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What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul . . . 


“Accounts of America’s past wars are necessarily geared to the actions and decisions of high level officials—generals, admirals and statesmen. That limitation keeps military writers from doing justice to the heroism and sufferings of the actual participants. Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul, concentrating entirely on the human side of our conflicts, is both a refreshing and moving book.”


John S. D. Eisenhower, Brig. General 
USAR (Retired) and former U.S. ambassador to Belgium 


“I had tears in my eyes from the first story to the last! And this is what American’s seem to have forgotten—the pain and torture that our American soldiers went through, in order for us to enjoy the liberty and democracy we have today! ‘Lest We Forget’—that should be our motto for all time, for all our veterans!”


Ernest Borgnine, Academy Award-winning actor
 and World War II Navy veteran 


“It is important for the nation, and for generations to come, that veterans’ stories are told. This book is so important not only for veterans’ souls but for our children’s who are only learning about war from their textbooks. I applaud the authors of Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul and wholeheartedly recommend this book for all Americans young and old.”


Rep. Leonard Boswell, Iowa, Third Congressional District
 and two-tour Vietnam helicopter pilot 


“Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul lets you see that every veteran is truly the heart and soul of this great country. As an organization of military widows, we know firsthand the sacrifices made for all of us. Our sincere thanks to everyone who made this book possible.”


Rachel A. Clinkscale, 
board chairman Gold Star Wives of America, Inc. 


“Those who serve in the military understand the bond created by the warrior ethic. In Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul, the reader gains an appreciation for that bond and the selfless sacrifice to which that ethic gives rise. These stories will touch veterans and non-veterans alike, helping those who did not serve to better understand what that bond and the warrior ethic are all about.”


James G. Zumwalt, LtCol, USMCR (Retired) 


“The stories are both humbling and inspiring: humbling, in that I was forced to consider whether I could have responded to such adversity with the valor these men and women demonstrated; inspiring, in the sense that I now, more than ever, feel the need to live a more giving life.”


Terry M. Murphy, son of Audie L. Murphy,
 most decorated American combat soldier of World War II 


“So many times our veterans come home from horrendous wars and quietly live their lives. Thanks for affirming courageous Americans who have served our country well.”


Commander Frances Omori, U.S. Navy, author, 
Quiet Heroes: Navy Nurses of the Korean War, 
1950–1953, Far East Command 


“Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul is a book for every veteran’s family and extended family. This book helps us all better understand that it is humankind that fights wars. Glory, blood and guts must be respected and honored. I believe this book contributes to that heroic legacy. Please buy this book and give it as a gift to all who love freedom.”


Dannion Brinkley, author, Saved by the Light 
and chairman of the board for Compassion in Action (CIA) 


“I was overwhelmed by emotion while reading this marvelous collection of veterans’ stories. As a combat veteran and veteran’s advocate, no book has touched me the way Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul has. It provides a poignant and personal insight into the experiences of veterans during their military service.”


John F. Gwizdak, commander-in-chief, 2000–2001
 Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States 
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Introduction 


Everyone knows a veteran. Take a quick look around your circle of family, friends and coworkers, and you will undoubtedly find someone who served in the Armed Forces. In millions of homes across the country, there are fading brown-and-white photos of family members in uniform, military awards and citations packed away in old boxes in the attic, and stacks of letters—old and new—sent from military bases and battlefields around the world. In the workplace, it’s not unusual to overhear conversations about time spent overseas. These are just a few of the many common instances that identify the veterans who surround us. 


And everyone has heard a veteran’s story. These stories are passed down through families: Grandfather’s exploits during World War II, accounts of the aunt who nursed the wounded and still remembers those she couldn’t help, tales of a cousin who was drafted and did his year in Southeast Asia.


The stories contained in Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul come directly from the veterans and their families, people who witnessed these events as they unfolded and who will always be the best custodians of our nation’s history. The retelling of their experiences will keep the memory of service, sacrifice, honor and duty alive in the minds of present and future generations.


The outpouring of support for this book has been overwhelming. When we put out the call for veterans’ stories, letters, e-mails, faxes and phone calls came in from all over the world. We received over four thousand contributions and enjoyed reading every one of them. Every day brought amazing and powerful stories: firsthand accounts of parachuting behind enemy lines, descriptions of the predawn preparations for the coming day’s battle, recollections of the weariness and loneliness of a young man or woman thousands of miles from home.


We also had the good fortune to personally meet and interview hundreds of veterans, from buck privates who saw the war from ground level, to the retired generals who commanded those fine soldiers, to the women who left comfortable homes to treat the wounded. Prisoners of war, Congressional Medal of Honor recipients, USO volunteers who entertained the troops and thousands of ordinary—no, extraordinary— GIs all generously shared of themselves to make this book a success.


It is a difficult task to write about war and the misery and suffering associated with it; yet sometimes, harsh circumstances can bring out what is best in us. The war stories in Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul are filled with compassion, respect, brotherhood and love, especially love for one another. The love and reverence that veterans hold for each other is second to none. In some cases, the memory of a fallen comrade stays with a veteran for the rest of his or her life. And for many, the admiration that veterans share remains one of the most meaningful experiences of a veteran’s life.


It has been our great privilege to personally interview hundreds of veterans and hear their stories directly. Many veterans have told us that their time spent in the service was one of the best experiences of their lives, a time of camaraderie, of being in top physical condition and feeling the pride that comes with serving one’s country. Not many would wish to repeat those times, but they unanimously agree that the memories are priceless.


Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul has been an honor to write. For the coauthors, it has fulfilled a longtime desire to give something back to those who gave so much through service to their country. It has been a true labor of love and a journey into the personal history of our nation’s finest citizens, our veterans.


It is the hard training, discipline, courage and sacrifice that stand out in the telling of all of these stories. Clearly, because of the great sacrifices made by so many men and women in the past, we are able to live in a time and a place where freedom is taken for granted.


We offer this book to our veterans as a small payment toward a debt that can never be fully repaid. You are our best, and we owe you our full support and our sincerest thanks. It is our hope that these remarkable stories will offer inspiration and insight to those unfamiliar with your tales, and rekindle the pride and admiration in those who have heard them before. In the retelling of these stories, we all share in the promise of freedom hard won by the young men and women of America who fought and died in its name.






1 
THE WARRIOR
 SPIRIT 


Bravery never goes out of fashion.


William Makepeace Thackeray 






Freedom Village 


My most vivid memory associated with the American flag flashes back to Korea and a gray, clammy day in early August 1953. The Korean War had come to an end a week earlier, on July 27 at precisely 10 P.M. I remember lying in a rice paddy and suddenly experiencing the thunderous, deafening silence of peace. The Chinese and North Koreans, surely as joyful as I, were singing and raising their flags less than two hundred yards away from where my platoon sergeant and I sat smoking celebratory cigars.


A military spotlight, affectionately referred to as “Moonbeam Charlie,” played along the valley floor and crept up the scarred hills, catching the Chinese and North Koreans in spirited dancing around their outpost flagpole. Their flags seemed to mean something to them, and at that time, I wasn’t sure what my flag meant to me.


But that changed dramatically a week later, when I was a part of a contingent sent to represent my regiment at “Freedom Village.”


“Operation Big Switch” was on. Our prisoners of war were to be returned to American hands, as the Chinese and North Koreans were to be returned to their people. Through the dim half-light of fading memory, I recollect that Freedom Village was in a scooped-out hollow with hills brooding over it from four sides. A few dwellings leaned into the village amid taut canvas hospital tents.


We representatives of the United Nations stood at attention as ambulances and beat-up buses arrived from the north. The UN, American and Korean flags hung limply in the humid August air. Photographers, Army and civilian alike, scurried about for good vantage points.


The Chinese and North Koreans were the first to cross over “Freedom Bridge.” They were surly, healthy looking and well fed. Some carried signs decrying capitalism. Members of a Republic of Korea regiment scowled, and one of them sent a spray of saliva in his former opponent’s direction. The exchange had a tone of tense and bitter antagonism, and as young as I was, I wondered how long the newly inked truce would last.


When the remaining Chinese and North Koreans had been herded off to their own vehicles, the UN prisoners were ushered from the trucks and buses and sent across the bridge to our side. The UN Honor Guard, combat veterans and observers gasped when they saw the condition of their returning comrades, who struggled, hobbled and staggered, gaunt and emaciated, toward friendly faces.


One after another they came. The next one was in worse condition than the one before. Long lines of dull-eyed soldiers of the “Forgotten War” inched their way to freedom, and out of their number, a gray-faced stick figure of a boy-turned-old-man dragged himself along the bridge. His bony arms were held out like a sleepwalker. He staggered and swayed, and one time fell into the wooden railing. Every eye in that village was suddenly trained on that one figure. Even those on the northern side watched the gallant physical effort of the wasted soldier.


Each tried, inwardly, to help, to urge him on, until finally, when he lurched forward, an MP major, a giant of a man, came up to help. The soldier waved him off with his skeleton hands and arms.


Looking around at the grim faces, he caught sight of the three color bearers and shuffled toward them. When he reached the American flag bearer, he knelt on trembling knees before the flag as though it were an altar. He reached up and tugged at the flag. The color bearer, either by instinct or by some infinite wisdom, lowered the flag, and the soldier covered his face with it, sobbing and shaking uncontrollably.


Other than the clicks of cameras, the village was cemeteryquiet. Tears streamed from all of us. Cotton replaced saliva in our throats. After several moments, the stillness was broken by the sound of the heavy boots of the MP major, who came crunching across the gravel, his cheeks moist and glistening. He bent down and tenderly scooped the soldier up in his muscular arms and carried him off to a waiting ambulance, much as a father would carry a baby.


There wasn’t a dry eye in that silent village, thousands of miles away from Main Street, USA.


James F. Murphy Jr.
Submitted by Harry Feltenbarger 
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A group of American POWs are given a royal welcome at Freedom Village, Munsan-ni, Korea, during the UN POW exchange.


Credit: National Archives.






The Code Talkers 


During World War II, U.S. Marines storming Pacific beaches used a unique kind of code machine. Each Marine Corps cryptograph had two arms, two legs, an M-1 rifle and a helmet. Their code name was Dineh—“the People.” In English, they were called the “Navajo Code Talkers,” and theirs is one of the few unbroken codes in military history.


Like all Americans of his generation, Keith Little, who is a Navajo, remembers exactly where he was when he heard the news of Pearl Harbor. Little, then sixteen, was attending boarding school on the reservation in Arizona.


“Me and a bunch of guys were out hunting rabbits with a .22,” he recalls. “Somebody went to the dorm, came back and said, ‘Hey, Pearl Harbor was bombed!’


“One of the boys asked, ‘Where’s Pearl Harbor?’


“‘In Hawaii.’


“‘Who did it?’


“‘Japan.’


“‘Why’d they do it?’


“‘They hate Americans. They want to kill all Americans.’


“‘Us, too?’


“‘Yeah, us, too.’”


Then and there, the boys made a promise to one another. They’d go after the Japanese instead of the rabbits.


The next morning, the superintendent of the reservation looked out his office window and saw dozens of ponytailed young men carrying hunting rifles, ready to fight. But the Navajo volunteers were sent home. No official call to arms had been issued, and besides, most of the men spoke only Navajo.


When the war broke out, a man named Philip Johnston had an extraordinary idea. Johnston, the son of missionaries, also grew up on the reservation and was fluent in Navajo. Early in 1942, he visited the Marine Corps’s Camp Elliott, north of San Diego, and proposed to use the Navajo language as an up-to-date code, guaranteed unbreakable.


The Marines were skeptical at first. At the time, military codes were encrypted by high-tech black boxes that used rotors and ratchets to shroud messages in a thick alphabet soup. Still, Johnston returned with a few Navajo friends. For fifteen minutes, while the iron jaws of Marine brass went slack, messages metamorphosed from English to Navajo and back.


In the spring of 1942, Marine recruiters came to the Navajo Nation in the mile-high Southwest desert. There, among the sagebrush and sandstone, they set up tables, called them enlistment offices and began looking for a few good men fluent in Navajo and English.


Fewer than eighty years had passed since the Navajos had fought against the U.S. military. Kit Carson’s scorched-earth campaign had broken their resistance in 1864. Why would men volunteer to fight for a nation that had humbled their ancestors, killed their herds and wouldn’t even let them vote?


Soldiers enlist for reasons of jobs, adventure, family tradition—and patriotism. Says one Navajo who fought in World War II, “This conflict involved Mother Earth being dominated by foreign countries. It was our responsibility to defend her.”


Few Navajos had ever been off the reservation. Mostly, they had only met “Anglos” on trading posts. Soon they would fight across an ocean they had never seen, against an enemy they had never met. Yet they proved to be model Marines. Accustomed to walking miles each day in the high desert, they marched on with full packs after others buckled. When training was finished, the first group of Navajos became the 382nd Platoon, USMC, and was ordered to make a code.


On the reservation, the language was primarily oral, and the Code Talkers were told to keep it that way. There would be no code books, no cryptic algorithms. Navajo itself was puzzling enough. Germans deciphering English codes could tap common linguistic roots. Japanese eavesdropping on GIs were often graduates of American universities. But Navajo, a tonal language, was known to few outsiders. Its vowels rise and fall, changing meaning with pitch. A single Navajo verb, containing its own subjects, objects and adverbs, can translate into an entire English sentence.


To devise the code, the Navajos turned to nature. They named planes after birds: gini—chicken hawk (dive bomber); neasjah—owl (observation plane); taschizzie— swallow (torpedo plane). They named ships after fish: lotso—whale (battleship); calo—shark (destroyer); beshlo— iron fish (submarine).


To spell out proper names, the Code Talkers made a Navajo bestiary, turning the Marines’ Able Baker Charlie . . . into Wollachee Shush Moasi . . . (Ant Bear Cat . . . They also played word games. “District” became  the Navajo words for “deer ice strict,” and “belong” became “long bee.”


The finished code was a hodgepodge of everyday Navajo and some four hundred newly devised code words. As a test, Navy intelligence officers spent three weeks trying, and failing, to decipher a single message. New Navajo recruits untrained in the code could not break it. Yet it seemed too simple to be trusted. And while codes normally took hours to translate, these Indians were encoding and decoding sensitive military information almost instantly. What kind of magic was this?


“In Navajo, everything—songs, prayers—is in memory,” said William McCabe, one of the code’s designers. “That’s the way we was raised up. So we didn’t have no trouble.” 


Two Code Talkers stayed behind to teach the next group; the rest were shipped to Guadalcanal. There, Code Talkers met skepticism in the flesh. One colonel agreed to use the Navajos only if they won a man-versus-machine test against a cylindrical gizmo that disguised words and broadcast in coded clicks. The Code Talkers won handily. Still, officers were reluctant to trust lives to a code untested in combat.


More than 3,600 Navajos served in World War II, but only 420 became Code Talkers. In boot camp, Keith Little was just another Indian, and few cared from which tribe. Then a drill instructor took him aside and asked, “By any chance, are you a Navajo?” He was sent to Code Talkers’ school.


Eventually, Marine commanders came to see the code as indispensable for the rapid transmission of classified dispatches. Lent to the Navy, the Code Talkers kept the Japanese from learning of impending air attacks. On Saipan, an advancing U.S. battalion was shelled from behind by “friendly fire.” Desperate messages were sent, “Hold your fire,” but the Japanese had imitated Marine broadcasts all day. Mortar crews weren’t sure what to believe. The shelling continued. Finally, headquarters asked, “Do you have a Navajo?” A Code Talker sent the same message to his buddy, and the shelling stopped.


During the first two days on Iwo Jima, six networks of Code Talkers transmitted more than eight hundred messages without error. On the morning of February 23, 1945, the Stars and Stripes were hoisted on a mountaintop. The word went out in Navajo code. Cryptographers translated the Navajo words for “mouse turkey sheep uncle ram ice bear ant cat horse intestines,” then told their fellow Marines in English that the American flag flew over Mt. Suribachi. A signal officer recalled, “Were it not for the Navajos, the Marines would never have taken Iwo Jima.”


When the war ended, the Navajos headed home to their reservation. But the code itself remained top secret. Asked about the war, Code Talkers simply said, “I was a radioman.” Finally, in 1968, the code was declassified, and the secret was out.


In 1992, Keith Little was invited to the Pentagon, where he translated a prayer for peace phoned in by a Code Talker in Arizona. Then, Little and other Navajo vets helped dedicate a permanent exhibit on the Code Talkers.


“Most of us are common men,” Little once said. But in school, all young Navajos learning native studies read about the Code Talkers. The students all agree that without them, “We could have lost the war.”


In code, the Talkers spoke of snipers and fortifications, but their real message needed no interpreter. These heroes spoke of overcoming stereotypes and past conflicts for a higher cause, about blending tradition into the modern world. They spoke Navajo.


Bruce Watson 






That Old Man Down the Street 


We can’t all be heroes. Some of us have to stand on the curb and clap as they go by.


Will Rogers 


Back in the early 1920s, when I was growing up in Seneca Falls, New York, Memorial Day was known as Decoration Day. It marked the beginning of summer, although its true purpose was to bring the village together to honor the memory of those people who had fought the nation’s battles—in the War to End All Wars, the Spanish-American War and the War Between the States.


The main event of the day for us kids was the midmorning parade, which formed in the park in front of the high school. As the marchers gathered there, so did a swarm of bike-riding small boys to approve the lineup before racing ahead to lead the procession. We pedaled in front of the parade through the heart of Seneca Falls and over the Seneca River via the Ovid Street Bridge. Only then did we pull to the curb and fall in behind the colors with everyone else as the marchers moved toward Restvale Cemetery at the eastern edge of town.


The goings-on at the cemetery always made my spine tingle. Even now, seventy-odd years later, I can still smell the flowers under the morning sun, beat time with the brass band playing “The Star-Spangled Banner,” wince at the crack of the rifles firing the salute and choke up listening to the last mournful note of “Taps.”


Central to my memories of that day is the figure of Abraham Lincoln, which sat in the shadows at the edge of the cemetery, his head bowed in sorrow over the adorned graves. I especially remember Mr. Lincoln because in those parades of my boyhood, the main figures were the town’s surviving veterans of the Grand Army of the Republic.


These few old men—they were fewer every year— spent 364 days rocking on front porches, sitting by windows overlooking the street or shuffling downtown to buy a plug of chewing tobacco at Sullivan’s Cigar Store. Normally, no one paid them any mind.


But come the Decoration Day Parade, in the vestiges of their Union Army uniforms, the old soldiers walking proudly through the streets made me think through the words of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” as those of a prayer. Even though I was only a boy, the veterans stirred in me visions of Bull Run, Chickamauga, Chancellorsville, the Wilderness and, especially, Gettysburg. These, I marveled, were the same men who had saved the Republic.


One of them lived on our street, about halfway downtown. He was a friend of my grandfather. Grandpa Billy always spoke of his contemporary as “Old Jimmy Barton.”


Old Jimmy Barton had fought at Gettysburg, and my father, who had heard his war stories many times over the years, decided it would be interesting to take the old man back to that battlefield. So a few weeks after the 1924 Decoration Day parade, he loaded Old Jimmy, Grandpa Billy and me into the car for the day’s drive to the south. The next day, with an official guide leading the way, we set off on a tour, following the day-by-day course of the bloodiest battle ever fought in North America.


The first day, we saw where Confederate strength smashed the Yankees north and south of Gettysburg to take the city, forcing the Union forces to the high ground to the south. On the second day, we followed the flag to the Peach Orchard, the Wheat Field and Devil’s Den. Then we saw where Union troops secured Little Round Top, lost Culp’s Hill and Spangler Springs, and attacked Cemetery Hill, losing at first, and then regaining its crest.


Old Jimmy Barton had little to say as we walked through the sites of the first two days of the bloody battle. He nodded sometimes as the guide read the commemorative plaques aloud, now and then looking puzzled. He would stand facing the Confederate lines, then the Union emplacements, looking around him, then his gaze seemed to go inward and, I figured, backward in time as well.


A change came over him when we moved down Cemetery Ridge to brood over the location of the battle’s third day. From a point opposite Pickett’s position, we looked across to where 138 Confederate cannons had stood wheel-to-wheel blasting the Yankees on the heights before fifteen thousand proud and brave Southerners launched their incredible assault.


Then the old survivor of those three days of carnage walked with all the briskness he could muster, up and down the Union line. Finally, he nodded his head decisively and seated himself on the remains of an old stone fence.


“Right there,” he said, pointing behind the stones on which he sat.


Right there was where he had spent the longest day of his life. There he had lain, fired, loaded, fired, until the muzzle of his rifle was too hot to touch.


There he had trembled, sweated, prayed, laughed, wept, loaded and fired, loaded and fired, over and over again.


“The Rebels kept on a-coming up that slope, right over there,” he said. Then, all of a sudden, they were either sprawled out on the ground or running back down the side of the ridge.


When he saw that, he told us, he climbed up on this stone fence, waving his cap in one hand and his weapon in the other, cheering with his comrades until he had to sit down to be sick between his trembling legs.


The next day—the Fourth of July he said it was—the rain fell on the Yankee and the Rebel dead who were scattered everywhere. The old man recalled how the burial details dug thousands of shallow graves to contain the fallen until a proper cemetery was provided. When he spoke next, his voice was low with reverence. He described how Mr. Lincoln himself came to that very same battlefield only four months later and spoke, inaugurating the cemetery there, and calling this nation to a new birth of freedom under God.


After Cemetery Ridge, he was never Old Jimmy Barton to me again. After seeing him sitting on his very own piece of battlefield, and listening to his account of that terrible day, even now, long after his death, I can only think of him as Mr. James Barton, the fine man who fought at Gettysburg.


Emerson D. Moran 
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At the entrance to Devil’s Den, Gettysburg battlefield. Left to right atop the boulder: Civil War veteran James Barton, attorney Daniel Moran (author’s father) and their battlefield guide. Standing is William Moran (author’s grandfather).


Credit: Emerson Moran.






The Postcard 


The ambush came out of nowhere and everywhere. My platoon members and I were strung out and moving through the bush near Hiep Douc in the Que San Valley of South Vietnam. It was August 20, 1969, and, as always, it was hot and wet.


All at once, the distinctive angry staccato of the enemies’ AK-47 assault rifles filled the air. It was mixed with a different sound, that of a heavier machine gun. The incoming rounds slapped and tore through the foliage. Adding to the din were the shouts of the platoon sergeant to return fire. Company C of the 196th Light Infantry Brigade was in trouble.


Suddenly, it felt as if someone had smacked me— hard—with a baseball bat on the left thigh. I had been hit by one of the incoming rounds! I tried to scramble out of harm’s way, but there was no escape from the withering fire. Then I heard the ear-splitting “ruuump!” of a grenade explosion, and the baseball bat smashed down hard again, this time pounding onto my right leg and foot.


My memory after that is of crawling—for what seemed like forever. I later calculated that over the course of six hours, I had dragged myself across two miles of ground. I did a lot of thinking and remembering in that time.


At one point during my slow and painful journey, it occurred to me that I’d had the peculiar fortune to have been “drafted” twice. In January 1968, I was a late-round draft pick for the Pittsburgh Steelers, and in November of that year, the U.S. Army drafted me. In my weakened condition, I found this double-draft thing infinitely amusing. 


But the joke soon faded, and my mind once again tried to grasp the reason that I was in Vietnam at all. The political reasons for the U.S. being there were easy to understand. The difficult part for a soldier like me to comprehend was my role in this conflict. I had been over all this in my mind many times before, and I always came back to an incident that had happened early on in my tour. 


We had come across a village—not even a village, really, but just a couple of hooches inland. There was a family there—kids, an old man and an old lady. I saw that they didn’t have anything—except for an old tin can. They had filled the tin can with water and put it on an open fire to boil. When I looked inside the can, I saw a buffalo hoof. That pathetic soup was their sustenance. I decided right then that if I could help these people take a step forward, then my time in the country would be worthwhile.


As it happened, my opportunity to follow through was cut short. My wounds got me evacuated to Tokyo, where the docs told me I had nearly lost my right foot and that I would never play football again. They informed me I was getting discharged with 40 percent disability.


This was not good news. Football was my whole life and dream—a dream that had started in Appleton, Wisconsin, at Xavier High School and matured at Notre Dame, where I had been voted the captain of the Fighting Irish in 1967. There wasn’t anything else in my life I wanted to do. Football was something I identified with and that defined me.


It was a black time for me. Wounded and depressed, I tried to contemplate a future without football. Then I received a postcard from Art Rooney, the owner of the Steelers. He had written only, “We’ll see you when you get back.”


Such simple words, but their impact was immediate. It was then that I determined that I would be back—I would fight this thing with everything I had. The first thing on the program was learning to walk again on what remained of my right foot.


With more patience and resolve than I knew I had, I succeeded. In 1970, I returned to the Steelers and was placed on injured reserve. By the following year, I was on the taxi squad. In 1973, I made special teams. That year, I began running. In 1974, I was still running—but now I wore the Steelers’ number 20 jersey.


We won the Super Bowl that year. We won again in 1975, 1978 and 1979. Franco Harris and I ran and ran, setting some modest records along the way.


In 1980, I retired from football, having—against all probability— lived my dream. I have tried to thank providence for my exceptional second chance by serving as a board member of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund and being involved with charities for disabled children. I’ve also done a lot of professional motivational speaking, hoping to inspire others to overcome any obstacles that may bar their way.


In my talks, I always tell people about Art Rooney, whose faith in me was contagious. As long as I live, I don’t believe that I will ever experience more inspirational words than the simple sentence written on that long-ago postcard: “We’ll see you when you get back.”


Rocky Bleier with David Eberhart 






The Harbinger 


It wasn’t noon yet, but the temperature was already approaching ninety-five degrees on the morning I started my flight training at Fort Wolters. It was warm for May, even for Texas, and since the base was intended to be a training ground for Vietnam, the heat just made the experience all the more authentic. We knew that the lucky few who made it through the grueling nine-month warrant officer flight-training course would soon be off to a destination even hotter than Texas.


As nearly two hundred of us stood at attention, we were flushed with excitement. On this day, we would finally begin the “hands on” portion of flight school. We had been through nine tough weeks of basic training in Louisiana and four weeks of continuous harassment from our tactical officers while we began the ground school portion of our classes. The purpose of the harassment, we knew, was to shake out anyone from the program who couldn’t handle the pressure of intimidation and confusion. The ability to remain focused during combat is critical to survival.


That morning, however, no amount of harassment could have taken away from the excitement of climbing into the cockpit of the TH-55 training helicopter to actually begin learning to fly. Although it was common knowledge that only a portion of those who began flight school would actually end up with wings, each of us was convinced that we would soon fly “above the best.” Lunch, and our tactical officers, were all that stood between us and our first flight. We knew from experience that the tac officers could be brutal, so we wondered, uneasily, what they would throw at us during this portion of our training.


As we stood rigidly facing the tac officer, waiting for instructions, a tiny robin hopped out in front of our formation. It seemed confused and a little frightened. Suddenly, its mother flew a low swoop across the lawn, as if encouraging her youngster to take to the air. Despite our efforts to remain focused on the men in command in front of us, everyone’s eyes followed the birds. Even our officers turned to watch, mesmerized by the scene.


Over and over, the tiny bird ran as fast as its little legs could move, taking off after its mom. But despite its best efforts, gravity kept it tethered to the earth. Again and again, the little ball of feathers raced across the grass, flapping its wings, only to hop up on a stone at the end of its long run.


Completely ignoring the crowd of staring bystanders, the mother robin swooped down after her baby’s attempts to fly, cajoling and chiding it. “Like this,” she seemed to be saying. “Try again.” All two hundred of us watched breathlessly, silently praying for the little bird to succeed. Each time it flapped and hopped its way across the lawn in front of us, we’d groan at its failure.


Finally, after we had stood at attention for what seemed like hours just watching, those tiny wings took hold of the air, and the baby bird became airborne for a few feet. You could almost see the little bird swell with pride. Then, on one last run across the front of our formation, the gray piece of fluff rose into the air. Two hundred would-be warrant officers burst into wild cheers. We watched, ecstatic, as the little bird followed its mother to the horizon.


Our tac officers turned back to us, smiling. What could they add? It had been the ultimate flight lesson.


Bill Walker 






The Final Battle 


Italy, 1945. As the first and second platoons of E Company of the Japanese-American 442nd Regimental Combat Team closed on the perimeter of the German defenses, we could hear the crackle of rifle fire and an occasional machine gun off to the right.


Then it began, machine-gun fire and grenades going back and forth in fierce volleys. I took a slug in the gut, but kept on moving, leading my men and continuing to throw grenades.


As I drew my arm back, all in a flash of light and dark I saw him, that faceless German, like a strip of motion picture film running through a projector that’s gone berserk. One instant he was standing waist-high in the bunker, and the next he was aiming a rifle grenade at my face from a range of ten yards. And even as I cocked my arm to throw, he fired and his rifle grenade smashed into my right elbow and exploded. I looked at my dangling arm and saw my grenade still clenched in a fist that suddenly didn’t belong to me anymore.


Time passed and finally the medic came and gave me a shot of morphine. Then they carried me down off that hill.


It was April 21. The German resistance in our sector ended on April 23. Nine days later, the war in Italy was over, and a week after that, the enemy surrendered unconditionally.


I had another war to fight. When they became reasonably convinced that I wasn’t going to die, I was transferred to the general hospital at Leghorn. And it was there, on May 1, Lei Day in Hawaii, that they amputated my right arm. It wasn’t an emotionally big deal for me. I knew it was coming off and, in fact, had stopped thinking of the arm as belonging to me for some time. But acceptance and rehabilitation are entirely different things. I had adjusted to the shock before the operation. My rehabilitation began almost immediately afterward.


I was staring at the ceiling in the afternoon of my first day as an amputee when a nurse came by and asked if I needed anything. “A cigarette would go pretty good,” I said.


“Yes, surely.” She smiled and walked off, returning in a few minutes with a fresh pack of Camels. “Here you are, Lieutenant,” she said, still smiling, and neatly placed the whole pack on my chest and went on her merry way.


For a while I just stared at it. Then I fingered it with my left hand, trying to decide how I’d go about it if I did decide to have a fling at opening it with one hand. I sneaked a look around the ward to see if there was anyone in shape to help me, but everyone seemed to be at least as badly off as I was: this was obviously not the ward reserved for officers afflicted with athlete’s foot and charley horses. Then I began pawing at that cursed pack, holding it under my chin and trying to rip it open with my fingernails. It kept slipping away from me and I kept trying again, sweating in my fury and frustration as freely as if I’d been on a forced march. In fifteen minutes, I’d torn the pack and half the cigarettes in it to shreds, but I’d finally gotten one between my lips. Which is when I realized that the nurse hadn’t brought me any matches.


I rang the bell and she came sashaying in, still smiling, still trailing that aura of good cheer that made me want to clout her one. “I need a light,” I said.


“Oh,” she said prettily. “Of course you do.” She pulled a pack of matches out of her pocket—she had had them all the time—and carefully put them in my hand. And she strolled off again!


If I had obeyed my first instinct, I’d have bellowed after her with rage. If I’d obeyed my second instinct, I’d have burst out crying. But let’s face it, I was a big boy now, an officer, and I just couldn’t let some nurse get the best of me. I just couldn’t.


So I started fooling around with the matches. I clutched them and pulled them and twisted them and dropped them, and I never came remotely close to tearing one free, let alone getting it lit. But by this time I had decided that I’d sooner boil in oil before asking her for anything again. So I just lay there, fuming silently, and having extremely un-Christian thoughts about that angel of mercy.


I was on the verge of dozing off when she came around again, still smiling.


“What’s the matter, Lieutenant?” she purred. “Have you decided to quit smoking? It’s just as well . . . cigarettes make you cough and. . . .”


“I couldn’t get the damned thing lit.”


She tsk-tsked at her thoughtlessness and sat gracefully on the edge of my bed. “I should have realized,” she said, taking the mangled matches from me. “Some amputees like to figure it out for themselves. It gives them a feeling of—well, accomplishment. But it doesn’t matter. There’ll be lots of things you’ll be learning for yourself. We only give you the start.”


I just gaped at her. I didn’t even know what she was talking about. A start on what? Who needed her? “Look,” I growled, “just light the cigarette, will you? I’ve been three hours trying to get this thing smoked.”


“Yes, I know.” Nothing ruffled her. Absolutely nothing. “But you see, I won’t be around to light your cigarette all the time. You can’t depend on other people. Now you have only one hand with which to do all the things that you used to do with two hands. And you have to learn how. We’ll start with the matches, all right?”


She opened the cover, bent a match forward, closed the cover, flicked the match down and lit it—all with one hand, all in a split second.


“See?” she said.


“Yes,” I whispered.


“Now let’s see you do it.”


I did it. I lit the cigarette. And all at once her smile wasn’t objectionable at all. It was lovely. I wish I could remember her name—I’ll never forget her face—but all I remember is that she came from Eagle Pass, Texas, and as far as I was concerned she was the best damn nurse in the United States Army. In a single moment, she had made me see the job that lay ahead of me, and in all the weeks that followed she found a thousand subtle ways to help me master it. And in the year and a half that it took me to become a fully functioning citizen again, no one ever did anything more important for me than that nurse did on that afternoon when she showed me how to light a cigarette, the afternoon my rehabilitation began.


Senator Daniel Inouye 






Wiggle Your Toes!


My childhood years of varied sports, including chasing a homemade wooden puck on roller skates up and down Cantrell Street in South Philadelphia, had given me strong legs and a healthy body that were prepared to endure and respond quickly.


When I was wounded seriously in action, I didn’t accept my condition of paralysis as permanent—although it did make life more complicated. But I wondered how to explain this condition to people back home, especially Mom and Dad, who only knew me as a happy-go-lucky, smiling kid who was nonstop on my pins. What about telling Grace, brother John and his wife Jeanne, and a lot of friends and relatives back in the States? And was there any solution to the problem of depending on others to do everything? Thoughts like these were another set of challenges to add to my new physical weaknesses.


Charlie was one of the first to ease the situation. He had a friendly smile on his face all day long, and frequently came across the aisle to talk with me. Charlie was the source of most information and always knew what was going on in the ward.


Charlie was the first who told me about the patient who was five or six beds from me. By twisting and turning my head and trunk, I could see the mass of bandages that Charlie said was Captain McCarthy. They kept McCarthy close to the nurses’ station, where he could get special attention when it was needed.


Charlie explained that the captain was a tank commander who had survived a fiery explosion when his tank was hit by the enemy. The captain climbed out of the tank with two broken legs and literally ran, on fire, thirty to fifty yards from the burning vehicle. His body and head were severely burned.


Something about that still, white-bandaged form made me count my blessings despite my lifeless legs. Charlie seemed to know everything about everyone in the ward. 


But even Charlie was surprised to see an unfamiliar, pretty and smiling young nurse enter the ward early one morning. The lady smiled as she proceeded along the center aisle, unruffled by the patients’ whistles and greetings. I pushed myself up on my elbows as high as I could and stretched my neck to see what the commotion was all about. By the time I could see the nurse, she had steered right toward my bed.


She carried what looked like an elongated birdcage with no bottom and an electric bulb rigged inside its top. The nurse lieutenant introduced herself as Penny, a physical therapist, and placed a carefully folded sheet at the foot of my bed.


It didn’t take Charlie long to find his way to my bed. After all, what are ward buddies for? He greeted the attractive nurse, then told her I was not the one who needed therapy but that he, Charlie, was in dire need. “Anyway,” he said, “I outrank him!”


Penny laughed this off and, turning to me, said she would come in every day at about the same hour to spend some time helping me “get those legs working again.” This was the first time anyone had suggested such a possibility. While I had no idea what physical therapy was, I was delighted, especially with the thought of this new friend coming to see me, at her own invitation. I especially relished the idea of Charlie standing by, green with envy, watching her in action.


The first “treatment” began immediately. Nurse Penny uncovered my legs and placed the birdcage contraption over them. She covered it with the sheet and plugged it in, lighting the bulb. It wasn’t long before I felt the warmth. Penny told me she would be back in about twenty minutes. Once again, she flashed her pretty, therapeutic smile and left. What a morale builder—and I was responsible for it. Things were looking up!


Penny’s visits and birdcage applications were always followed by hand massaging that began with my feet, followed by my legs. This kind of treatment both overwhelmed and embarrassed me at first. I was always the center of attention in the ward as long as Penny was there.


Next Nurse Penny touched each toe, or pointed to it, as she coaxed me to work hard at thinking about moving it. “Think Scotty! . . . Move!” she’d urge. Eventually, she was joined by the rest of the ward, Charlie’s raspy voice generally in the lead. The battle cry was “Wiggle your toes, Scotty!”


It seemed the whole ward, myself included, was fully devoted to talking my toes into moving. This was a battle not unlike combat, where mind and will joined together against the enemy—a motionless pair of big toes.


Penny was there the day I first wiggled my left big toe! She watched eagerly as the toe slowly bent downward under its own power, then moved up. As word spread around the ward about the victory, Charlie led those nearby in a big cheer.


I have no doubt that Penny’s coaching and unfailing cheerfulness were a big part of my recovery. Her presence in the ward did wonders for us all. I learned before leaving England that Penny’s sweetheart was a young pilot “missing in action,” but if she was down, she never let it show. 


Once the challenge of the big toe had been met, it was followed by major improvements in moving my left foot and leg. The right foot proved more difficult; my right toes were obstinate (and still are, fifty-five years later).


Even so, after a month of help with learning to walk again, I was able to shed my crutches. But I have never shed my memory of the lovely nurse whose dedication to her work inspired my recovery and turned a group of wounded soldiers into an unlikely cheerleading section. I still have to smile when I picture them all, shouting loud enough to shake the walls, “Wiggle your toes, Scotty!”


Walter W. Scott 






“Go, Gunfighter, Go!”


When the last bugle is sounded, I want to stand up with my soldiers.
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