon …” read the caption beneath a Boston Globe photo in 1944. Yank magazine would run a feature on gallant soldiers in Italy next to a story on summer wear for women in the military. In the media’s eye, nurses in uniform were curiosities who made good copy—mascots who traveled with the team and added a certain spice to things, but weren’t really part of the game itself.

Reporters, even many female reporters, focused far more on who the nurses were—“girls”—than what they did. Cartoonists had a field day with bras and bosoms and “petticoat army” quips. The public at large was even less kind. Rumors abounded that women in the armed services were either uniformed hussies out to steal husbands and boyfriends, or were lesbians.

As U.S. involvement in World War II deepened, the military realized that it had been naive in thinking that all able-bodied military men wanted to see action. Some, in fact, preferred the safety of Stateside. But women—350,000 would serve in World War II—often freed those Stateside soldiers to fight, which drew resentment toward those women from soldiers and their families.

On the cusp of battle in the European Theater of Operations, some soldiers looked at the nurses with a touch of resentment but most men were more curious than disdainful. Some of the military’s 60,000 army nurses were beautiful; some were not. But they did a job that men didn’t do—male nurses, in fact, weren’t allowed in the Army Nurse Corps—and so weren’t threatening to most soldiers. Besides, they were American women whose job it was to help sick and wounded men get better, and in the eyes of a soldier, that alone counted for something.

The landing craft ground to a halt on the sandy bottom, about 600 feet from shore. The waiting was over. Frances and the seventeen other nurses of the Forty-fifth pushed toward the bow ramp. The gate ratcheted down with an ominous rattle of chains. And, as she’d done twenty-three years before, Frances Slanger saw before her a new country that would change her life forever.

“Let’s go!” yelled Captain Hay. “Go, go, go! Com’n, girls!” One by one, the nurses of the Forty-fifth splashed down, musette bags held over their heads, life belts on, but, in these shallow waters, not inflated. Along with those of the 128th Evacuation Hospital, they were the first U.S. nurses to hit the Normandy beach after D-Day.

The surf was light. Frances took one final look at shore—a fuzzy look since she’d pocketed her glasses—then at the waters below. It was only three to four feet deep but, in terms of height, she wasn’t exactly “Tiny” Schwartz, her six-foot-three friend. Frances paused for a moment, held tight to her musette bag, then jumped. The cold jolted her. It was like the Cape Cod water she’d experienced—but in December. Because of her shortness, the water came up higher on her than it did on the others—to her chest, and higher when waves rolled past her. As if in slow motion, Frances tried to build forward momentum amid water that, one moment, worked for her, the next moment against. The blurred beach was 200 yards away. Most nurses began reaching the shallows and, ultimately, the beach. But, up ahead, Betty Belanger, four inches taller than Frances, was having a hard time finding her balance. Seeing the corpse of a GI being toyed by the surf did nothing for her confidence. She had to be helped ashore.
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