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Introduction



All he could see, in every direction, was water.

It was June 22, 1943. Somewhere on the Pacific Ocean, American military airman and Olympic runner Louie Zamperini lay on a small raft, drifting. Slumped beside him was another crewman. On another raft, tethered to the first, lay the pilot, a gash zigzagging across his forehead. Their bodies, sunburned and stained yellow from the dye of the rafts, had shrunken to skeletons. Sharks glided in lazy loops around them, dragging their backs along the rafts, waiting.

The Second World War was raging, and in the Pacific, America and Japan were locked in a bloody struggle. Zamperini and his crew had been searching for a lost warplane when their bomber had crashed into the ocean.

They’d been adrift for twenty-seven days and had floated at least one thousand miles. The rafts were turning to jelly. The men’s bodies were pocked with salt sores, their burned lips so swollen they pressed into their nostrils and chins. They spent their days watching the sky, singing “White Christmas.” They were alone on sixty-four million square miles of ocean.

A month earlier, twenty-six-year-old Zamperini had been one of the greatest runners in the world. Now his body had wasted to less than one hundred pounds and his famous legs could not lift him. Almost everyone outside of his family had given him up for dead.

On that twenty-seventh day, the men heard a distant, deep strumming. Their eyes caught a glint in the sky: a plane, high overhead. Zamperini fired two flares and shook powdered dye into the water, enveloping the rafts in a circle of vivid orange. The plane kept going, slowly disappearing. The men sagged.

Then the plane reappeared. The crew had seen them.

Overjoyed, the castaways shouted, waving arms starved to little more than bone and skin. The plane dropped low and swept alongside the rafts. Zamperini saw the crewmen’s profiles, dark against bright blueness.

Suddenly, there was a terrific roar, and the ocean seemed to boil. It was machine-gun fire. This wasn’t an American rescue plane. It was a Japanese bomber.

The men pitched themselves into the sea and hung under the rafts, cringing as bullets pierced the rubber and sliced lines in the water around their faces. The firing blazed on, then sputtered out as the bomber overshot them. The men dragged themselves onto the one raft that was still mostly inflated. The bomber circled toward them again, the machine guns taking aim.

Zamperini’s crewmates were too weak to go back into the water. As they lay down, hands over their heads, Zamperini splashed overboard alone.

Somewhere below, the sharks were done waiting. They bent their bodies in the water and swam toward the man under the raft.
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CHAPTER 1

The One-Boy Insurgency



    In the predawn darkness of August 26, 1929, in a small house in Torrance, California, a twelve-year-old boy sat up in bed, listening. There was a huge, heavy rushing sound, growing ever louder, coming from directly above the house. The boy swung his legs off his bed, raced out the back door, and loped onto the grass. The yard was otherworldly, shivering with sound. The boy stood beside his brother, head thrown back, spellbound.

The sky had disappeared. An object he saw only in silhouette, reaching across a massive arc of space, was suspended low over the house. It was longer than two and a half football fields and as tall as a city. It was putting out the stars.

It was the German airship Graf Zeppelin. Nearly 800 feet long and 110 feet high, it was the largest flying machine ever crafted. It was the wonder of the world.

The airship was three days from completing a sensational feat, a journey around the globe. It had begun on August 7, when the Zeppelin had slipped its tethers in New Jersey and headed for Manhattan. On Fifth Avenue that summer, construction was soon to begin on a new skyscraper, the Empire State Building. At Yankee Stadium in the Bronx, Babe Ruth prepared to hit his five hundredth home run. On Wall Street, stocks raced toward an all-time high.

After a lap around the Statue of Liberty, the Zeppelin banked north, then turned over the Atlantic. In time, it reached Europe. The ship passed over Nuremburg, Germany, where an obscure politician named Adolf Hitler had just called for the killing of the “weakest” babies to strengthen the German race. Then it flew east of Frankfurt, where a Jewish woman was nursing her newborn, Anne Frank. Sailing northeast, the Zeppelin crossed over Siberia, where villagers, so isolated they’d never even seen a train, fell to their knees at the sight of it.

On August 19, as four million Japanese waved handkerchiefs, the Zeppelin circled Tokyo and sank onto a landing field. Four days later, the ship rose into a typhoon that whisked it over the Pacific, toward America. Passengers gazing from the windows saw the ship’s shadow, following it on the clouds “like a huge shark.” When the clouds parted, they glimpsed giant creatures, turning in the sea, that looked like monsters.

On August 25, the Zeppelin reached San Francisco, where crowds thronged the streets to see it. Turning south, it slid through sunset, across midnight, and over Torrance, where the boy in his pajamas stood.

Under the airship, his feet bare in the grass, he was transfixed. In the dark, he felt the rumble of the craft’s engines but couldn’t see the ship itself. He saw only blackness so vast, it seemed to swallow heaven itself.




The boy’s name was Louis Zamperini. The son of Italian immigrants, he’d come into the world in Olean, New York, on January 26, 1917, an eleven-and-a-half-pound baby with black hair as coarse as barbed wire.

From the moment he could walk, Louie couldn’t be corralled. The instant his mother thumped him down and told him to be still, he vanished. If she didn’t have her squirming boy clutched in her hands, she usually had no idea where he was.

In 1919, when two-year-old Louie was sick with pneumonia, he climbed out his bedroom window, descended one story, and went on a naked dash through town with a policeman chasing him and a crowd watching in amazement. Soon after, during the family’s move to California, Louie bolted, ran through the train, and leapt from the caboose. Frantic as the train rolled backward in search of her lost boy, Louie’s mother spotted him strolling in perfect serenity. Swept into her arms, Louie smiled. “I knew you’d come back,” he said in Italian.

[image: Pete and Louie Zamperini, circa 1919.][image: Pete and Louie Zamperini, circa 1919.]COURTESY OF LOUIS ZAMPERINI





Pete (left) and Louie Zamperini, circa 1919.







In California, the family settled in the Los Angeles suburb of Torrance. Louie was as wild as ever. At five, he started smoking, picking up cigarette butts while walking to kindergarten. He began drinking one night when he was eight; he hid under the dinner table, snatched glasses of wine, drank them all dry, staggered right off the front porch, and fell into a rose bush. Leaping around one day, he impaled his leg on a bedpost; on another day, a neighbor had to sew his nearly severed toe back on. When Louie came home drenched in oil after diving into an oil rig well and nearly drowning, it took a gallon of turpentine and a lot of scrubbing before his father recognized him again.

Thrilled by the crashing of boundaries, Louie was untamable. In Torrance, a rebel was born.
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Louie (left), Virginia, and Pete Zamperini on their front lawn in Torrance, California.










If it was edible, Louie stole it. Housewives who stepped from their kitchens returned to find their suppers gone. Residents looking out their windows saw a long-legged boy dashing by, a stolen cake balanced on his hands. He broke into his neighbors’ house, bribed their Great Dane with a bone, and cleaned out their icebox. He picked the lock at the town bakery, snatched pies, ate until he was full, and used the rest as ammunition for ambushes.

Years later, when Louie told of his youth, most of his stories ended with “… then I ran like mad.” People he robbed often chased him, and some threatened to shoot him. To minimize the evidence found on him when the police habitually came his way, he set up loot-stashing sites, including a cave he dug in the forest. Louie’s older brother, Pete, once found one of his stolen wine jugs under the Torrance High bleachers. It was teeming with drunken ants.

In the Torrance Theater lobby, Louie crammed the pay-phone coin slots with toilet paper, then returned later to feed wire behind the coins stacked up inside, hook the paper, and fill his palms with change. A metal dealer never guessed that the grinning kid who often came by to sell him copper scrap had stolen the same scrap from his lot the night before. Discovering, while scuffling with an enemy, that adults would give quarters to fighting kids to pacify them, Louie declared a truce with the enemy and cruised around staging brawls.

When a teacher stood Louie in a corner for spitballing, he deflated her car tires. He set a Boy Scout state record in friction fire ignition by mixing his tinder with gasoline and match heads, causing a small explosion. He stole a neighbor’s coffee percolator tube, set up a sniper’s nest in a tree, spat pepper tree berries through the tube, and sent girls running.

    
    His greatest feat became legend. Late one night, Louie climbed a church steeple, tied piano wire to the bell, strung the wire into a nearby tree, and roused the police, firefighters, and all of Torrance with apparently spontaneous pealing. Some townsfolk called it a miracle.

During a raucous childhood, Louie made more than just mischief. He shaped who he’d become. Confident that he was clever and bold enough to escape anything, he was almost incapable of discouragement. When history carried him into war, this resilient optimism would define him.




Louie was two years younger than his brother, who was everything he wasn’t. Pete Zamperini was handsome, popular, and silky smooth with girls. He ushered his mother into her seat at dinner, went to bed at seven, and rose at two-thirty to run a three-hour paper route, tucking his alarm clock under his pillow so it wouldn’t wake Louie, who shared a bed with him. He had a gallant habit of carrying pins in his pant cuffs, in case his dance partner’s dress strap broke. He once saved a drowning girl. Pete radiated a gentle authority that led everyone, even adults, to be swayed by his opinion. Louie idolized Pete, who watched over him and their younger sisters, Sylvia and Virginia, with a parent’s protectiveness. But he was overshadowed, and he never heard the end of it, even from his mother, who wept as she asked Louie why he couldn’t be like Pete.

Louie didn’t fit in with other kids. He was a puny boy, and thanks to the lingering effects of his pneumonia, in picnic footraces, every girl in town could dust him. His earlobes leaned off his head like holstered pistols, and above them waved the riotous hair that mortified him. He tried to smooth it with his aunt Margie’s hot iron, hobbled it in a stocking every night, and slathered it in so much olive oil that flies trailed him around. It did no good.

Then there was his ethnicity. In Torrance in the 1920s, there was so much prejudice against Italians that when the Zamperinis arrived, the neighbors petitioned the city council to keep them out. Louie, who knew little English until grade school, couldn’t hide his heritage. He survived kindergarten by keeping quiet, but in first grade, when he blurted out an Italian insult at another kid, his teachers caught on. They deepened his misery by holding him back a grade.

He was a marked boy. Bullies pummeled him with rocks, taunted him, punched him, and kicked him. He could have run away, but he refused to bend. “You could beat him to death,” said Sylvia, “and he wouldn’t say ‘ouch’ or cry.” He just put his hands in front of his face and took it.




As Louie neared his teens, he took a hard turn. He pretended to be tough but was secretly tormented. Frustrated by his inability to defend himself, he made a study of it. His father taught him how to punch and made him a barbell from lead-filled coffee cans welded to a pipe. The next time a bully came at Louie, he ducked left and swung his right fist straight into the boy’s mouth. The bully shrieked, his tooth broken, and fled. On his walk home, Louie felt light as air.

Louie’s temper grew shorter, his skills sharper. He socked a girl. He pushed a teacher. He pelted a policeman with rotten tomatoes. Kids who crossed him wound up with fat lips, and bullies learned to give him a wide berth.

Louie’s father, Anthony, was at wits’ end, but his forceful spankings did no good. Louie’s mother, Louise, took a different tack. Louie was a copy of her, right down to the vivid blue eyes. She loved mischief and understood Louie’s restiveness, and when pushed, she shoved. One Halloween, she dressed as a boy and raced around town with Louie and Pete. A gang of kids, thinking she was one of the local toughs, tackled her and tried to steal her pants. Little Louise Zamperini, mother of four, was deep in the melee when the cops picked her up for brawling.

Knowing that punishing Louie would only arouse his defiance, Louise tried bribing a soft boy named Hugh, giving him pie in exchange for information on Louie. Louise suddenly knew everything Louie was up to, and her children thought she was psychic. Sure that Sylvia was snitching, Louie chased her around the block and into their father’s shed. When Louie flushed her out by feeding his pet snake into the crawl space, Sylvia locked herself in the car and didn’t come out until nightfall.

For all her efforts, Louise couldn’t tame Louie. He ran away and wandered for days, sleeping under a highway overpass. Eventually, he limped home with a gashed knee, having tried to ride a steer in a pasture and gotten tossed into a tree. Twenty-seven stitches didn’t reform him. He punched a kid so hard he broke his nose. He upended another boy and stuffed paper towels in his mouth. Parents forbade their kids to go near him. A farmer, furious over Louie’s robberies, loaded his shotgun with rock salt and blasted him in the tail. Louie beat one boy so badly, leaving him unconscious in a ditch, that he was afraid he’d killed him. When Louise saw the blood on Louie’s fists, she burst into tears.




As Louie entered Torrance High, he was looking less like a mischievous kid and more like a dangerous young man. High school would surely be the end of his education. There was no money for college; Anthony’s paycheck always ran out before week’s end, forcing Louise to improvise meals with eggplant, milk, stale bread, and rabbits Louie and Pete shot. Louie’s job prospects were poor. The Depression had come, and nearly a quarter of Americans were unemployed. Louie had no ambitions. If asked what he wanted to do with his life, he would have said, “Be a cowboy.”

In the 1930s, a fake science known as eugenics was gaining a mass following. By preventing “unfit” people from having children, eugenicists believed, the human race would be strengthened. Along with the “feebleminded,” insane, and criminal, the unfit included orphans, the disabled, and the poor. Some eugenicists advocated killing undesirables, and in mental hospitals, scores of patients were quietly done away with. At one mental hospital, patients were given milk from cows infected with tuberculosis, in the belief that the unfit would perish. Some forty percent of patients died. A more popular tool of eugenics was forced sterilization, a surgical procedure that rendered patients unable to have children. The State of California would ultimately sterilize about twenty thousand people.

When Louie was in his early teens, a local kid was mistakenly deemed feebleminded by state authorities, institutionalized, and barely saved from sterilization by a frantic legal effort by his parents. As a chronic troublemaker, a failing student, and a suspect Italian, Louie knew he was just the sort of rogue eugenicists would want to cull. Suddenly understanding what he was risking, he felt deeply shaken.

He tried to do better. He scrubbed the kitchen floor, but Louise assumed Pete had done it. He baked biscuits and gave them away. He doled out nearly everything he stole.

Each attempt Louie made to right himself ended wrong. At night, he’d lie awake, feeling snared on something, unable to kick free. Far away, he heard the beckoning whistles of trains. Lost in longing, Louie imagined himself on a train, rolling away, growing smaller until he disappeared.



CHAPTER 2

Run Like Mad



    The rehabilitation of Louie Zamperini began with a key.

It was 1931, and Louie was fourteen. While in a locksmith’s shop, he heard someone say if you put any key in any lock, it has a one in fifty chance of fitting. Inspired, he began collecting keys and trying locks. He had no luck until he tried his house key on the back door of the Torrance High gym. When basketball season began, no one understood why the stands were full when so few tickets had been sold. Finally, someone discovered Louie sneaking kids in the back door. Louie was hauled to the principal, who punished him by barring him from athletic and social activities. Louie, who never joined anything, was indifferent.

Pete headed straight to the principal. Louie craved attention, Pete told him, but had never won it in the form of praise, so he sought it in the form of punishment. If Louie was recognized for doing something right, he’d turn his life around. Pete asked the principal to let Louie join a sport. When the principal refused, Pete asked if he could live with allowing Louie to fail. It was a cheeky thing for a boy to say to his principal, but Pete was the one kid who could get away with such a remark. The principal gave in.

Pete had big plans for Louie. A senior in 1931–32, Pete was a track star, having set the school’s mile record of 5:06. Watching Louie, whose getaway speed was his saving grace, Pete thought he saw the same talent. He wanted to make a runner out of him.
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Louie at the 1933 UCLA two-mile cross-country race.







In the end, it wasn’t Pete who got Louie onto a track. It was Louie’s weakness for girls. In February, some girls began assembling a team for an interclass track meet, and long-legged Louie looked like he could run. The girls worked their charms, and Louie found himself on the track, barefoot. When everyone ran, he followed, churning along with jimmying elbows. As he labored home last, he heard tittering. Gasping and humiliated, he ran straight off the track and hid under the bleachers. The coach muttered that that kid belonged anywhere but in a footrace.

From then on, Pete was all over Louie, herding him out to train and riding his bike behind him, whacking him with a stick. Resentful, Louie dragged his feet, bellyached, and quit. Pete made him keep going. He entered Louie in races, and Louie started winning.

Pete was right about Louie’s talent, but being forced to run made Louie defiant. At night he listened to the train whistles, and one day in the summer of 1932, he couldn’t bear it any longer.




It began over a chore Louie’s father asked him to do. Louie resisted, a spat ensued, and Louie threw clothes into a bag and stormed toward the front door. His parents ordered him to stay; Louie was beyond persuasion. As he walked out, his mother rushed to the kitchen and emerged with a sandwich. Louie stuffed it in his bag and left. He was on the front walk when he heard his name called. When he turned, there was his father, grim-faced, two dollars in his outstretched hand. It was a lot of money for a man whose pay didn’t last the week. Feeling a swell of guilt, Louie took it and walked away.

He rounded up a friend, and together they hitchhiked to Los Angeles, broke into a car, and slept on the seats. The next day, they jumped a train, climbed onto the roof, and rode north.

The trip was a nightmare. The boys got locked in a boxcar so hot they were frantic to escape. Louie found a metal bar, climbed on his friend’s shoulders, pried open a roof vent, squirmed out, and helped his friend through. Then they were discovered by the railroad detective, who forced them to jump from the moving train at gunpoint. For several days, they walked. One night as they sat in a rail yard, filthy, sunburned, shivering, and wet, sharing a stolen can of beans, Louie remembered the money in his father’s hand, the fear in his mother’s eyes as she gave him a sandwich. He stood up and headed home.

When Louie came in the door, Louise threw her arms around him, led him to the kitchen, and gave him a cookie. Anthony came home, saw Louie, and sank into a chair, his face soft with relief. Louie went upstairs, dropped into bed, and whispered his surrender to Pete. He was going to be a runner, and he was going to go all out.




In the summer of 1932, Louie did almost nothing but run. On a friend’s invitation, he went to a cabin in California’s high desert. Each morning, he rose with the sun, picked up his rifle, and jogged into the sagebrush. He ran over hills, over the desert, through gullies. He chased bands of horses, trying in vain to snatch a fistful of mane and swing aboard. On his run back each afternoon, he shot a rabbit for supper. In the morning he rose to run again. For the first time in his life, he wasn’t running from something or to something, not for anyone or in spite of anyone; he ran because it was what his body wished to do. All he felt was peace.

He came home with a mania for running. On Pete’s orders, he ran everywhere. He ran his entire paper route for the Torrance Herald, to and from school, and to the beach and back, veering onto neighbors’ lawns to hurdle bushes. He gave up drinking and smoking. To expand his lung capacity, he ran to a public pool, dove to the bottom, grabbed the drain plug, and floated there, hanging on a little longer each time. Eventually, he could stay underwater for three minutes and forty-five seconds. People kept jumping in to save him.

He also found a role model. Track was hugely popular, and its elite performers were household names. Among them was Kansas University miler Glenn Cunningham. As a boy, Cunningham was in a schoolhouse explosion, and his lower body was burned so badly that a month and a half passed before he could sit up. Once he could stand, he pushed himself about by leaning on a chair, his legs floundering. Eventually, hanging off the tail of a horse named Paint, he began to run, a gait that initially caused him excruciating pain. In a few years, he was racing, obliterating his opponents by the length of a homestretch. By 1932, he was a national sensation, soon to be acclaimed the greatest miler in American history. Louie had his hero.
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Louie with friends at the beach.







In the fall of 1932, Pete entered Compton, a tuition-free junior college, where he became a star runner. In the afternoons, he commuted home to coach Louie, perfecting his stride and teaching him strategy. Pete thought the sprints Louie had been running were too short. He’d be a miler, just like Cunningham.

In California, winter-born kids started new grades in January. In the first days of 1933, just before he turned sixteen, Louie began tenth grade. When the track season began, he set out to see what training had done for him. Competing in black silk shorts that his mother had made from a skirt, he won an 880-yard race, breaking the school record, co-held by Pete, by more than two seconds. A week later, he ran a field of milers off their feet, stopping the watches in 5:03, three seconds faster than Pete’s record. Week after week, he kept winning, and getting faster. By late April, his mile time was down to 4:42. “Boy! oh boy! oh boy!” read a local paper. “Can that guy fly? Yes, this means that Zamperini guy!”

Louie streaked through the season unbeaten and untested. When he ran out of high schoolers to whip, he took on Pete and thirteen other college runners in a two-mile race at Compton. Though he’d never even trained at the distance, he won by fifty yards. Next he tried the two-mile in UCLA’s Southern California Cross-Country meet. Running so effortlessly he couldn’t feel his feet touching the ground, he took the early lead and kept pulling away. At the halfway point, he was an eighth of a mile ahead, and observers began speculating on when the boy in the black shorts would collapse. Louie didn’t collapse. After he flew past the finish, rewriting the course record, he looked back. None of the other runners was even in sight. Louie had won by more than a quarter of a mile.
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Louie wins the 1933 UCLA two-mile cross-country race by more than a quarter of a mile. Pete is running up from behind to greet him.







He felt as if he would faint, but it wasn’t from exertion. It was from the realization of what he was.




CHAPTER 3

The Torrance Tornado



It happened every Saturday. Louie went to the track, limbered up, lay in the infield visualizing his coming race, then walked to the line, awaited the pop of the gun, and sprang away. Pete dashed around the infield, yelling instructions. When Pete gave the signal, Louie stretched out his legs and opponents scattered behind him. Louie glided over the line, Pete tackled him, and the kids in the bleachers cheered and stomped. Louie won so many wristwatches, the traditional prize of track, that he handed them out all over town.
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            Louie and Pete.


        

    

Louie’s supreme high school moment came in the 1934 Southern California Track and Field Championship. Running in the best field of high school milers ever assembled, he routed them all and smoked the mile in 4:21.3, shattering the national high school record. His main pursuer so exhausted himself that he had to be carried from the track. A reporter predicted that Louie’s record would stand for twenty years. It stood for nineteen.

Once his hometown’s archvillain, Louie was now a superstar, and Torrance forgave him everything. The Los Angeles Times was striped with stories on the “Torrance Tornado.” Rumor had it that the Torrance Herald insured Louie’s legs for $50,000. Torrancers carpooled to his races and crammed the grandstands. Embarrassed, Louie asked his parents not to come. Louise snuck to the track fence anyway but got so nervous she covered her eyes.
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Louie shatters the national high school mile record at the 1934 Southern California Track and Field Championship.







Not long ago, Louie’s aspirations had been satisfied by robbing kitchens. Now, he latched on to a wildly ambitious goal: qualifying for the 1936 Olympics in Berlin. The Games had no mile race, so milers ran 1,500 meters, a little short of a mile. It was a seasoned man’s game; most milers peaked in their mid to late twenties. The 1,500-meter favorite was Glenn Cunningham, who set the mile world record, 4:06.7, just after Louie set the high school record. At the ’36 Games, Cunningham would be almost twenty-seven, and wouldn’t peak until he was twenty-eight. In 1936, Louie would be only nineteen.

But Louie was improving so quickly, he’d lopped a staggering forty-two seconds off his mile time in two years. Track experts thought he might be the exception to the rule, and after he went undefeated in his senior season, their confidence was strengthened. Louie and Pete believed he could make the team. Louie wanted to run in Berlin more than he’d ever wanted anything.

In December 1935, Louie graduated from high school, and days later rang in 1936 with his thoughts full of Berlin, seven months away. He was buried in college scholarship offers. Pete, now at the University of Southern California, urged Louie to choose USC but delay entry until fall so he could train. Louie moved into Pete’s frat house and, with Pete coaching him, trained obsessively for Berlin.
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By spring, he realized he wasn’t going to make it. Though he was getting faster every day, he couldn’t force his body to improve quickly enough to catch his 1,500 meter rivals by summer. He was simply too young. He was heartbroken.

In May, Louie was leafing through a newspaper when he saw a story on the Compton Open, a prestigious track meet to be held on May 22. The headliner in the 5,000 meters was twenty-six-year-old Norman Bright, America’s second-fastest 5,000-meter man, behind Don Lash, a twenty-three-year-old record-smashing machine. America would send three 5,000-meter men to Berlin, and Lash and Bright were considered locks. Pete urged Louie to enter Bright’s race. “If you stay with Norman Bright,” he said, “you make the Olympic team.”

The idea was a stretch. The mile was four laps; the 5,000 was more than twelve—three miles and 188 yards. Louie had only twice raced beyond a mile, and the 5,000, like the mile, was dominated by much older men. He had only two weeks to train, and with the Olympic trials in July, two months to become America’s youngest elite 5,000 man. But he had nothing to lose. He trained so hard his foot bled.

The race was a barnburner. Louie and Bright flew off, leaving the field far behind. Lap after lap, they dueled, trading the lead and sending roars through the crowd. They turned into the final homestretch together, and with the crowd screaming, finished almost dead even. In the fastest 5,000 run in America in 1936, Bright had won by a glimmer.

In June, after Louie performed brilliantly in two more 5,000s, an invitation to the Olympic trials arrived. His Berlin dream was on again.




On July 3, 1936, residents of Torrance gathered to see Louie off to the Olympic trials in New York. They gave him a wallet and traveling money, a train ticket, and a suitcase emblazoned with the words TORRANCE TORNADO. Fearing the suitcase made him look brash, Louie discreetly stuck adhesive tape over the nickname, then set off. He spent the journey introducing himself to every pretty girl on the train.
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When the train doors opened in New York, Louie felt he was walking into an inferno. It was the hottest summer on record in America, and New York was especially hard hit. In 1936, air-conditioning was a rarity, found only in a few theaters and department stores, so escape was nearly impossible. That week, the heat would kill three thousand Americans, forty of them in New York, where it hit 106 degrees.

In spite of the heat, Louie had to train. Sweating profusely day and night, training in the sun, unable to sleep in the heat, virtually every athlete lost a huge amount of weight. By one estimate, no athlete lost less than ten pounds. One virtually moved into an air-conditioned theater, buying tickets to movies and sleeping through every showing. Louie was as miserable as everyone else. His weight fell precipitously.

The prerace newspaper coverage riled him. Don Lash was considered unbeatable. Bright was pegged for second. Louie wasn’t mentioned. He was daunted by Lash, but the first three runners would go to Berlin, and he believed he could be among them. “If I have any strength left from the heat,” he wrote to Pete, “I’ll beat Bright and give Lash the scare of his life.”

The trials were held at a stadium on New York’s Randall’s Island. It was just short of ninety in the city, but the stadium was much hotter, probably far over a hundred degrees. Everywhere, athletes were keeling over and being carted to hospitals. Louie waited for his race under a scalding sun that, he later said, “made a wreck of me.”

At last, the men were told to line up. The gun cracked, and the race was on. Lash bounded to the lead with Bright in pursuit. Louie dropped back.

In the Zamperini house, a throng crouched around the radio. They were in agony. Louie’s start time had passed, but the announcer was lingering on the swimming trials. Pete was so frustrated he considered putting his foot through the radio. At last, the announcer listed the positions of the 5,000-meter runners. He didn’t mention Louie. Overwhelmed, Louise fled to the kitchen.

Lash and Bright led the runners through laps seven, eight, nine. Louie hovered midpack, waiting to make his move. The heat was suffocating. One runner collapsed, and the others hurdled him. Another dropped, and they jumped him, too. Louie could feel his feet cooking as the spikes on his shoes conducted heat up from the track. Bright’s feet were burning particularly badly. In terrible pain, he took a staggering step off the track and twisted his ankle, then lurched back on. Louie passed him, and he had no resistance to offer.

As the runners entered the final lap, Louie accelerated, closing in on Lash. Looking at the bobbing head of the mighty Don Lash, Louie felt intimidated. For several strides, he hesitated. Then he saw the last curve ahead. He opened up as fast as he could go.
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Banking around the turn, Louie drew alongside Lash, and the two ran side by side down the homestretch. Neither man had any more speed to give, and neither could get past the other. Exhausted, straining, with heads thrown back and legs moving in sync, they hit the line together.

The announcer’s voice echoed across the living room in Torrance. Zamperini, he said, had won.

In the kitchen, Louise heard the crowd in the next room suddenly shout. Outside, car horns honked; the front door swung open and neighbors gushed in. As a crush of hysterical Torrancers celebrated around her, Louise wept happy tears. Anthony poured wine and sang out toasts. Louie’s voice came over the airwaves, calling a greeting to Torrance.

The announcer was mistaken. The judges ruled Lash the winner. The announcer corrected himself, but it hardly dimmed the revelry in Torrance.

A few minutes later, Louie stood under a cold shower. His feet were burned, the marks following the patterns of his spikes. After drying off, he weighed himself. He’d sweated off three pounds.

Norman Bright was slumped on a bench, staring at his foot. It, like the other one, was burned so badly that the skin had peeled off. He’d finished fifth.

    By day’s end, Louie had received some 125 telegrams. Torrance Has Gone Nuts, read one. Village Has Gone Screwy, read another. There was even one from the Torrance police, who must have been relieved that someone else was chasing Louie.

Louie pored over photos of his race in the evening papers. In some, he appeared tied with Lash; in others, he appeared to be in front. On the track, he’d felt sure he’d won. The top three finishers would go to Berlin, but Louie felt cheated nonetheless.

    As Louie studied the papers, the judges were reviewing photos and a film of the 5,000. Later, Louie telegrammed the news home: Judges called it a tie.… Will run harder in Berlin.

The Zamperinis’ house was packed with well-wishers and newsmen. Anthony drank toasts until four in the morning. Pete walked around to back slaps. “Am I ever happy,” he wrote to Louie. “I have to go around with my shirt open so that I have enough room for my chest.”

Louie Zamperini was going to compete in the Olympics in an event he’d run only four times. He was the youngest distance runner to ever make the team.




CHAPTER 4

Plundering Germany



The ship bearing the Olympic team to Germany wasn’t long at sea before Louie began stealing. In his defense, it wasn’t he who started it. Self-conscious about being a teenaged upstart, he at first curbed his coltish impulses and began growing a mustache. But he soon noticed that practically everyone was “souvenir collecting.” The mustache was abandoned, and Louie joined the other lightfingers in denuding the ship.
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    On pitching seas, training was chaotic. Basketball players did passing drills on deck, but the wind kept jettisoning the balls into the Atlantic. The water in the ship’s pool sloshed back and forth violently, and big swells heaved the water, and everyone in it, onto the deck, so the coaches tied the swimmers to the wall. Gymnasts fell off their apparatuses; fencers lurched all over the ship. Louie and the other runners trotted around, dodging deck chairs. In high seas, they all staggered in one direction, then the other.

For a poor kid accustomed to stale bread and milk for breakfast, the ship was paradise. Food and beverages were everywhere, in amazing abundance. Louie devoured everything. In the dining room, he plowed through anything the seasick athletes couldn’t stomach. Discovering a shot-putter with a tiny appetite, he began sitting with him, dropping onto his plate like a vulture the moment the shot-putter was full. On the first-class deck, he found a window in which pints of beer kept magically appearing. He made them magically disappear.

One night, Louie jotted down what he’d just eaten:


1 pint of pineapple juice

2 bowls of beef broth

2 sardine salads

5 rolls

2 tall glasses of milk

4 small sweet pickles

2 plates of chicken

2 helpings of sweet potatoes

4 pieces of butter

3 helpings of ice cream with wafers

3 chunks of angel food cake with white frosting

1½ pounds of cherries

1 apple

1 orange



“Biggest meal I ever ate in my life,” he wrote. “Where it all went, I don’t know.”

He soon found out. When the ship docked, a doctor weighed Louie. In nine days, he’d gained twelve pounds.




The Olympic village was breathtaking. Nestled among forests and lakes were 140 beautiful cottages, a shopping mall, a barbershop, a post office, a dentist’s office, a sauna, training facilities, and dining halls. A new technology called television was on exhibit. Imported animals bounded over wooded trails. Someone wondered aloud where the storks were. The next day, two hundred storks appeared.

Louie and the other Olympians were driven through Berlin for the opening ceremonies. Adolf Hitler and his militaristic, ferociously anti-Semitic Nazi party were in power, and their presence was everywhere. Swastikas papered the city. Soldiers drilled, and military gliders swooped over oceans of uniformed kids called Hitler Youth. Gypsies and Jewish students had vanished—the Gypsies dumped in camps, the Jews confined to the University of Berlin campus. The only visible sign of discord was the broken glass in the windows of Jewish businesses.

Entering the Olympic stadium, the athletes were treated to a thunderous show culminating in the release of twenty thousand doves. With the birds circling in panicked confusion, cannons fired, prompting the startled birds to relieve themselves in a shower over the athletes. Louie stood at attention, shaking with laughter.




As Louie prepared for his race, he knew he had no shot at a medal. It wasn’t just that he was almost pudgy from idleness and overeating. Few nations dominated an Olympic event as Finland did the 5,000. Finn Lauri Lehtinen, the 1932 gold medalist, was back, along with his swift teammates Gunnar Höckert and Ilmari Salminen. Louie was too young and green to beat the Finns. His day would come, he believed, in the 1,500 in 1940.
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An envelope arrived from Pete. Inside were two playing cards, a joker and an ace. On the joker Pete had written, “Which are you going to be, the joker, which is another word for horse’s ass, or the TOPS: Ace of spades … Take your choice!” On the ace he’d written, “Let’s see you storm through as the best in the deck.”

On August 7, Louie lay in the Olympic stadium infield, readying himself for his race. One hundred thousand spectators ringed the track. Louie was terrified. He buried his face in the grass, inhaling deeply, trying to settle his nerves. When the time came, he walked to the starting line, bowed forward, and waited.

At the sound of the gun, Louie’s body, electric with nervous energy, wanted to bolt, but Louie made a conscious effort to relax. As the pacesetters surged forward, he kept his stride short. Don Lash emerged with the lead, the three Finns behind him. Louie settled into the second tier of runners.

Louie smelled a sickening odor—the hair pomade of a runner ahead. Feeling nauseous, he slowed, letting the pomaded runner pull away. The laps wound by, and Louie kept losing ground. Lash and the Finns were slipping out of reach, and Louie wanted to go with them, but his body felt heavy. He slipped to twelfth.
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Ahead, the Finns sidled into Lash, roughing him up. On the eighth lap, Salminen rammed his elbow into Lash’s chest. Lash folded abruptly, in evident pain. The Finns bounded away. They entered the eleventh lap together, looking to sweep the medals. Then, for an instant, they strayed too close. Their legs tangled, and Salminen fell heavily to the track. His race, like Lash’s, was lost.

Louie saw none of it. He passed Lash, but it meant little. He was tired and so far behind. Then he found himself thinking of something Pete once said: A lifetime of glory is worth a moment of pain. Louie thought: Let go.

With one lap to go, Louie fixed his eyes on the gleaming head of the pomaded runner, far ahead. He began a dramatic acceleration. Around the turn and down the backstretch, Louie kicked, his legs reaching and pushing, his speed dazzling. One by one, runners came up ahead and faded behind.

As Louie flew around the last bend, Höckert had already won. Louie wasn’t watching him. He was chasing the glossy head, still distant. He heard a roar and realized the crowd was cheering him on. Even Hitler watched him. Louie ran, Pete’s words beating in his head, his whole body burning. The shining hair was distant, then nearer, then so close that Louie again smelled the pomade. With the last of his strength, he threw himself over the line.

Louie had clocked by far the fastest 5,000-meter run by an American in 1936, almost twelve seconds faster than Lash’s best for the year. He’d just missed seventh place.

As he bent, gasping, over his spent legs, he marveled at the kick he’d forced from his body. It had felt very, very fast. Two coaches hurried up, gaping at their stopwatches.

In 1930s elite distance running, it was exceptionally rare for a man to run a last lap in 60 seconds, even at a mile. In the 5,000, well over three miles, a final lap in less than 70 seconds was astounding.

Louie had run his last lap in 56 seconds.




After cleaning up, Louie climbed into the stands, near Hitler’s box. Someone pointed out a ghoulish man and said it was Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s minister of propaganda. Louie, who knew nothing about the Nazis, had never heard of him. He carried his camera to Goebbels and asked if he’d snap Hitler’s picture. Goebbels asked his name and event, then took the camera, moved away, snapped a photo, and returned. Hitler, he said, wanted to see him.

Goebbels led Louie to Hitler. The Führer bent from his box, smiled, and offered his hand. Louie had to reach far up. Their fingers barely touched. Hitler spoke. An interpreter translated.

“Ah, you’re the boy with the fast finish.”




Itching to raise hell, Louie donned his Olympic dress uniform and went out with a friend. They prowled bars, sarcastically chirped, “Heil Hitler!” at everyone in uniform, and stole anything they could pry loose. In an automat, they discovered German beer. By the time he finished his second liter, Louie was feeling very brave.

Trolling around Berlin, they stopped at the Chancellery, the building housing Hitler’s office. A car pulled up and out stepped Hitler, who walked inside. On the building, Louie spotted a Nazi flag that he thought would make a swell souvenir. The banner didn’t yet carry much symbolic meaning for him, or many other Americans, in 1936. Louie just had a hankering to steal in his head and two persuasive liters of beer in his belly.

Watching the guards pacing before the Chancellery, Louie noted that on each pass, there was a point at which both had their backs to the flag. As they turned, Louie ran to the flag and began jumping, trying to grab it. The guards spotted him. Louie took a last leap, snagged the flag’s edge, and fell, tearing the banner down with him. He scrambled to his feet and ran like mad.

He heard a crack! Looking back, he saw a guard running at him, his gun pointed up, yelling, “Halten Sie!” Louie stopped. The guard spun him around, saw his Olympic uniform, hesitated, and asked Louie his name. The one thing Louie knew about Nazis was that they were anti-Semitic, so he gave his name in an exaggeratedly Italian fashion.

The guards summoned an official, who asked Louie why he’d stolen the flag. Louie, laying it on thick, said he wanted a souvenir of the happy time he’d had in beautiful Germany. The Germans gave him the flag and let him go.
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When the press heard of Louie’s adventure, reporters took creative liberties. Louie had “stormed Hitler’s palace” to steal the flag in a hail of bullets. Plunging “eighteen feet,” he’d raced away, pursued by “two columns” of guards who tackled and beat him. Just as a rifle butt had been about to crush Louie’s head, the German army’s commander in chief had halted the attack, and Louie had talked the general into sparing his life. In one version, Hitler himself allowed him to keep the flag. Louie had done it all, went the story, to win the heart of a girl.

When Louie arrived in Torrance, he was plunked on a throne and paraded downtown, where four thousand people, whipped up by a band, sirens, and whistles, cheered. Louie shook hands and grinned. “I didn’t only start too slow,” he joked, “I ran too slow.”

As he settled into home, he thought of his future. Running the 1936 Olympic 5,000 at nineteen on four races’ experience had been a shot at the moon. Running the 1940 Olympic 1,500 at twenty-three after years of training would be another matter. The same thought was circling Pete’s mind: Louie could win gold in 1940.

Officials had just announced which city would host the 1940 Games. Louie shaped his dreams around Tokyo, Japan.




CHAPTER 5

The Red Circle



At USC, Louie spent mornings in class and afternoons training. In the evenings, he and his teammates wedged into his ’31 Ford and drove to Torrance for Louise Zamperini’s spaghetti. In his spare time, Louie crashed society weddings, worked as a movie extra, and harassed his housemates with practical jokes, replacing their deviled ham with cat food and milk with a laxative. He pursued girls by all means necessary, once landing a date by hurling himself into a girl’s car, then pretending to have been struck.
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On the track, he was unstoppable. Focused on the 1940 Tokyo Olympics, he smashed record after record. By spring of ’38, he’d whittled his mile time down to 4:13.7, some seven seconds off of the world record, which now stood at 4:06.4. “There’s the next mile champion,” said Glenn Cunningham to reporters one afternoon. “When he concentrates on this distance, he’ll be unbeatable.” The reporters turned to see who Cunningham was looking at. It was Louie, blushing to the roots of his hair.

In the 1930s, runners were beginning to toss around the idea of a four-minute mile. Most observers, including Cunningham, had long believed it couldn’t be done. In 1935, after studying data on human structural limits, Cunningham’s legendary coach proclaimed it impossible. The fastest a human could run a mile, he wrote, was 4:01.6.

Pete disagreed. He was certain Louie had a four-minute mile in him. Louie had always laughed this off, but in May of 1938, he reconsidered. His coach forbade him to run hills in the mistaken belief it would damage his heart, but Louie didn’t buy the warnings. Every night, he climbed the Los Angeles Coliseum fence and ran the stairs until his legs went numb. By June, his body was humming, capable of speed and stamina beyond anything he’d ever known. He began to think Pete was right, and he wasn’t alone. Running experts published articles suggesting Louie could be the first four-minute man. Even Cunningham agreed.

In June, Louie arrived at the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Championships in Minneapolis. Gushing with confidence, he babbled to everyone about his training, his strategy, and how he was gunning for four minutes. Word spread that Louie was primed for an epic performance. On the night before the race, a coach visited Louie, his face grim. He said other coaches were ordering their runners to injure Louie. Louie dismissed him, certain no one would do such a thing.
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He was wrong. Halfway through the race, just as Louie was about to take the lead, several runners shouldered in around him, boxing him in. The man beside him swerved and stomped on his foot, impaling Louie’s toe with his spike. Then the man in front kicked back, cutting Louie’s shins. A third man elbowed Louie’s chest so hard, he cracked Louie’s rib. The crowd gasped.

Bleeding and in pain, Louie was trapped. For a lap and a half, he ran in the cluster of men, restraining his stride to avoid running into the man ahead. At last, nearing the final turn, he saw a tiny gap. He burst through, sprinted to the lead, and with his shins streaming blood and his chest aching, won easily.

He slowed to a halt, bitter and frustrated. When his coach asked him how fast he thought he’d gone, he said he couldn’t have beaten 4:20.

The race time was posted. From the stands came a wooo! Louie had run the mile in 4:08.3. It was the fifth fastest outdoor mile ever run, missing the world record by 1.9 seconds. His time would stand as an NCAA record for fifteen years.

Weeks later, Japan withdrew as Olympic host, and the 1940 Games were transferred to Finland. Louie rolled on, winning every race in the 1939 school season. In early 1940, in indoor miles against America’s best runners, he was magnificent, twice beating Cunningham and getting progressively faster. In February, he ran a 4:08.2, six-tenths of a second short of the fastest indoor mile ever run. Two weeks later, he scorched a 4:07.9. With the Olympics months away, Louie was peaking at the ideal moment.




Far away, history was turning. In Europe, Hitler was preparing to conquer the continent. In Asia, Japan’s leaders had designs of equal magnitude. Poor in natural resources, its economy floundering, Japan was struggling to support a growing population. Eyeing their nation’s resource-rich neighbors, Japan’s leaders saw the prospect of economic independence, and more. Central to the Japanese identity was the belief that the Japanese were mankind’s superior race, with the divine right to rule “inferior” Asians. Moved by economic need and a sense of destiny, Japan’s leaders planned to conquer the Far East.

For decades, Japan’s military-dominated government had been preparing for its quest, crafting a muscular army and navy and, through a military-run school system that violently drilled children on Japan’s imperial destiny, shaping its people for war. Most ominously, its army encouraged and celebrated extreme brutality in soldiers.

In the late 1930s, Germany and Japan were ready. In 1937, Japan sent its armies smashing into China. Two years later, Hitler invaded Poland, and war began in Europe. America was pulled into both conflicts: in Europe, its allies lay in Hitler’s path; in the Pacific, its ally China was being ravaged by the Japanese, and its territories of Hawaii, Wake, Guam, and Midway, as well as its commonwealth of the Philippines, were threatened. The world was falling into catastrophe.

On a dark day in April 1940, the crisis reached into Louie’s life. Hitler and his Soviet allies had unleashed their armies on Europe, and the continent was exploding into total war. Finland was reeling, her Olympic stadium partially collapsed by Soviet bombs. The Olympics had been canceled.




Louie spent the summer of 1940 working as an aircraft factory welder and mourning his lost Olympics. America slid toward war. In Europe, Germany was routing America’s allies. In the Pacific, Japan was tearing through China and moving into mainland Southeast Asia. To stop Japan, President Franklin Roosevelt declared an embargo—a trade ban—on war-making materials. Soon, he’d declare an oil embargo, freeze Japanese assets in America, and finally ban all trade with Japan. Still Japan stormed onward.

Watching fighter planes soaring over his work hangar, Louie felt a pull. He was still feeling it when Congress passed a bill requiring all young men to register for the military draft. Those who enlisted before being drafted could choose their service branch. Louie joined the Army Air Corps. In November 1941, he arrived at a flight school in Houston. The air corps was making him a bombardier.
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Early on a Sunday morning a few weeks later, a pilot guided a small plane over the Pacific. Below, a dark sea gave way to a strand of white: waves slapping Hawaii’s Oahu Island.

Below, Pearl Harbor, headquarters of the United States Pacific Fleet, was beginning to stir. At Hickam Field, soldiers were washing a car. At the officers’ club, men were wrapping up a poker game. In a barracks, two men were having a pillow fight. Outside, a sergeant was peering through a camera lens at his son. Many sailors were sleeping in the warships swaying in the harbor. On the deck of the U.S.S. Arizona, men were assembling to raise flags, a Sunday-morning tradition.

Far above them, the pilot sent a flare skidding green across the sky. Behind him, 180 warplanes, emblazoned with Japan’s red circle emblem, dove for Pearl Harbor. On the Arizona, the men looked up.

In the barracks, one of the men in the pillow fight suddenly collapsed. He was dead, a three-inch hole blown through his neck. His friend ran to a window and saw a building heave upward and crumble down. A dive-bomber had crashed straight into it. There were red circles on its wings.




In Texas, Louie was in a theater, watching a matinee. The screen went blank, light flooded the theater, and a man hurried forward. Is there a fire? Louie thought.

Servicemen must return to their bases, the man said. Japan has attacked Pearl Harbor.

Louie sat there, eyes wide, mind fumbling. America was at war. He grabbed his hat and ran from the building.
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