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				FOREWORD

			

			
				Too often, war on film becomes a glamorous action movie. The horrors of battle look thrilling as heroes defy odds and cheat death. The bullets are blanks, the explosions are special effects, and the costumed actors wear made-up wounds in an art-directed fiction that is improbably “cool.”

				Before the characters see combat, war can look like a long camping trip. Young men get into the best physical shape of their lives, make friends and laugh at every opportunity, then perform daring acts like jumping out of airplanes. Their camaraderie is the stuff of being young, being proud, and being a part of a great adventure. In the movies, the battle is when things get exciting. In real war, it’s when young men kill other young men.

				The European Theater of World War II is particularly attractive, as London, Paris, and the Austrian Alps are some of the locales. The D-day invasion of Normandy had an understandable geography. The Battle of the Bulge was a pure drama with a surrounding, desperate enemy. Victory in Europe was definitive, marked by the time and the place and the party that followed. And everyone knows the alliance of Good Guys won the Good War.

				In the HBO miniseries Band of Brothers, we producers held an ace up our filmmaking sleeve that helped span the divide between what actually happened and how it appeared on the screen—that was the book, a marvelous piece of history told by Stephen Ambrose, a great scholar and a dazzling storyteller. The details came straight from the mouths of the characters—and what characters they are.

				Easy Company of the 506th Regiment of the 101st Airborne was a collection of fascinating men. Some of them were taciturn, others hilarious. Some were country boys, others came from the biggest of cities. Most of America’s faiths were represented, including atheism. Some were accomplished ladies’ men, others so shy they passed the war with their virginity intact. Each of them faced the coming struggles with a priceless advantage—each other.

				To single out one or two of these Screaming Eagles as the Most Super-Duper Paratrooper or the Best Source for a free beer on VE day would be a fool’s errand. But to fail to single out Bill Guarnere and Babe Heffron would overlook a grand entertainment and a stirring inspiration.

				“Wild Bill” and Babe. Even their names beg the telling of their tale, like great ball players from the 1920s, or legendary lawmen—or outlaws—of the Old West. They are the guys who grew up just blocks from each other in Philadelphia, yet never met until they were in England. Babe, you see, walked a certain way, with a combination of a confident stride and a cocky bounce so Bill knew, just knew, this replacement trooper had to be from Philly. Guarnere was a veteran of the jump into Normandy and had already survived the killing, the misery, and the miles of bloody territory that would have to be taken before the war would end and he could go home. Heffron, newly assigned to Easy Company, was soon to fight in Operation Market Garden and barely survive the Battle of the Bulge. They were young, strong, oversexed, and over there—just the kind of heroes that history makes out of two guys from Philadelphia.

				The true measure of what Bill and Babe experienced in the war—what they lost and suffered, what challenges they faced and conquered—could never be fully re-created in a miniseries for television, even in a thousand hours. The best we filmmakers could aim for was capturing a true portrait of who they were.

				While shooting the fifth episode of Band of Brothers, the production was on the massive back lot, once an abandoned aerospace plant north of London, which we turned into Normandy, Holland, Belgium, Germany, and even Camp Toccoa, Georgia. Two units were filming simultaneously, with actors moving between episodes—from one false battlefield to another—often on the same day.

				Frank John Hughes, who played Wild Bill Guarnere, had a special duty that required his wearing his uniform/costume off the set. Looking exactly like an American paratrooper of 1944, complete with his set of jump wings, his pant legs bloused into his Corcoran boots, and a Screaming Eagle patch on his shoulder, Hughes reported to Heathrow Airport.* VIP guests were due in from the United States, and he was to escort them to the movie set.

				With a crisp salute at ramrod attention, the actor greeted Wild Bill Guarnere and Babe Heffron upon their return to England.

				When the two veterans arrived at our version of Holland, word of their presence spread like wildfire, as if Elvis Presley and the Beatles were on the lot. Shooting stopped, the production offices emptied, and the cast and crew began flocking to the back lot on foot, in vintage army jeeps, on scooters and bikes. Everyone wanted to see the men themselves, the troopers whose stories we were telling, two of the band of brothers who jumped into hell on earth in order to save the world.

				Bill Guarnere and Babe Heffron were old men by then. Fifty-six years earlier, Bill had lost one of his legs somewhere in the woods outside of the village of Foy in Belgium. Babe was still reeling from the long flight and the jet lag. Both of them were gracious, gregarious, and needed a beer. And there, on only three legs, stood the paradox of our series Band of Brothers—the war was not glamorous but the men of Easy Company were, and still are.

				Tom Hanks

			

		

	
		
			
				PREFACE

			

			
				On assignment for Philadelphia magazine in the spring of 2001, I went to meet Bill Guarnere and Babe Heffron, World War II veterans who would later be portrayed in the HBO miniseries Band of Brothers, produced by Steven Spielberg and Tom Hanks. Babe is the father of one of my dearest friends. Bill is her godfather.

				We met at Bill’s house, a humble war shrine with American flags and eagles everywhere. “Yowwwwza!” Bill yelled when he saw his buddy, Babe. “Yooooooooo!” echoed Babe. They were as fired up as young enlistees, their youth preserved in their friendship. Bill imitated Bogart; Babe looked and sounded like Ralph Kramden. They bantered like an old-time comedy duo (Bill: “Babe never liked my jokes.” Babe: “Bill ain’t as funny as he thinks. When he thinks he’s funny, he isn’t. When he is funny, he don’t know it!”). Babe poured himself a Baileys Irish Cream, and settled into the brown recliner that’s become his chair. Bill plopped on the couch and patted the seat next to him. “Sit down, honey,” he said sweetly. “What do you want to know?” We dug out piles of photos and letters from the war, while Bill puffed away on Pall Malls, and the two of them reminisced about war buddies. “Sing that song you used to sing with Joe Toye,” Bill urged, and Babe belted out a rendition of “I’ll Be Seeing You” worthy of Broadway. (He sang “Bridget O’Flynn” in the miniseries’ companion documentary We Stand Alone Together: The Men of Easy Company.)

				The men had first met during the war, when both were part of an Army experiment to collect teenage boys across America, turn them into hardened warriors, and pit them against the vicious Nazi machine that was swiftly overtaking Europe. They’d be the Army’s first paratroopers, trained to incapacitate foes while surrounded behind enemy lines. The boys of the 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment would be the first to stay together from basic training to combat, making them so cohesive and efficient, they would be unmatched on the battlefield. One group of men, known as Easy Company, stood out above the rest. Led by a masochistic commander they bonded to hate, Easy became one of the toughest, most physically fit, closest-knit group of soldiers the Army ever produced. In June 1943, their regiment was attached to the 101st Airborne, the Screaming Eagles, for what the 101st’s commander called a “rendezvous with destiny.” They stormed through Normandy on D-day, liberated Holland in Operation Market Garden, defended Bastogne at the Battle of the Bulge, captured Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest in Berchtesgaden, and liberated a concentration camp in Landsberg, Germany. Easy Company incapacitated German troops who outnumbered them in the biggest, bloodiest war ever fought.

				Bill was a platoon sergeant in Easy Company over forty-eight men. His commander, Dick Winters, called him a natural killer; his men called him “Wild Bill.” Babe joined Easy Company after the Normandy invasion, and became a machine gunner and private first class under Bill’s command. The two grew up blocks apart in South Philadelphia, yet never met until they were united by an enemy three thousand miles from home. The men were an unlikely pair—Babe was guided by his Irish Catholic upbringing and played by the rules; Bill was fearless and spontaneous, and lived by his own rules—but they became fast friends and fought side by side all over northern Europe. When they reconnected in their hometown after the war, they were bonded in a way no civilian could ever fathom.

				Today, their friendship is extraordinary. In sixty-three years, the men haven’t gone a day without a phone call between them. They finish each other’s sentences, laugh alike, and have adopted each other’s sayings, like “Don’t irrigate me.” They talk in an old dialect reminiscent of the Bowery Boys and everyone the war generation grew up with. They say “foist” for first, and “thoid” for third, and call people scallywags. To a question they often exclaim, “Why, soitainly!” They’re tough and unstoppable, and ready to go “fist city” with the unpatriotic.

				I made one mistake that first day: I called the men heroes. “We are not heroes!” Bill said adamantly. “The kids who never came home are the heroes!” They believe they only did what their country asked of them, like millions of other men and women all over the world. They came from humble beginnings in South Philadelphia, raised in an era when you simply did what needed to be done for family, for community, for your country.

				Despite what they say, these men are heroes. They risked their young lives, fighting fearlessly for the world’s freedom. We must never forget the heavy price all of our combat veterans have paid. Some paid the ultimate price, while others bear the daily burden of having lived through the horror, with their haunting memories or permanent wounds.

				When my piece “Veteran’s Day” was published in Philadelphia magazine, it caught the attention of Scott Miller, a very clever literary agent and former Philadelphian, who thought Bill and Babe’s war stories and profound friendship were worthy of a book. He brought the idea to the Berkley Publishing Group, and this incredible project was born.

				Bill and Babe agreed to share their most personal stories “for the kids who never came home.” This wasn’t easy for them. I interviewed them about a hundred times between 2001 and 2006. Sometimes the stories flowed like water, but more often, I had to poke and prod and wring out details. In either case, I was completely humbled by their honesty and openness in talking about some very tough subjects. Time has clouded their memories a bit, but the men recall events from sixty-three years ago like they happened yesterday, and help each other fill in missing details.

				In each chapter, Bill and Babe take turns telling their story, one often beginning where the other left off. The frequency of the back-and-forth mirrors their proximity during different parts of their wartime and postwar lives. For example, Babe was not in Normandy, so that chapter is Bill’s alone. The same goes for Babe in Germany. In “Bastogne,” and “Back to the Places We Fought,” for example, they’re nearly side by side, so the exchange is constant down the page, with Bill’s stories always in italics. The stories, voices, grammar, and lexicon are all theirs. The sequence is mine in that stories and observations were rearranged to follow the sequence of events as they occurred, based on the men’s recollections and historical accounts of Easy Company’s campaign. Two invaluable resources were Band of Brothers by Stephen Ambrose, and Beyond Band of Brothers by Maj. Dick Winters. Using the latter, with the men’s permission, I incorporated any time and place references they could not recollect, to make it easier for readers to follow.

				Bill’s war experiences begin with the “Army experiment” at Camp Toccoa, Georgia. Babe’s begin with an artillery outfit at Fort Eustis, Virginia. Where Bill’s training was part of the adventure, Babe’s is just a necessary prelude. He joined Bill and Easy Company as a replacement after the men returned from Normandy and remained with the company until war’s end.

				Bill and Babe hope this book teaches the true meaning and importance of freedom, and what it means to fight for it. I’m extremely honored and grateful to have been part of this worthy task, and I thank Bill and Babe with all my heart for their courage, bravery, honesty, and generosity. I will forever be inspired by them, and by their story.

				Robyn Post

			

		

	
		
			
				INTRODUCTION

			

			
				BILL

				When you’re a paratrooper, you’re the elite of the Army, you’re always on the front lines. You know you’re going to pay the price. Then you had the German army. They were fighting the war for years. By World War II, they had it perfected, they had the best weapons in the world. We were no match for German artillery. Those Germans were technologically advanced for being a small country. They had the best fighters in the world, the Fallschirmjäger, German paratroopers, and the SS—Nazis, even the Germans were scared of them. They were fearless, raised as boys to live and die for Hitler. Germany was prepared, and America was sound asleep. We didn’t make the plans for it, kid.

				Our company, our entire division, the 101st Airborne, was on the front lines of every major battle in the European Theater, without enough men, weapons, artillery, ammunition, supplies, and proper clothing. Easy Company had a reputation—because of our captains, Herbert Sobel and Dick Winters—as the toughest and best. Since the Army lacked manpower, we were always sent in to take up the slack. As trained as we were, as good as we were, it was chaos, death was all around, you knew any minute could be your last. We froze, we starved, we were covered in filth, we were exhausted, we lost good kids every day, we saw things people don’t see in ten lifetimes. When we thought we were beaten down as far as we could go, we were kept on the front lines. I never expected to survive a day, let alone the whole war.

				We lost a lot of men, but we inflicted more casualties on the Germans than they inflicted on us. In Bastogne, they had three times the men and three times the firepower. I have no idea how we done it. I still can’t believe we won the war.

				The most haunting part by far was Bastogne. But when I think about the war, I don’t think about the battle, I think about the men. I look at an American flag today, and I see the faces of the men I fought with, the ones who lived and the ones who died.

				We were eighteen, nineteen years old when we went in. We knew we wanted to be the best and fight beside the best. Be in the Airborne. Be paratroopers. The uniform alone showed the world you were different and special. You put on those silver wings, bloused up your pants, and you were it. Training was brutal, but we were with guys from all over the country. You faced the challenges together. We spent every minute together from basic training to jump training to combat. We were a family, way before we hit the battlefield. We could predict each other’s every move. We were like a machine. Ready for anything. We figured we’ll get to Europe, knock off the Germans real quick, and come home for Christmas. We had no idea, kid. No idea.

				BABE

				The day I joined Easy Company, the commander, Dick Winters, sent me to see Bill Guarnere, 2nd Platoon sergeant, a fellow South Philly kid. Bill was one of Easy Company’s most respected leaders. He was gruff, and wisecracking, and he had a reputation. The guys called him Wild Bill. He was a tough SOB, and strict, but he took good care of the men. They just returned from fierce combat in Normandy, and newcomers like me had to prove themselves to fit in. Bill and I talked about home and got to be friends, even though he was a sergeant and I was a private, and you never socialized outside your rank.

				After the war, I took a walk down to Bill’s neighborhood and found him shooting dice on the street. We’ve been almost inseparable for sixty years since. We’ve talked on the phone every day, we’ve had breakfast or lunch together every week, we’ve worked together, traveled together, we take care of each other. My daughter recently asked me, “Dad, what are you gonna do if something happens to Uncle Bill?” She didn’t say Uncle Jack or Uncle Jimmy, my blood brothers. She said “Uncle Bill.” Bill and I made a pact that if anything happens to the other one, we’ll go out and get stinkin’ drunk. I can’t explain our friendship, but you can’t explain the bonds you have with the men you fight beside in combat either. For a veteran, that’s the only good that comes from war. That, and knowing what you fought for was worth the sacrifice.

				I never told anyone about my war experiences, not even my family, even though not a day went by that it wasn’t on my mind. When the book Band of Brothers, and then the HBO movie, came out, it opened up old wounds. Some of the memories were painful, and it was hard to relive them. But the fond memories are of your war buddies. I’m grateful to have been among the men of Easy Company, men of the highest caliber. I’d put them up against anyone in the military.

				I want people to know we’re not heroes. We did our duty, just like the sixteen million others who fought in the war. Everyone, including the families, sacrificed in some way. The kids who didn’t come home are the heroes. They’re the ones who gave their lives. Their parents are the heroes, because they gave a child. But if our story can bring more attention to what it means to fight for freedom, then it’s worth telling. A Dutchman in Holland said to me and Bill when we liberated Eindhoven, “Can you define freedom?” He said, “You can’t. You don’t know what freedom is until you lose it.” I never forgot that. He knew what it was to lose it because he’d lived under German occupation for five years, and like another Dutchman told us, “that wasn’t living.”

				Sometimes over a beer, Bill and I talk about the war. We go back every couple years to visit the graves of our war buddies in Normandy, Holland, and Belgium, and visit people we liberated who’ve kept in touch with us over the years. Every June we think of D-day, every September we think of Holland, every December we think of Bastogne. That was Belgium’s coldest winter on record, and we spent it outside in the ground. To this day, every time we see snow, we say to each other, “Thank God we’re not in a foxhole and no one is trying to kill us.”

				I went back to Aldbourne, England, right after the war and returned to the village where I first joined Easy Company, where we ate, slept, and trained. As I walked on our old training field, the strangest thing happened. I could hear plain as day the men counting cadence, double-timing, rifle bolts being pulled back, the guys shouting and kidding each other. I even heard the voices of the kids who never came back. I heard them clearly. I told Bill about it, and he thought I was crazy. He told me I had a screw loose. Then we went back to Aldbourne the following year, and he said, “Babe, remember what you told me about what you heard in Aldbourne? It happened to me, too.” I wasn’t surprised. The memories of the war almost never leave your mind.

				What you don’t know going in is that when you come out, you will be scarred for life. Whether you were in for a week, a month, or a year—even if you come home without a scratch—you are never, ever going to be the same. When I went in, I was eighteen. I thought it was all glory and you win lots of medals. You think you’re going to be the guy. Then you find out that the cost is very great. Especially when you don’t see the kids you were with when you went in. Living with it can be hell. It’s like the devil presides in you. I knew what I signed up for, yes, and I would do it again. But the reality of war—words can’t begin to describe it.

			

		

	
		
			
				1

				GROOMED FOR WAR ON THE STREETS OF SOUTH PHILLY

			

			
				BILL

				In South Philadelphia, you didn’t survive unless you learned the tricks of the streets. Food was scarce, money was scarce. Everything you got you worked for, or you stole; nobody gave you nothing. I thought stealing was a normal thing to do. I learned later it was wrong, but back then we did it to eat, to survive. Everyone was in the same boat. You were always in survival mode. You lived for today and tomorrow. I had six brothers and three sisters. I was the baby of ten. Think of trying to feed ten kids today. Back then it was a hundred times harder. Have you ever had an empty stomach for three or four days? We weren’t starving, but we went hungry a lot.

				Being the baby came in handy. We had ten kids at the dinner table, some older than twenty, and I’m five or six. Nobody touched nothing till Pop sat down and said the prayer and Mom gave the okay. And boy, you never said, “I don’t like this.” They’d throw you out of the kitchen. You didn’t eat. There would be two donuts left from the night before—two donuts, ten kids. Mom would walk to the light switch and say, “Okay, boys and girls, you ready?” When the lights went out, if you got your hands on that food, it was yours. I stuck my hand in the dish, I got nine forks stabbing me! I thought, I’ll fix these rat finks. When the lights went back on, I cried. They’d say, “Oh, the poor baby,” and they’d give me some. I always got more than everybody else. I got wise real early in life.

				Even as a baby, you were geared to work and to try to earn a penny. Every day I worked—helped Mom clean, did windows, swept streets. For that your parents fed and clothed you. You did it for neighbors, too. You didn’t have to be asked. You noticed something was wrong, you went over there and did it. They handed you an apple or a penny and you were happy.

				There was only one car in our whole neighborhood. No one had telephones. Anytime you got a phone call, you ran to the corner store to Jew Meyers’s and took the call. That’s what we called the store! It wasn’t discrimination back then. It was a term of endearment. There were all nationalities in your neighborhood and you took care of each other. We were a well-oiled machine, the Irish, the Italians, the Polish, and the Jews. All very nice people. You called Italians dagos, you called the Polish Pollacks—it was like a nickname, and everyone had nicknames. There was none of this stuff you hear today. Today, you’ll get arrested if you call someone a dago, or call someone Jew Meyer.

				I was a resourceful kid. Up the street there were five or six auto repair garages, and I would go to Melrose Diner and fill up a stainless steel thermos that held about ten cups of coffee; it cost me twelve or fifteen cents. I’d take cups with me and sell coffee to people at the garage for a nickel a cup. I’d make a quarter, and give it to Mom, and she’d get so excited. She’d go play the numbers with it, and hope to double it. Times were tough. Even at the garage, sometimes they said, “Get out of here, kid!”

				We played a lot of sports; it kept your mind off what you didn’t have. If you bought a ball for five cents, and it broke in half, you played half-ball. If you didn’t have a football, you got newspapers and wet them and layered them up until you had a football, you put tape around it and you played. We played kick the can. We took big wooden crates like you find in back of the markets, took the wheels off baby coaches and attached them under the box, and we’d make racing cars. Or we made roller coasters with flat wood and parts of roller skates. Sounds silly, but it makes you resourceful in life. You’re always thinking about how simple things can be used. We didn’t go to college like the kids today. Today they push buttons and a machine tells you what to do.

				Sometimes I tagged along with my brother Henry, and hung out with the older kids. He was closest to my age in my family; he was four years older. We played sports, gambled, chased girls. He was a baseball nut. He played baseball and collected baseball cards and sports clippings from the paper. He had a big collection, knew every player on every team.

				Babe says he hung out in Laundromats. We never heard of hanging out in Laundromats. We hung outside on the corner. We’d bring a table out, sit under the lights, play cards all night in the street. Or we’d play craps. Broads didn’t play craps.

				There was a lot of fighting in the streets. You had the kids who were good street fighters. But when you got done, most of the time you shook hands. Everybody fought with each other. That was street life.

				My pop was Joe the tailor. He worked out of our house at Chadwick and McKean. Pop was a tough old bird, came to the United States from Italy in 1891. Spoke broken English. Mom was born here, but she talked Italian, and every time they talked Italian it meant somebody was in trouble.

				When I was five or six, I’d watch the men gamble, drink, play cards, play numbers and bocci ball in the street. It was a den of iniquity where I grew up! There were no cars around, and if there was a car in the street, they’d take the bocci ball and break it right through the windshield. In bocci, you shoot the ball with a mallet to get it close to the beanie ball. Sometimes someone would hit the ball right into the sewer. So they called me: “Billyyyyyy!” I’d run over, my pop would grab one leg, someone else grabbed the other, they dunked me down the sewer to get that ball! Oy, veh. I smelled like a rat. Then they fixed you up and gave you a glass of wine. I’m telling you, kid, I was only five or six years old! Then they said, “You smoke?” I said, “No.” They gave me two cigars. I’m drinking wine and smoking two cigars. That stopped you from smoking real fast. You turned green, red, purple. These were Italian cigars! Other times two players’ balls would get close. They’d call me and say, “Hey, Billy, measure with your fingers.” I’d look at my father’s ball, then my uncle’s ball, and they’d both look at me, like Pick mine or I’ll kill you. I made a few calls and they beat the shillelagh out of me after they checked. After that, I learned. I’d make the call and smack the balls away. Then they gave me a glass of wine. I got exposed to booze at a very young age. I was a good kid—devilish, but a good kid.

				Mom’s name was Augusta. An absolute angel. I spent a lot of time with Mom. We’d make ravioli together. Ever hear of Sophie Tucker? Before movies came out, they had vaudeville. Sophie Tucker was a big, fat mama, short and plump. She sang and smoked. Mom was like Sophie Tucker. Those days there was no worrying about clothes, how you looked, how you dressed, how fat you were, how skinny you were. Nobody could care less.

				I went to junior high and worked for Pop at the same time. Ooh, I was a devil. Here’s a story: Now Pop can’t get none of the older brothers to be a tailor. Along comes Billy the baby. This is the last resort he has. He thinks to himself, I’m gonna make a tailor out of Billy. He’s got me picking up the iron, sewing, doing everything by hand. I’m killing myself. I must weigh about ninety pounds soaking wet. I’m thinking, This ain’t for me! But you can’t say no to Pop. Sometimes you get some smartness in your head, see. So I walked up to Passyunk Avenue, to stores that sold clothing and asked what prices were for tailoring. So I told them I charged a nickel. I’d undercut the other people at the beginning to get the work. After school, I picked people’s pants up and brought them to Pop, he fixed them in an hour, I ran them back. Pop forgot all about me working in the store!

				The summer of 1938, Mom signed me up for Citizens Military Training Camp (CMTC) in Fort Meade, Maryland. You went four summers and then you could become an officer in the Army. They taught you military skills. To get me in, Mom lied and said I was seventeen. I was only fifteen. Henry and Earnest went to CCC, Civilian Conservation Corps. Times were tough, and the camp meant food, clothing, and someone to take care of you. It kept you out of trouble. It was the first time I’d ever been out of my neighborhood, but I adapted real fast. Even then, my leadership abilities came right out. We learned Army basics, but the camp didn’t have much—maybe two trucks, one gun, a couple mops and brooms. We had to share. Even as a kid I could see we weren’t prepared for war. We did mostly garrison duty, cleaning windows, dusting. We did close-order drills, learned some soldiering, learned to shoot guns. I went three summers until they closed it in 1941 when we entered the war.

				The day Pearl Harbor was bombed, I was at 17th and McKean playing craps in the street. One of the guys on our block was stationed in Pearl Harbor, so news got around real fast. With the war coming, I quit high school and went to work in a defense factory called Baldwin Locomotive, making Sherman tanks. I figured the hell with graduation. No one in my family graduated high school. They quit and went to work. But Mom was not happy. She begged me, “You’re the last one, Billy, please, you gotta graduate.” She kept after me. So I asked to work midnight to eight for four or five months. I went to school in the day, worked all night. Got my diploma in 1941. Made Mom the happiest gal in the world.

				The spring of 1942, me, Dino, and Eddie from the neighborhood went to volunteer. I was exempt from the draft because of my job. But everyone was going. You looked like a fool if you didn’t go. Get me in the action, Jackson! I was going to enlist in the Marines—they’re known as the best of the military, but at the recruiting station I saw a big poster, it said, “All New! Paratroopers.” I went to see what it was all about, and I enlisted. The paratroopers were all volunteer. The elite of the Army. If you’re going to combat, you want to fight with the best. You’re accepting something no one else wanted to do. It was new, untested, people thought you would get killed fast. If you volunteer for that, you’re half nuts. Same if you join the submarines—that’s the elite of the Navy—they were just as crazy. The ones who make it through are the toughest, the best, the ones you want to fight beside and trust your life to. I knew I could pass the training because I was in great physical shape. I played a lot of football and basketball and was good at it.

				Dino and Eddie enlisted in the paratroopers, too, but they didn’t make it; they went into the Army as infantry. The neighborhood kids went all over—the Marines, Army, Navy—everyone went their separate ways.

				Most of my brothers were older and married, so only the three youngest were going to war: me, Henry, and Earnest. Earnest joined the Navy; he was the first of us to go, sent to the Pacific. Later he was in the merchant marines and was torpedoed in the Pacific. He was missing for six months and wound up in a leper colony. He served in the Army, the Canadian army, the Black Watch—they wear Scottish kilts—and the Coast Guard. How he did it, I don’t know. He went under different names, different serial numbers. Earnest was all over the place. A true soldier of fortune. I wish I knew his stories. He was never around, never went to school, couldn’t read or write, but he was smart about life. Henry was sent to Africa and then Monte Cassino, Italy. He was a medic in the 1st Armored Division of the 47th Armored Medical Battalion. Henry and I wrote letters back and forth, but he couldn’t say where he was because of Army regulations. I was accepted into the Airborne and was being sent for training to Camp Toombs, Georgia, in July.

				I hated to leave my girl, Frannie. I met her on the corner when she was thirteen years old and I was sixteen. A beauty. I fell in love with her like I never knew what a broad was. I knew I would marry her. She was nuttier than me, a spitfire, didn’t take no guff from nobody. I liked that about her. I gave her a fifty-dollar diamond ring before I left. Where did I get fifty dollars? I have no idea. She gave me a photo of herself in a grass Hawaiian skirt to carry with me. She promised she’d be waiting for me.

				Before the three of us left, Mom said, “You behave yourselves, you be good boys.” Pop cried and said, “Watch what you do.” He wasn’t worldly. He had no concept of the war. The old people didn’t understand. They didn’t know what happened in their own neighborhood, let alone outside Philadelphia or the United States. Pop knew nothing of Pearl Harbor. He couldn’t have imagined where we were going, or that one of us wouldn’t be coming back.

				BABE

				Growing up poor in South Philly built up my stamina. So did the Sisters of the Immaculate Heart of Mary. I was born in a small row house in an alley in South Philadelphia. Christened Edward James Heffron, I was the third of five children in an Irish family. Our house was three stories, one room on each floor. We called those houses “Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.” If someone asked you where you lived, you said, “up the gut.” That meant the alley. None of us on Wilder Street had any money.

				My street was like the League of Nations, people of all nationalities, and we all got along well. The neighbors would chip in for backyard beer parties. Extra money meant we could have a bottle of whiskey. My family came from strong Irish stock and we were reared to work hard for whatever we wanted in life. I think this is where I learned the philosophy I live by: If you work hard, do what’s right, if you’re good to people, then it will all come back to you in the end. I’ve had very good fortune that way.

				My father, Joseph, was a prison guard. The neighbors would come by and ask him to take cigarettes or books to friends and relatives in the prison. He had a weakness for betting on the ponies and, in his later years, could always be found on the couch, Camel in hand, perusing racing forms. Dad wasn’t an emotional or affectionate person. He never gave any of us a hug. A kiss was out of the question. When my brothers and I came home after the war, he shook our hands and said, “Glad you’re back.” We knew we were loved. Dad just couldn’t bring himself to show it.

				The greatest gift ever given me was my mother, Anne. She was a fiery redhead with big blue eyes that could look right through you. She always knew when one of us was fibbing. She was the most loving, caring woman I’ve ever known. There were plenty of nights we had little or no food on the table and Christmases with nothing under the tree. Mom made it not so bad to have an empty stomach or be forgotten by Santa Claus.

				My parents had five children from 1921 to 1936: Joseph, James, me, John (we called him Jack or Jake), and Anna Margaret. We went to Sacred Heart Catholic School from first to eighth grades and went to Mass every Sunday.

				There was a sense of community and loyalty in those days. Even with the cops. When I was about twelve, my cousin Jim asked me to buy him a “loosie,” a cigarette they sold individually for a penny. My cousin told me, “You can light it and take a couple of drags, but don’t steam it up.” So I did. Just then, a cop walked up behind me, took me and the cigarette to the station house two doors away. There was another cop there I knew. He said, “I know all of these kids. They’re good kids. This kid’s dad ain’t going to like this.” They sent a police car down to the Lyric Theater at Second and Morris to get my father. When I got home I got the belt and was kept in the house for two weeks.

				We hung out on street corners, or in the local candy store, or the Laundromat. My friends and I ranged in ages from eleven to fourteen. Everyone had nicknames. I got my nickname, Babe, when I was an infant. My older brother, Jimmy, heard my mother call me the baby and he tried to say “baby” and said “babe” instead. Jimmy’s nickname is Shad, just like the fish because his mouth is always open, shouting and hollering. There was also Skip-a-Beat Nelson; he had a heart condition. Rubber-nose Morris could push his nose all over his face. Anthony “the Brain” Cianfrani became the most educated of all of us. One of my oldest and dearest friends is Tony “Save you for Wednesday” Cirigilo. He got that name in grade school auditioning for the choir. He sang a few bars of “Ave Maria,” and the nun said, “That’s okay, Tony, we’ll save you for Wednesday.”

				We hung out inside Laundromats so the nuns wouldn’t see us and put us to work. That’s where we put together our first football team, and called it Damp Wash, A.C. As we got older, we’d replace older men on the Corsac team. That’s Latin for “sacred heart,” part of our parish church’s name.

				We played rough football on the cinders at Heron Prep. A black eye or broken bone wasn’t unusual, but one day, my hand and my fingers contracted to the wrist, and curled under, and I was in excruciating pain from my wrist all the way up my arm. I couldn’t open my hand. I had to walk away for a few minutes. It kept happening whenever I used my hands too much, and always to both hands at once. I didn’t know then, but it would stay with me for decades. I never told anyone. My mother would have made me stop playing football, and I didn’t like that idea! If you wanted to be one of the guys, you took your pain, and that was it. I used to sit in the parlor and my mother would come in and see the pain on my face, and she’d say, “Babe, your back bothering you again?” I’d say, “Yeah.” A backache was common. But you never went to a doctor in those days. There was no money, and there was no charity then; if anyone tells you there was, they are full of hooey. Once or twice a year a doctor would visit the school, and they just looked at you and gave you a clean bill of health.

				Most of the neighborhood kids went to Catholic school. The nuns were strict, but they weren’t as hard on the girls. The boys would be extra good on Fridays because if we weren’t, the nuns would make us clean the convent after school and make us come back on Saturday! We thought cleaning was a girl’s job. But you didn’t complain to your parents. If the nuns said you misbehaved, that was good enough for them. And if they found out you got a beating from a nun, they figured you deserved it, so you got another beating!

				The neighborhood had its share of problems, too. On Christmas Eve 1936, the local grocer, Mr. Katz, was killed in a robbery. Mr. Katz was a wonderful man who ran a book, which meant that if a housewife didn’t have the money to pay, she could take the groceries she needed and pay him when she could. The entire neighborhood was lost in grief.

				My parents couldn’t continue to afford to send us to Catholic school, so for high school I was sent to South Philadelphia High; we called it Southern. It was like I had been released from prison! But I dropped out during my third year to help the family with money. It was during the Depression, and my old man had to go months at a time without pay because his employer, the city of Philadelphia, was broke. Betting on the horse races became one of my hobbies, and I started taking numbers on the streets, going from house to house to see if anyone wanted any “action.” They picked three numbers and if they hit, they gave you 10 percent of their winnings. Some days I made as much as three dollars, a lot of money considering that many men were making eighteen to twenty dollars a week. I gave everything to my mother.

				To make money, the neighbors on Wilder Street held a crap game every Sunday morning, right after Mass. The guy who ran the game would post a lookout on each corner. Each housewife would make sure the front door was unlocked, so if the cops came by, you could run home to sanctuary.

				The kids would watch the adults play or find their own fun on Sundays. My friend “the Brain” got an idea to rent a room above a garage, and a group of us got together—fixed the electric, the plumbing, the floors—and made ourselves a dance hall called the Shindig. For a ten cents admission fee, anyone could come to the Shindig, and we got a full house on Sundays.

				We were all there on the afternoon of December 7, 1941. I left the dance hall to get a soda at the candy store at 2nd and Wharton. A Jewish fella we called Old Man Marker owned it with his brother—good guys, they took care of us kids. I asked for a Pepsi, the new soda then, and Old Man Marker said, “You better enjoy that one. Did you hear the news?” He said, “The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor.” I said, “Where the hell’s Pearl Harbor?” He said “You’ll find out. We’re all gonna have to go.” I went back upstairs and everyone was dancing and laughing and having a good time, and I shut the jukebox off. Everyone started hollering. I said, “I got some bad news. The Japanese just bombed Pearl Harbor.” Of course nobody knew where it was, but I told them it was somewhere in the Pacific. The girls started to cry and were hugging the fellas they were going with.

				My brothers and I and a bunch of the guys went straight from the dance hall to Chestnut Street to enlist. The place was mobbed. The line went from 2nd Street to Chestnut to Market, and at seven p.m., a guy came out and said they had their quota, come back tomorrow. The next day, we decided to tell our parents first, and let them have their say. About one o’clock in the morning my father called the four of us downstairs. Maybe he didn’t want my mother to hear what he had to say. He told us that we had to fight for our country and for the freedom of those less fortunate than ourselves. He made it clear he wouldn’t accept a slacker for a son and that he was expecting us to do our part. He fought in World War I when he was seventeen, so he knew what he was asking of us. I thought about the problem I was having with my hands, and knew I’d have a problem in combat. But I knew the Army doctors wouldn’t find it, and when I enlisted in the Army, I didn’t tell them. I wasn’t about to stay home.

				My mother took it pretty bad. With all four sons marching off to war, she cried often. She took each of us aside and gave us rosaries and scapula to wear, so we would be watched over. I put mine on and never took them off. My father would fill up with emotion, and just when we thought he might cry, he would walk away. For Mom’s sake, we made sure not to enlist at the same time.

				All the talk in the neighborhood was about who was going where. My best buddy Cianfrani joined the Airborne to be a paratrooper, just for the thrill of it. He told me all about the paratroopers—they were all volunteer, the best of the Army, they jumped out of airplanes, and they were paid pretty well. If you’re athletically inclined, that’s the kind of outfit you wanted to be in. I seen a couple paratroopers on leave in the neighborhood, and they looked great. I figured if I go in the Army, that’s what I want to be. When Cianfrani went off to Camp Blanding, Florida, for training, I wanted to go, too.

				I enlisted in the Airborne the following August, just after my oldest brother, Joe, was drafted into the Army. Jimmy and Jake signed up for duty in the Navy. Jimmy was on a destroy and rescue, chasing submarines and convoys. Jake served on the San Jacinto, the same ship where George Bush Sr. was a pilot when he got shot down in the Pacific. Joe, who was in the 83rd Infantry Division in training down south, ended up being medically discharged. He’d had his share of troubles at home—he had twin boys and one died, and then while he was in training, his wife gave birth to twin girls. It happened that just before deploying overseas, they found he had two perforated eardrums and discharged him.

				I waited months to be called for duty, and when I finally got called in November, I was sandblasting cruisers that were being converted into aircraft carriers at New York Ship, in Camden, New Jersey. The company liked my work, and I never told them I enlisted. One afternoon the boss handed me a 2B slip. A 2B slip meant you were exempt from the war, because your job assisted the war effort. I tore it up immediately and told the boss that I wasn’t going to shrink from my duty to my country. If my brothers, neighbors, and friends were all going, I wasn’t about to stay behind.
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				EARNING THOSE COVETED JUMP WINGS

			

			
				BILL

				July 1942 to September 1943

				I boarded a train at 30th Street Station in Philadelphia with three other kids from Pennsylvania. It was July 1942. We were headed to Camp Toombs, Georgia. What a hell of a name that was for kids getting ready for combat! It was an old training base named after a Confederate general. After we got there, the commander of the 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, Colonel Robert Sink, renamed it Camp Toccoa.

				The place was a sloppy mess, all muddy, red clay. The barracks and buildings were under construction, dirt and mud everywhere. We slept in tents on cots and when it rained your cot floated away. But where do you think you’re going, to a resort? Roughing it ain’t the word for what it was. There were bugs, mosquitoes, rats, mice, everything. It’s out in the woods. But the war was on. And the generation that came there, we didn’t have nothing to start with. Times were hard. If you got a slice of bread or an apple, you were thankful. Now if you came from a rich family and went to Toccoa, you’d go nuts.

				I was assigned to the 506th PIR, which was an Army experiment. Usually you got into a paratrooper regiment in jump school at Fort Benning. Kids came from basic training camps all over, qualified for their wings, got into a regiment, and got split up by the time they got to combat. They might not know

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

		

	
		
			* In uniform, Hughes attracted many looks of admiration, especially from women.
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