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  Epigraph


  _______


  People tell me, “You’re such an optimist.” Am I an optimist? An optimist says the glass is half full. A pessimist says the glass is half empty. A survivalist is practical. He says, “Call it what you want, but just fill the glass.”


  I believe in filling the glass.


  —LOUIS SILVIE ZAMPERINI


  Coauthor’s Note


  _______


  When I learned that Louie Zamperini had died on July 2, 2014, I didn’t want to believe that he was gone. Impossible. Inconceivable. Just two days earlier we had sent the manuscript for this book to our editors, and I looked forward to us celebrating its publication. But sadly, death comes for us all—even for those like Louie who deserve to live forever.


  Louie’s family issued this statement: “After a forty-day-long battle for his life, he peacefully passed away in the presence of his entire family, leaving behind a legacy that has touched so many lives. His indomitable courage and fighting spirit were never more apparent than in these last days.”


  “We’re all a little afraid of death,” Louie had said the last time we’d met, when we broached the subject of mortality. “We’re afraid because no matter how old you are you’re always making plans and you don’t want to be interrupted. I’m ninety-seven years old, but after everything that’s happened in my life, I feel as if I’ve lived two hundred years—and I wouldn’t mind two hundred more so that I can keep doing what I’ve been doing.”


  What he’d been doing, he explained, was “helping the underdog. That’s been my program. That’s been my whole life.”


  SINCE COLLABORATING WITH Louie on his 2003 autobiography, Devil at My Heels, we’d become friends. When we spoke—or had a meal when he had the time; Louie was always going somewhere, doing something (age did not seem to affect him)—he would talk nonstop, regaling me with stories of his latest adventures, travels, and appearances. I’d hear about celebrities he’d met (who were as impressed with him as he was with them), fan letters he’d received, people he’d helped, and impromptu tales from his life after the war. He’d tell me about Unbroken author Laura Hillenbrand’s latest research discovery. He’d ask about my wife and son, give parenting advice, and talk proudly about his family.


  Every now and then my phone would ring and there would be Louie, who, without much preamble, would launch into new thoughts for this book while I scrambled to turn on the tape recorder. We’d begun sketching out Don’t Give Up, Don’t Give In after Devil at My Heels was published. At the time, it was called All Things Work Together for Good, which was a bedrock aspect of Louie’s attitude toward life. But Unbroken had come along, and with it in the works Louie really had no time to spare, so we decided to put our next project on the back burner. In the meantime, because he’d occasionally kvetch about how busy he was, I loved to tease him about what I promised would be the reaction to Unbroken, and all the attention he’d get. “If you think you’re busy now, just wait,” I told a man who had already been a huge public figure for most of his life.


  In December 2013, Louie’s daughter, Cynthia, called with some news. “My dad says he still has stories he wants to tell.” Was I interested in reviving our book?


  I immediately said yes. I cleared my schedule and we met weekly to work on what we now titled, Don’t Give Up, Don’t Give In. Unlike our first collaboration, our sessions couldn’t go on for hours. Louie was, after all, ninety-seven. But age had not diminished his always unflagging enthusiasm. And his mind was clear. So we sat in his home office, looking at the broad sweep of Hollywood and downtown Los Angeles through the picture window, he wearing his University of Southern California cap and blue jacket, and me pushing the digital recorder closer and closer to make sure I got every word.


  Once, when I arrived for our usual 10 a.m. appointment, Louie answered the door.


  “Oh, no!” he said. “It’s you.” This was not his usual greeting. I discovered I had been mistakenly left off the schedule.


  “Are you okay?” I said. He looked a bit worn out.


  “I just woke up,” he said. “Tom Brokaw was here yesterday interviewing me, and they had to put cardboard all over the floor for the equipment, and there were so many people, and ... I’m a little exhausted.”


  “Let’s just reschedule,” I said.


  “No, no. Come on in. I can talk for half an hour, okay?”


  Typical Louie, he got more loquacious as he reminisced with relish about both a sailing trip along the Mexican Baja coast during which he’d gone missing and a pesky parrot named Hogan. He loved Hogan. “Make sure Hogan is in the book,” he reminded me, when I finally said goodbye an hour and a half later.


  Of course, this book wasn’t Louie’s only project. Unbroken had become a film, directed by Angelina Jolie, and he’d promised to be available to help however he could to support and promote it. And then there was his daily life: meals with the family, reading the never-ending fan mail and requests for photos and autographs, figuring out ways to help kids in need (a habit for sixty-five years), and looking forward to when Angelina would come to visit, often bearing gifts.


  “He was my friend, my mentor, my hero,” she said after Louie’s passing, “It is a loss impossible to describe. We are all so grateful for how enriched our lives are for having known him. We will miss him terribly.”


  Like so many others, I cherished my time with Louie. I marveled at his cheerfulness, open heart, self-awareness, and stunning ability to forgive. He was the content of his character and an example to us all. And yet, I know that I am not alone in finding it almost impossible to explain Louie’s essence, to articulate exactly what made Louie who he was. Why was he so special? Did he even know? The answer now remains just out of reach.


  In the end I guess that’s how it should be, leaving us all the more about which to ponder and reflect, and to miss about him always.


  —DAVID RENSIN, JULY 2014


  A Charitable Heart


  _______


  If I had a time machine, all my memories, and could go back and live my life over, there’s not too much I would change. Sure, maybe I wouldn’t want to get on the Green Hornet and crash into the ocean, and drift, and be a POW, and have PTSD, and all the rest—but there’s no use in speculating. It took that experience to get to where I am now: telling my story, doing charitable work, saving lives, giving counsel, and helping kids.


  It’s been a great life, especially working with the kids.


  And now look at what’s happened: I have two great books about me, the most beautiful woman in the world directing a movie about my life—and hugging me. I have a wonderful family, strong faith, and so many friends. Who can complain? I accept everything.


  As I’ve always said: All things work together for good.


  I’m ninety-seven years old and, like everyone else, a little afraid of death because no matter how old you are you’re always making plans and you don’t want to be interrupted. I feel as if I’ve already lived two hundred years, but I wouldn’t mind two hundred more just so I can keep doing what I’ve been doing: helping the underdog. That’s been my program. That’s been my whole life.


  I’m a thankful citizen of America who just wants to be remembered for his charitable heart.


  Afterword


  _______


  On July 13, 2014, eleven days after Louis Zamperini passed away at 97, the family held a private memorial to celebrate his life. Among the speakers: Louie’s daughter, Cynthia; son, Luke; grandson, Clay; 60 Minutes producer and long-time friend Draggan Mihailovich; Angelina Jolie; and Kyle Gauthier, whose reflections appeared earlier in the book. Each shared emotional memories of the man who had so enriched their lives.


  LUKE ZAMPERINI


  Louis was prepared. When his plane crashed in the Pacific Ocean in 1943 he was prepared for the ordeal. As a Boy Scout, he learned that bullets lose velocity in about three to four feet of water. Studying physiology in college he learned that the mind was like a muscle. It would atrophy if not exercised. And taking a course offered to all troops in the Hawaiian Islands—but only fifteen servicemen attended, he said—he learned how to deal with sharks in the water. Leaning to drive from my father was not so much about operating the vehicle as it was a course in advance contingency planning.


  Louis was funny. When my mother came home after traveling around the world by tramp steamer in the 1960s, she told us about walking up to the pyramids when a local man slapped her on the bottom. Dad asked, “What did you do?” She said, “I picked up a rock and threw it at him.” Dad said, “You should have done the Christian thing and turned the other cheek.”


  In 1998, when asked by the mayor of Joetsu, Japan, if there was anything good about being in a Japanese prison camp, he answered quickly: “Yes. It prepared me for fifty-five years of married life.”


  Louis was loving. Like most of his generation, my dad expressed his love in acts of service. Later on in life he began to start saying, “I love you.” But early on he showed his love by knowing that you had a need and then just doing something about it.


  For instance, he didn’t care much for the pet rats I had as a child, but one day after my carelessness seemingly caused their untimely end, my dad determined that they were still alive, and he stayed up all night feeding them sugar water from an eyedropper and nursing them back to health. In the morning I was surprised and excited beyond belief.


  When I was older, he noticed that a tree was leaning dangerously on the roof of my house. He single-handedly removed it while I was at work.


  Louis was miraculous. He didn’t perform miracles to demonstrate his power before men, but miracles happened to him to demonstrate the power of God in his life. A few that come to mind was the miraculous escape from the crashed bomber after having been pinned under the waist gunner’s tripod, wrapped in coiled cabling, and passing out as the plane sank, then coming to and floating free without any explanation. When a Japanese fighter strafed his raft with forty-eight bullet holes, none of the three occupants crammed into that tiny space was injured. In prison camp he held a heavy wooden plank over his head for thirty-seven minutes.


  But the greatest miracle was finding reconciliation with his creator and then forgiving all those who had tormented him—including the Bird. Two years of recurring nightmares in which he throttled the Bird, over in an instant—and never to resume for the rest of his life.


  Louis was my Dad, my hero, and my role model. I miss him greatly.


  DRAGGAN MIHAILOVICH


  One day in 1999, Louie wanted to take me to his hometown of Torrance, a few exits south of LA, so that he could show me Zamperini Field, the airfield that had been named in his honor. The piece I’d done on Louie for the Winter Olympics had aired the year before, but we were friends now, and I made it a point to see him whenever I was in Los Angeles.


  Louie was driving his Subaru wagon and I was a little nervous sitting in the passenger seat with an eighty-two-year-old at the wheel. But I figured if he could fly a plane, he could drive a car. The first thing I noticed is that Louie liked to sit really low and far back, his long legs stretched out.


  We were negotiating the boulevards of Hollywood and Westwood, heading for the freeway, when suddenly an Audi came to an abrupt stop in front of us in the left lane. In an instant, my eyes widened, my heart skipped a beat, and I wondered if Louie was seeing what I was seeing. If not, we were about to have the four interlocked Audi logo circles permanently branded on our faces. Before I could gasp or find my voice, Louie swooshed the steering wheel sharply to the right, and then just as quickly swung the steering wheel to the left. He had evaded the Audi by darting cleanly into the center lane—and then back to our original path.


  Holy smokes, I thought. That was impressive. Two seconds passed. Three. Another. Finally, Louie turned to me and quite matter-of-factly said, “I’ve still got it, don’t I?”


  Did he ever.


  And he never lost it.


  CLAY ZAMPERINI


  The loss of my grandfather has been difficult to process. It’s not that I can’t imagine a world without him in it, but rather that his passing is a loss that is not unique to my family, but affects an unfathomable number of people.


  Louis Zamperini has been a lot of things to a lot of people: An example of elite athleticism and a reminder that with hard work and direction, we are all capable of anything. A testament to the strength and resilience of the human spirit when, despite his hopeless situation, he and Russell Philips survived a forty-seven-day-long journey lost at sea. Perhaps most important, he has been an example of our own ability to free ourselves from our demons when he forgave his prison guards for torturing him for two-and-a-half years.


  But to me, he has always just been my grandfather. The loving, kind, and generous man who went above and beyond to give me a chance at a better life than he had, and the wisdom to be a better man than he was. That’s a tough act to follow. Louis taught me what it is to be strong, what it is to be compassionate. He taught me that by holding on to anger and bitterness, I would only hurt myself. He often told me that the most important thing I should remember was to “have a cheerful countenance at all times.” No matter how grim your situation is, whether you’re lost at sea, or just having a bad day, keeping a positive, cheerful attitude is the key to your own survival.


  I can only count it as a blessing that these lessons from the Greatest Generation, or what he called “the Hardy Generation,” resonate not only with my generation, but with the countless other young people who have looked up to him as a beacon of wisdom and a life well lived. I am continually amazed to hear how many of my own friends held Louis in their own hearts. Given his love and concern for youth, it is no wonder.


  I owe so much of my own identity to my grandfather. He was an adventurer and an outdoorsman, and he planted the seed for my own love of the wilderness, rock climbing, mountaineering, and taking time to stop and marvel in the glory of creation. In my own copy of Unbroken, Louis left me his signature and a quote from a man he admired, renowned environmentalist John Muir.


  “Climb the mountains and get their good tidings. Nature’s peace will flow into you as sunshine flows into trees. The winds will blow their own freshness into you, and the storms their energy, while cares will drop away from you like the leaves of Autumn.”


  CYNTHIA ZAMPERINI GARRIS


  I wrote this letter to my father on his ninetieth birthday.


  You saved my life when I was drowning in someone’s pool long ago. You took care of me when I was sick. You tenderly removed many a splinter from my feet, bandaged my every wound, and took me into your arms at night when I was afraid.


  You taught me the value of honesty.


  You inspired me to become a Christian when I was so young, and then I had both you and Jesus to make me feel safe and loved.


  You had an athlete’s dinner on the table for me night after night when I’d return from hours of ballet lessons. Years later you taught me to ski, thus beginning an even closer friendship between us.


  You’ve taken me with you to Japan and the Marshall Islands, both wonderful adventures I’ll always remember.


  You’ve been my date for hundreds of lunches at El Cholo.


  You continue to inspire me with your joyous spirit, enduring strength, unyielding health, and ability to land on your feet no matter what.


  Last year both Luke and I found ourselves remarking that we wished we could be more like you: that you are healthier and happier than we have ever been, and that you have more friends than we could ever hope for.


  What is it about you that is so very special? That kept you alive through the war? That helped you cheat death so many times in your life? That keeps you going through thick and thin, and that draws people by the hundreds to want to be with you?


  I was asked this question while being interviewed in Torrance yesterday and I couldn’t put my finger on it. I’ve tried to figure it out in the past and still fall short of knowing. Maybe even you don’t know.


  All I know is that you have it and always will. That undying flame within you is one and the same with the Olympic flame. You are both forged together forever. You are that flame of inspiration to all that have come before, and to all that will ever be.


  But most of all, in my most intimate heart, you’re my friend, teacher, companion, and champion.


  You’re my dad.


  And with all the love a daughter can express, I thank you for bringing me into this world so that I could know you.
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