
[image: image]




[image: image]







Map

[image: image]
Map by the US Army









Dedication

For my family, with great love and affection







Epigraph

Sometimes even to live takes an act of courage.

—Seneca

I am with you always, even unto the end of the world.

—Matthew 28:20
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Prologue:

VE Day

Tuesday, May 8, 1945: I woke that day a free man, happy beyond belief to be home in America, home in a small house near railroad tracks at the back end of a small city, safe in a tiny, old building that still had no running water or bathroom, but to me was paradise. Not quite a year before, I had jumped from a plane in the wee hours of the morning and landed in the middle of the biggest war mankind has ever known. I’d crashed off target but gotten on with things, helping securing the bridgehead into France.

Many things had happened after that. Horrible things. But in the end, I’d survived.

Now, this morning, May 8, someone was shouting outside—a newsboy hawking papers.

“War is over!” he yelled. “VE Day.”

VE Day.

Victory in Europe.

He was wrong. World War II wasn’t quite over. We were still fighting the Japanese in the Pacific. But the mistake was understandable. He was excited, and we were all excited. The Germans had surrendered. Adolf Hitler was dead. The bigger part of the conflict was finished. The evil the Nazis had unleashed—evil I’d seen and experienced—had been vanquished. It cost trillions of dollars and countless lives, but it had to be done. Whatever it took, it had to be done.

I stepped outside our little house. Church bells were ringing. Cars beeped. Children and grown men and women played and wept in the streets.

I’d known the war would end for weeks, but still I felt some surprise. Over. It was really over.

Was it? What had happened seemed like a nightmare that had no ending.

I started walking across town, toward my fiancée’s home. If I was going to celebrate, it had to be with her.

When we’d met, I was just a teenage child. Now I was a man, a man who’d been to war.

A man who had fought in the hedgerows of France, been shot by a tank, taken prisoner, and interred in a camp where the intent was to work you to death.

A man who had seen the very worst things human beings could do to each other. Who had stood next to the fence of a Nazi death camp and watched the bodies of gassed Jews as they were piled up, then carted away to be burned.

Surviving the war meant living on sawdust and beet juice for months, shivering in a thin blanket in weather so cold your sweat froze. It took beatings so harsh you thought your skull would cave in.

It took choosing almost certain quick death over almost certain slow death.

It took desperate acts behind enemy lines.

I had learned many things in the year and a half since I’d joined the Army. I learned how to fall out of planes and land without breaking my neck or wrenching my knee. I learned how to blow up bridges, and detect booby traps and mines.

I learned how to navigate in the dark, using stars and dead reckoning. I learned how to survive behind enemy lines, where everyone wants you dead, or worse.

I learned how to kill, and how not to look too deeply into the eyes of the man you shot, for fear of seeing your reflection.

I learned how to become a savage.

I learned how very dark a man’s soul can become when he wills himself to survive.

Desperation, hunger, vengeance, and most of all my training as a paratrooper with the U.S. Army’s 82nd Airborne made me a fierce warrior—but a reluctant one. Under other circumstances, maybe, I could have been friends with some of the people I had to shoot. But I’d been in a place where I had no friends, and where everyone I met carried my death sentence, no matter how kind their glance seemed.

I tried putting all of that out of my mind as I walked. Today was not a day for deep reflection. Today was a day to celebrate.

VE Day. The war in Europe was over.







One

Middle America

CLINTON, IOWA

I am ninety-five years old as I am writing this. There are blanks in my memory now: things I want to remember but can’t, names especially. Things I never knew to remember.

There are also things I’d rather forget, but can’t.

I will lay it all out here, to the best of my ability, blanks and all.

* * *

My childhood was nothing special, for the Depression and middle America. We were poor, and a large family. I’d guess millions of Americans could say about the same thing.

I was born and have lived in Clinton, Iowa, my whole life.

Most people when they think of Iowa imagine vast rows of corn in fields that go on forever, rising from thick clods of black dirt and aiming at an endless sky. That is Iowa, but we’re also on the border of the Mississippi, and have our share of hills and streams, forests and swamps. In the eastern half of the state, the river remains an essential fact of life.

Lumber was especially important in Clinton’s story; they called the city the Lumber Capital of the World. The wood would be sent down the Mississippi and collected here in town. Large rafts of trees were tied together and pushed by boats to the sawmills and woodworking factories. Anything you could think of that could be made of wood was made in one of those factories: furniture, fancy cabinets, doors, window frames, toys. It was good business. I was told there were more millionaires in Clinton than any other small town in America. South Clinton was said to be built on sawdust, the pilings and dredging of the river mixed with the factory leftovers.

By my time, the sawmills had mostly disappeared, but there were still factories around making things from wood. The shops kept a good part of the city employed.

Clinton was a lot like the rest of America, certainly middle America and the Midwest when I was born in 1924—November 4, 1924, to be exact. There were cars, buses, and trucks, but people would walk a mile or two or four and not think too much of it. Not everyone had indoor plumbing—my parents were poor, admittedly, but they didn’t get running water until after World War II. I can still remember emptying the chamber pot. We learned what was going on in the world and down the street from newspapers, which would print special editions during the day if something big had happened. Just about everyone, even my parents, had a radio.

TV hadn’t been invented, and forget about computers, the internet, or any of that. It would have seemed like Buck Rogers stuff—the science fiction hero from the future who first appeared in the comics in 1929, and movies a little after that.

My family’s roots were in Germany, the Hanover area. I’m not sure why my grandparents came over—I’ve never gone into the family history—but it would have been in the late 1800s. There were a lot of German families already in this part of Iowa. In those days, an immigrant would often be sponsored by someone, either in the family or a friend; the newcomers would work for them or someone they knew at first. Because of that, there were a lot of Germans in the area. My wife’s father came in around the time of World War I, maybe just before; her mother, too, was an immigrant, and they only spoke German in the house when she was very small. She didn’t learn English until she went to school—imagine having to learn English in kindergarten. But she did just fine.

My mom and dad had ten children, five girls and five boys, though one of the boys died a few months after birth from pneumonia. It was a good-sized family, but I knew families of sixteen. Large families weren’t uncommon on the farms; it was a lot of work for the parents, women most of all, but it also meant there were a lot of hands available when needed.

As a kid, my nickname was “Heinie.” In some places, the word became a slur after World War I. Children used that word to refer to a certain body part involved in necessary bodily functions. But Heinie was a shortened version of “Heinrich,” a very common German name, our “Henry.” It had been the nickname of an uncle, and for some reason I don’t recall, I inherited it.

My father was a farmhand, and we lived in a small house on the farm. All the kids had chores even when young. The most important ones were carting water in and cutting timber for the kitchen stove, which was the only source of heat in the home.

Marbles were our version of video games. You’d make a circle about three feet around and put a few marbles inside. Then you’d use a “shooter”—a larger marble—to knock others out of the ring. You’d flick the shooter with your thumb, holding it against your forefinger; practice, and you’d get pretty good at getting it to go where you wanted it to go. If your shooter hit a marble out of the circle, you kept that marble and went again. The person with the most marbles when all were out was the winner.

When I was twelve, the city had a summer-long marble competition. Kids all across town competed. Week after week I played and won, filling up bag after bag of marbles. It was quite a collection.

Finally, it came down to just two of us. The championship was a big event—the city newspaper even sent a reporter.

I won. My first and only brush with fame—such as it was.

But I have to confess that I was a bit disappointed when the prize turned out to be a baseball bat and ball. Having spent the entire summer playing, I guess I thought there’d be a bigger prize.

There was probably a lesson there, but I was too young to learn it.

A lot of our spare time was outside, even during the winter. We’d skate, even play ice hockey on the frozen ponds and river inlets that froze over. We’d make our own fun.

If you’ve ever seen the movie A Christmas Story, based on Jean Shepherd’s books about his childhood, you probably remember the scene where Ralph’s friend gets his tongue stuck on a metal pole thanks to a Triple Dog Dare. The fire department comes to the rescue, but the boy’s tongue is quite a bit worse for wear.

Change a few of the circumstances around—no dare was involved—and the same thing happened to me.

A bunch of us boys were talking one day after school, and someone said that their dad told them if you put your tongue on anything metal, it’ll freeze to it.

“Aw, that can’t be,” I told them.

They insisted. I was sure I was right and decided to show them. I went and put my tongue on a pump.

Yes, it did stick.

I peeled it off right away, leaving a bit of tongue on the metal.

Hurt for days.

I didn’t tell my parents. In those days, you never told your mom and dad what was going on, at school or at play. That could be asking for trouble. And there wasn’t much to be done about my tongue, really; just let it heal. They probably would have laughed their heads off, and told me it served me right.

Another lesson. That one I learned.

DEPRESSION

Most people have heard about Black Friday, the crash of the New York Stock Market that marked the start of the Great Depression. For my family, the Depression began with a local bank failure a little afterward. The collapse of the bank completely wiped out my father’s savings—$1,200. Right alongside that, jobs suddenly became hard to find. Those there were paid less than they had. Everybody was hurting. Farms went under. People lost their houses.

With no farm work, my family moved to a house near the railroad tracks where the rent was lower. We were about twenty feet off the tracks; everything rattled and shook when the big trains came through. But at least one good thing came out of that: I can sleep like a baby no matter what’s going on around me.

For ten years in there, we didn’t have money for much of anything except rent and food, maybe, and sometimes not even that. It’s hard for people to realize how bad it was. You worked as much as you could. Large families had many people to contribute, but that also meant more mouths to feed. Going to bed hungry was not unusual. We spent one summer living in a tent, I suppose to save on rent.

* * *

I’ve always figured that God brought that Depression because he knew in the end it would be a good training for us. We could do hardship.

* * *

My father started a business collecting what some might call junk—old tractors and whatnot, most of which didn’t work. He’d fix the tractors up and sell them. He must not have made much from that, since there wouldn’t have been many people who could buy anything, even used equipment. But he made do.

The tractors I remember were big contraptions, steam-powered. There was a thresher or two as well. My father would also make money by taking the scrap metal over to Morris Turner at Turner Iron & Metal, who’d weigh it and pay by the pound. A few cents and dollars meant the family could eat for another week.

I did that job when I got a bit older. I’d take one of my younger brothers—I was the second oldest—and we’d drag a cart up to be weighed. Mr. Turner was a nice old fellow, and if he realized my little brother was sneaking onto the scale to add a few pennies to our haul, he never mentioned it.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected in 1932, promising to start some programs to get people back to work. My father got a job on one. It was good, honest work, and you can still see some of the results. He helped build a few buildings, worked on stone walls, and was part of the crew paving Highway 67, which is still an important road in the area.

Things were a bit better for our family while the work lasted; we didn’t starve. Still, the winters were cold and the nights long. The days often weren’t too much better. We had to move a few times because we couldn’t pay the rent. But we always seemed to end up near the railroad tracks.

One of our homes was across from the county jail. Most of the people in there at the time were drunks who were drying out. You’d hear them singing in the summer when the windows were open, and see them on work duty cutting grass around town or doing other odd jobs. We’d play in the empty lot, sneaking glances at them—curious, but not wanting to be like them, either. I don’t know that they were the reason that I never drank much, but if I needed an example of what alcohol could do to you, there they were.

Baseball was a favorite of ours, and probably with most of the boys across the country. It really was the national pastime then. I played when I could, but as I grew older that was less and less. I was too busy working to try out for the school team, and gradually lost interest. I don’t even follow the Chicago teams much these days.

The family garden supplied a lot of food during the summer and well into the winter. Even the littlest kids would have chores to do in the garden, raking in the spring to break up the soil, weeding and watering as the plants grew. Come last summer and early fall, my mother would put up vegetables. She also canned chickens and ducks that we kept, something not so common for home cooks now. One winter I remember something went wrong with the canning and all the chicken spoiled—a bitter, hungry loss.

Kids would walk along the railroad tracks, looking for coal that had fallen from the trains passing through. A lot of that coal had help “falling”—older kids and even young men would climb on the train cars as they slowed through town, then kick as much coal off as they could. We’d run and grab some before they hopped off and came to collect it themselves. You didn’t want them to catch you doing it; we were a lot more afraid of them than the railroad people.

There was also a gas works in town, which made gas from the coal. They would throw the ashes in the town dump; you could scavenge through the refuse and find a few unburned lumps of coal or coke. Anything to stay warm.

When I was twelve years old, I bought a six-shot Ranger shotgun from Sears. It was eleven dollars, and the shells were twenty-two cents apiece. Big money back then, but it was a good weapon—I still have it today. It was 16 gauge—not so common anymore.

That was my first gun. I taught myself to use it, and hunted up in the fields above town, where the dam is now. There were farms in there before the dams were built and they had ponds on them where the ducks and geese congregated. I’d go with my friends and get so many ducks you couldn’t hardly carry them home. Rabbits and even raccoons that came along—all food.

We’d fish, too. It was all a matter of feeding the family. We didn’t have the fancy gear they have now, just a cane pole, a hook, and line. But there were so many fish in the shallow backwaters that we’d just wade out with a net, you know, wade out and get all kinds of fish. Either there were more fish, or maybe they were just dumber back then.

There was also a time when they were paying twenty-five cents a pelt for racoons. So hunting was food and money . . . and a little fun.

There was a hobo camp in the woods north of the city, near a railroad bridge that wasn’t far from our house. We kids would go up sometimes and see what was going on. Usually, not much. The men would hop off a train, look around town for work or food, maybe stay a few days, and then be off. They were even more desperate than we were.

* * *

One time a friend was having a birthday party and invited me. I didn’t have anything to give as a present. He said that was all right, just come.

It turned out he liked to box, and his father did, too. They had a ring set up. They had invited me to fight. I guess they thought I’d be an easy mark.

I didn’t want to fight. They kept pushing me. I didn’t want to be a sissy, so finally I fought.

I bloodied my friend’s nose. His father sent me home, angry I guess because I’d beaten him.

I hadn’t wanted to fight in the first place. It wasn’t who I was.

* * *

At fourteen I started looking for more formal work outside the house, beginning by cutting grass with a small push mower. I had two prices—ten cents for a small lawn; twenty-five for a bigger one. Trimming the hedges cost another twenty cents; if you wanted the debris hauled to the city dump rather than dumped in the alley or backyard, we’d negotiate a price. That went for hauling ashes and other items as well.

In the winter, a good snow could net me fifty cents when I cleared a walkway. That was for a large stretch of anything over five inches deep; lesser storms and smaller paths paid less.

Whatever I got went straight to the family. At times my father was making no more than six dollars a week, with rent running twelve dollars a month. On such a budget, a large snowfall could be a godsend.

Understanding how poor you are is a strange thing. As a young kid, I had little to judge myself against. My friends all ran barefoot in the summer; it felt good—free, even. If it was necessary to save on shoes, that wasn’t the sort of thing that a kid quite understood.

But there were times when circumstance and people’s prejudices came together to make it clear that not only didn’t we have money, but that others looked down on us. My eighth-grade graduation was one such time. Grammar school graduation was a very formal and important affair; the end of eighth grade meant the end of schooling for a lot of people. We were supposed to wear our best clothes to the ceremony, white dresses for the girls, dark pants and white shirts for the boys.

I had no white shirt, nor what would be considered a good pair of pants. The teachers told me I couldn’t take part in the ceremony; I watched from the audience.

Lacking good clothes didn’t keep me from going to high school. Or from working.

The summer after tenth grade, I applied at a local toy factory. They told me I was too young.

I kept going back, and finally they decided to give me a job sweeping up sawdust, hauling trash, and the like—as long as I kept away from the saws and other heavy machinery. The following year, those restrictions were lifted. I also got a job working as an usher in a movie theater—there were three in town. So I’d go to school, go to the theater, and then on to the factory. That had me working until 11 P.M. many nights.

Other jobs followed. I was always working. I remember getting twenty-five cents an hour at a food processing company loading refrigerator train cars with butter and eggs. I was happy for the work, and happier still that I was helping the family survive.

* * *

Religion didn’t play a big part in my life. In fact, it played no part. While both of my parents were German, they had come from different branches of Christianity—my dad Lutheran, my mom Catholic. Maybe because of that, they didn’t take us to church, and I can’t say that I knew much about God. In fact, I only remember going to church once as a child, when I was around ten. A friend said that his church gave out candy and fruit after the Christmas service; naturally I accepted his invitation to tag along.

I can’t remember a word the pastor said, but the sweetness of the apples, oranges, and candy remains fixed in my memory.

* * *

Though I was working hard, my grades didn’t seem to suffer. I did okay in class.

The economy was slowly improving. Things seemed headed in a good direction. Then came a shock that changed my future, and that of everyone around me.

INFAMY AND LOVE

The world had been at war both in Asia and Europe for several years. Japan attacked Manchuria, China, in 1931; in 1937, the Japanese launched a full-scale invasion of north central China, quickly taking over Beijing; Shanghai fell a few months later. While the Japanese occupied much of the coast and the area of Vietnam, guerrilla resistance and regular fighting continued.

Meanwhile in Europe, Adolf Hitler and the Nazis rose to power. Germany annexed Austria, marched into Czechoslovakia, and in 1939 invaded Poland. France and Great Britain, allies of Poland, declared war. Germany invaded France in 1940, quickly taking over the country. A bombing campaign targeting British cities as well as military bases followed.

Isolated by two large oceans, most Americans felt the wars were distant. They were too far away to ever affect us. Certainly as a high school student, I paid very little attention to the conflicts.

And then the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. The oceans seemed to shrink that Sunday afternoon, and so did the idea of my future. I wasn’t looking forward to fighting or becoming a soldier, but now I knew both were very real possibilities.

As a high school student, not yet old enough to be drafted or even volunteer, I had more immediate concerns: school, work . . . and a budding romance.

Blame the last on fly swatters.

* * *

In the winter of 1943, I’d just turned nineteen and was still in high school. I began working at a fly swatter factory. My job was to drill the hole in the handle so the swatter could be hung from a hook. I happened to work right next to the station where felt edging was placed around the frame and netting. This geography happened to introduce me to a young lady by the name of Arlene Ketelsen, who sewed the edging.

Arlene was very pretty, and an older woman . . . by a few months. Our shifts did not exactly align; I would typically leave not long after she arrived, but our brief encounters were enough to stir my heart.

But not my tongue. I was too shy to ask her out, even after confessing to a friend and coworker that I was a bit interested in her. When my friend suggested I take her on a date, I found an excuse; after a few such mumbles he decided to play Cupid himself. He tricked me into going to the movies, arranged for Arlene to come, and somehow we ended up on a double date.

Best little trick anyone ever played on me.

Here was another little trick, this one not so pleasant—though it’s funny to think back on it now. I knew Arlene’s address, and I knew the street where she lived. What I didn’t know was that the houses were numbered in an odd way on the street, a bit out of order, and if you weren’t looking very hard for the house, it was easy to miss.

In fact, even if you were looking hard, you might miss it. Which is what happened to me the first time I went to meet her at her house. I walked down the street, checking off the numbers in my head as I went.

No luck.

Hmmm. Must’ve missed it.

I went back, counting again.

Nope.

I must have walked back and forth a dozen times before I finally found the house, hiding in plain sight.

What I didn’t know was that Arlene, alerted by one of her brothers, was watching the whole time. She won’t admit this now, but I think my determination to find that house was one of the things that attracted her to me.

Arlene’s family was also German. Her father, Karl, had come to America as a young man; he’d worked out west as a cowboy on a ranch, then moved eastward and eventually to the Clinton area as a farmhand. During Prohibition, they grew corn and turned it into whiskey, selling to fellows from Chicago in big cars who paid in cash money, and well—we think that means he was a bootlegger and part of the famous mobster Al Capone’s network, but who knows?

Karl put down roots in Clinton, marrying and raising a large family with his wife, Amanda, a local girl. But the Depression was as tough on them as it was on our family. The farm Karl worked on failed; the family moved into town, where he bought enough land to grow vegetables and raise chickens. With seven kids to keep warm during the long Iowa winters, Karl put a back room on his two-room house and set a heating stove inside. All nine of them would bunk down there each night, their feet warmed by bricks wrapped in towels. The kids would bring in money by collecting berries before school and selling them. Curtains and clothes were fashioned from large bags of flour once their contents had been used.

Even after Karl found work in a factory, things were still tight for his family. Then, just before I met Arlene, Karl suffered a bout of rheumatism so bad that he couldn’t walk. He stayed at home in bed for ten months, unable to earn any money. Arlene’s mother got a job; Arlene, the only girl in the family, helped by taking care of the youngest children until she, too, was old enough to work outside the home. Meanwhile, her grandmother ran a boardinghouse, letting rooms to railroad workers and others.

After the local bank failure, few people trusted banks at all, even for loans. Arlene’s grandmother got the money to buy the house from a local businessman. He prefaced each month’s request for the mortgage with a question: “Gussy, can you feed your children?”

He didn’t want to take the money if the extended family’s kids were starving.

* * *

Arlene and I started dating. The dates weren’t much—a movie, maybe, but mostly walks and just spending time together. When you are young and in love you don’t need much.

By this time, the war was going full blast. A lot of my friends were leaving school to join the service. I knew I would be drafted, and so I decided I would join up and pick the service I wanted, rather than just being assigned.

I chose the Merchant Marine, which transported supplies overseas in ships. It was dangerous work. German U-boats were prowling the oceans between America, Great Britain, and Russia. Russia, then known as the Soviet Union, had joined the war as an ally of Great Britain in the summer of 1941, when Germany invaded the country in violation of a nonaggression agreement. The Germans had been stopped just outside of Moscow, at a huge loss of life. By early 1943, a large part of the eastern half of the Soviet Union was under German control.

Sailors who worked on the ships were not actually part of the Navy; technically they were civilian volunteers though they played an important part in the conflict. Besides the possibility of being sunk by subs or attacked by planes and ships, they braved extreme cold on the far northern sea routes and the usual dangers of the sea. But I’d heard that the pay was pretty good—$800 to $1,000 per trip—and that the sailors could receive bonuses higher than what soldiers would receive, which meant I could help my still-struggling family.

As for the danger, it didn’t really register with me. I’d been through so much hardship growing up that I thought little about it.

The fact that I knew nothing about being a sailor didn’t make much difference to me, either. I told them I wanted to work on engines. I had no direct experience with the diesels that ran ships, but I’d tinkered with my share of tractor motors and figured I could learn easily enough.

You’d think they would be tickled to have someone volunteer to work down in the grimiest, darkest, stinkiest part of the ship. The compartment not only farthest from the lifeboats, but almost always the very last to be abandoned when the ship was going down.

Maybe the recruiters I met were jumping for joy, but they still told me I’d have to wait a few weeks until they had an opening.

* * *

That seemed like an eternity. Once I make up my mind to do something, I’m ready to do it. So I looked around for another branch, and settled on the Army’s paratroopers. I had never been in an airplane—let alone jumped out of one. But I’d read somewhere about them being the
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