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“This is a rough and raw book, highly entertaining and deeply moving. We live, eat, breathe, laugh, and shiver with these GIs. This book lets you hear the voices of the men of Easy Company so you can actually see the tracer bullets and hear the incoming shells.”

—Robyn Post, coauthor of the New York Times bestselle Brothers in Battle, Best of Friends

“I’ve always thought it was too bad that Ambrose’s book and the HBO series selected only a few people to profile…. Easy Company was made up of a hell of a lot more guys than those of us who got all the notoriety…. This book gives an opportunity for some of those men to share their stories. That’s a good thing. These are all top flight men. I was honored to be included in their ranks.”

—Lt. Lynn “Buck” Compton, member of Easy Company and author of Call of Duty

“This book adds valuable and fascinating information from men in E Company, 506th PIR, 101st Airborne…. These are men who volunteered for their duty because they wanted to be the best in the army. They are some of the finest men I know—both then, and today.”

—Tech. Sgt. Don Malarkey, original member of Easy Company and author of Easy Company Soldier

“A distinct honor in my life was to have had the privilege of personally meeting many of these great men of Easy Company and having the opportunity to listen to their stories firsthand. A more courageous and humble lot I have never met—nor ever will. Their stories of joy, sacrifice, and suffering are America’s stories and shall forever be cherished and preserved thanks to this wonderful and timely publication.”

—Pete Toye, son of Joe Toye, Easy Company member

“Imagine being able to sit down and listen to twenty veterans of one of the most fabled American military units of World War II tell their personal war stories—stories full of pain and fear and camaraderie and pride that most of them, like a lot of veterans, probably never even told their families. That priceless opportunity is here in Marcus Brotherton’s fascinating collection of oral histories by a remarkable group of American heroes. Be amazed, be humbled.”

—Flint Whitlock, Pulitzer Prize–nominated author of The Fighting First: The Untold Story of the Big Red One on D-Day
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PREFACE
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An Elite, Experimental Fighting Unit

Someone had driven a bulldozer up the side of Mount Currahee, the three-and-a-half-mile-long incline at Camp Toccoa, Georgia. In the bulldozer’s wake lay a jagged swath of gulley. Rocks and furrows pressed up into the cut. Whenever rain fell, which wasn’t often in the summer heat, a creek gushed down Camp Toccoa’s newest running track.

One company of soldiers—about 140 men—grunted up the path early one morning in August 1942, led by Captain Herbert Sobel, Easy Company’s commander. The men jogged in formation, one behind another, equidistant from each other side to side. If a rock reared up in a man’s path, he was not allowed to swerve. He leaped over the obstacle, muscles taut, hoping he didn’t roll his ankle or bloody his shin.

Private Ed Tipper, a young Irishman from Detroit, ran Currahee that morning. He gasped with the other recruits, sides aching, legs pounding, wondering if he had the necessary stuff to make it into the paratroopers. Ahead of him ran one of the senior citizens of the bunch, Jack Ginn, already an old man at twenty-five. Ginn had been out drinking the night before and stank, Tipper reported. As the sweet, ugly smell wafted back, Tipper felt a strange sense of determination. Ginn continued to run, hangover and all, and Tipper figured that if Ginn could make it to the top, boozy as he was, then certainly he would be able to make it, too.

In that same pack ran a Virginia coal kid named Shifty Powers. A fabulous rifle shot since his days in the Clincho backwoods, he dreamed of making it into the Airborne. The paratroopers were simply the best. It was an all-volunteer program. A man could quit any time he wanted. The majority of men didn’t withstand the arduous training and washed out into other military branches. Sixty-six years later Powers described the hope: “At the time the army didn’t have specialist units like they have now. The paratroopers were the best-trained soldiers America had. We were the equivalent of today’s Green Berets or Navy SEALs. All the training we had—you got so you knew what the guy next to you was going to do—and he knew what you were going to do.”

Powers noted that the army was trying something new at Toccoa. Until then, men went to basic training first, then were sent to various units. But the army decided to lump the 101st’s basic training and paratrooper training into one place and time, and train the entire division together. The end result, so army officials hoped, would be to produce a group of men unparalleled in their cohesiveness. The paratroopers of the 101st would be deadly, efficient, unmatched on the battlefield. “So that’s what we did,” Powers said. “We started together in Toccoa, and went all the way through the war together. And at the end, those of us who were left, we were still together.”

In that same pack ran Rod Bain, the son of a World War I veteran. Ask Bain to describe Easy Company today and he thinks for a moment: “Average age, probably twenty. Very young, very eager to do well in combat. We trained constantly in the Deep South, then in England, always training to be one of the army’s first-class units. We trained from August 1942 until we jumped into France twenty-two months later. We received far more training than the average soldier. As a unit we were together almost two years before entering combat via parachute.”

Running up Currahee at Toccoa was just the start of Easy Company’s adventures. In the years to come, they would sweat and struggle and live and bleed together. Some men’s war ended on June 6, 1944, during the jump into Normandy. Others met their fate in Operation Market Garden, September to November 1944, the Allies’ failed attempt to liberate Holland and force an early end to the war. The men huddled together in foxholes in Belgium, December 1944 to January 1945, during one of the coldest winters on record. They lobbed shells at the enemy across the river in Hagenau, fought their way through France and Germany, liberated concentration camps, and drank a toast to victory in April 1945 at Berchtesgaden, Hitler’s posh hideout in the Alps.

The group developed its cohesiveness in stages. Not all Easy Company men were present at Toccoa in early 1942. Replacements and transfers joined the company throughout the war. A Pennsylvania wildcat named Ed Joint joined the company at Camp Mackall, North Carolina. Joint caught the vision for being a paratrooper right away and carried it fearlessly through the war. “Our job was to jump out of a plane and hit the ground ready to fight,” Joint says. “We were used to being surrounded by the enemy. That didn’t bother us none.”

An engineering student from Marquette University named Herb Suerth Jr. joined the unit at Bastogne. He had initially signed on with a company of engineers but soon applied to the paratroopers, completed training, and joined Easy Company. Bastogne is where he saw firsthand the result of his decision to transfer to the 101st: “On my first day going up to the line at Bastogne,” Suerth says, “we got out of the truck, it was just getting light. As we climbed out, all of a sudden everyone fell into combat intervals, columns of two by the side of the road. Guys went out in the woods to scout. All this happened with no commands—it just happened automatically. The men very suddenly turned themselves into combat machines. I saw this and said to myself, ‘Whoa, this is a real combat outfit. They know what they’re doing.’ That’s when I knew why I wanted to be with Easy Company and not with a bunch of deadbeats who wanted to shoot themselves in the foot.”

It’s been noted that soldiers in premodern eras sometimes went unnamed. A man was more efficient, so it was thought, if he was simply known as soldier—one of the many. But modern soldiers have names. Although the men of Easy Company functioned as a group during the war, all were individuals. They grew up in various places all over America. They had brothers and sisters, fathers and mothers. They had jobs, loved women, and dreamed of careers if and when they returned from battle. To help us start to get to know these men, two chapters near the beginning of the book are devoted to the individual histories of the men of Easy Company.

The action picks up again starting with Pearl Harbor—the day when everything changed. Then it’s nonstop throttle forward to the end of the war. By the end of the book, as readers, we will feel we know these men, the survivors, on a deeper level. It’s in tribute that we read about the lives they led after combat, how difficult it was for many to sort through the horror they had seen, and how few emerged from combat unscathed despite being victors. That’s all to come.

But at the start of the book, simply envision the men of Easy Company wrestling their way up Mount Currahee one humid morning in July 1942. Surviving the mountain was their first test. One after another they took the challenge with resolution, each man developing the seed of an unconquerable spirit that followed him through the challenges to come.

In the words of Dewitt Lowrey, who ran Currahee that morning in 1942, “We were all young, carefree, ten feet tall, and bulletproof.”


PERSPECTIVE

5,800

men volunteered to become paratroopers with the original 2d Battalion of the 506th PIR at Camp Toccoa, Georgia, 1942, an elite experimental fighting unit of World War II.

1,948

of the 5,800 made the cut. The rest washed out of training and were sent to other branches of the military.

140

men from the 1,948 formed the original Easy Company in Toccoa. Easy Company, along with Dog, Fox, and Battalion companies, comprised the 2d Battalion.

366

men are listed as belonging to Easy Company, 506th PIR, by war’s end due to transfers and (mostly) replacements. Their names are listed in tribute in the appendix section of this book.

49

Easy Company men were killed in action. Their names are listed in tribute in the appendix section of this book. The majority of Easy Company men were wounded, many more than once. The company took some 150 percent casualties.

40

of the 366 Easy Company veterans were known to be alive at the beginning of the research and writing of this book, fall 2007, according to the Men of Easy Company Association roster. Other survivors may be alive today but are not accounted for.

3

of the 40 died before research on the book was completed in spring 2008. Men of valor, they are listed here in tribute: Jim Alley, Max Clark, Roy Pickel Sr.

5

Easy Company veterans were not approached for this book due to previously published memoirs. Men of valor, they are listed here in tribute: Buck Compton, Babe Heffron, Bill Guarnere, Don Malarkey, Dick Winters.

12

of the 32 remaining men declined to participate in this book, some due to health reasons, some because of a desire to remain out of the public eye, some for reasons unspoken, a few could not be contacted, some because they are contributing to another project solely about the 3rd Platoon. Men of valor, they are listed here in tribute: James Benton, Ed Bernat, James Coombs, Jack Foley, Bradford Freeman, Father Leo Matz, Bill Maynard, Philip Perugini, Paul Rogers, Ed Shames, J. B. Stokes, Rod Strohl.

20

of the 32 remaining men of Easy Company agreed to participate in this book.

These are their stories.

Sources: Stephen Ambrose, Band of Brothers. Dick Winters and Cole Kingseed, Beyond Band of Brothers, (Toccoa statistics compiled by Major General Salve Matheson), the Men of Easy Company Association.



Always let the men speak for themselves.

—Stephen Ambrose




CHAPTER ONE
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A Future That Nobody Could Prepare Us For

Bill Wingett

The first time I killed a man was out of desperation.

Ed Pepping

After I jumped in Normandy, I tried for some time to get back to my unit. I saw some horrible things along the way. It was typical to see a man lying on the ground with his chest split open. In one place there was one dead American paratrooper surrounded by nineteen dead Germans. In another place an American was found—the SS had hung him upside down, cut his throat, and stuck his testicles in his mouth. You sort of blank those things out.

Clancy Lyall

As we rushed around with the grenades, I ran around a corner in Carentan and was stopped flat by a German. I plowed straight into his bayonet. His weapon stuck fast in my gut. We were both frozen, still standing up—I think he was as scared as I was. I shot first. As he fell backward he pulled his bayonet out of my stomach.

Earl McClung

Under heavy fire you don’t know whether you’re mad or scared. You can’t fight artillery. Small-arms fire—it doesn’t bother you at all, you can fight back. But when you get in an artillery barrage, you can’t. Me, I get more angry than scared. I can’t do anything about it. There’s nothing to fight.

Don Bond

I went out of the plane, checked my chute, and heard somebody hollering above me. I looked up and there’s old Blaine knee-deep in my silk. He was looking down at me through the apex of my chute, screaming and hollering. I told him to get the hell off me. He had jumped and came down right on top of my chute. When he did that, his chute collapsed because there was no weight on it anymore. I knew we couldn’t land like that. Even if all went fine, Blaine would fall the length of my chute, about thirty feet, as soon as I hit the ground. I kept hollering for him to step off.

Forrest Guth

A crossroads was identified as Dead Man’s Corner. An American tank had been disabled there. Some of the crew were climbing out, and a man was shot. He hung over the edge of the tank for days. We couldn’t get in to retrieve the body. So if someone was sent out on a scouting mission, you’d say, “Well, you go up to Dead Man’s Corner and take a left,” or whatever.

Ed Tipper

I was standing in the doorway when this blast hit me. It knocked me back. I didn’t feel any pain, though my right eye had been destroyed by the concussion and both my legs had been broken. Strangely enough, I was still standing and didn’t drop my weapon. Joe Leibgott ran across the street. “You’ve just been hit by a mortar shell,” he said. “Sit down.” I reached up. My helmet had been blown off. My head felt like a watermelon, swollen and mushy, and blood was everywhere. I was in shock and my muscles had all tensed—that’s the reason I was still able to stand and control everything. I sat. Several of the guys had seen the hit and thought I was dead. Eight or ten months later I visited Floyd Talbert’s parents back in the States. They wrote to Floyd and said that Ed Tipper had come by to visit them. He wrote back, saying, “That’s impossible. He was killed. I saw it. Whoever’s claiming to be Tipper is someone else.” He couldn’t believe I was still alive.

Shifty Powers

There’d be about six or seven of us sitting around in one of those old barns in Mourmelon, playing poker. Now, when you’re playing poker, you’ve got to concentrate. One of the guys took a hand grenade, screwed the top off, and poured the powder out. He put the grenade back together and loosened the pin. While we were playing poker, the guy came in and worked the pin so the grenade popped off his vest and fell on the floor. “Live grenade!” he hollered. Everybody in there dove anywhere he could. Money and cards flew everywhere. The guy who dropped the grenade ran off. It was all a big joke.

Joe Lesniewski

Heading up to Bastogne in the middle of the coldest winter in thirty years, I didn’t have any boots. The old shoes I had wouldn’t work—I couldn’t run in those. I took them off and threw them away. I had some heavy wool socks, so I put them on, then wrapped some burlap sacks around my feet with some leather shoelaces I had. That’s what I wore in Bastogne.

Henry Zimmerman

Buck Taylor and I came across the body of a dead German soldier in the snow. He appeared to be about twelve or thirteen years old. Buck and I buried the boy.

Herb Suerth Jr.

Coming home on the Queen Elizabeth I was on the promenade deck flat on my back with both legs in a plaster cast from my ribs down. Only my toes were sticking out. I thought, They ain’t going to get me in a lifeboat if we get torpedoed. But by then you figure you’ve made it out alive, so you aren’t worried about much of anything.

Frank Soboleski

As we got closer, we saw the open side of some of the sheds. Stacks of bodies were piled there, probably waiting to be burned to render out the fat. We approached cautiously. We smelled another odor now: horrible, sickening, sweet, putrid—it was burning flesh. What we saw then was the most unbelievable sight I have ever witnessed: human beings, some standing like mummies, most lying on shelves in buildings, live bodies mixed with dead bodies, all together on shallow shelves so hundreds of them would fit in the buildings. There were also piles of bodies burning. The constant sounds of low moaning and crying could be heard. The sound made you want to plug your ears to get away from it. I became sick to my stomach, as did many of us.

Roy Gates

We found out where the general was. He had been a commandant in a concentration camp and had some SS troops with him. Some of our sharpshooters took care of the troops. After a little firefight, we captured the general, still alive. We got him up behind a tree. That’s where we shot him by firing squad. That was the first time I saw the back of somebody’s head fly off. The war was technically over at this point, but I’m eighty-six years old as I tell this, so if they want to do something about it they better hurry.


CHAPTER TWO
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Young Lions, East

Shifty Powers

I’ll start with this:

I was born and raised in a coal mining camp. My father worked for the coal mines. I went to school in Clinchco, Virginia, the town owned by the Clinchco Coal Company. There were seven in my family. Dad made a hundred dollars a month. We ate on a dollar a day.

My dad was an extraordinary rifle and pistol shot. He taught me how to shoot. It took a quarter to buy a box of .22 rifle shorts. On weekends I shined shoes to get enough money to buy shells.

Squirrel season was two weeks each year. I hunted every day in squirrel season. It not only helped my shooting, it helped me be aware of things in the woods, valuable in combat situations. You think of squirrel hunting as just walking through the woods looking for squirrels to shoot, but there’s a whole lot more to it. You learn to recognize every noise, every sound. If you see a limb shake you learn whether it’s a bird or a squirrel. That’s where I learned most of my shooting. I got to the point where I could throw a coin in the air and hit it with a rifle.

Once I was telling Earl McClung [another great shot] about how I learned how to do this. I started with a silver dollar and shot that. I moved down to a quarter and shot that. I took a nickel and shot that. But I tried and tried with a dime and never was able to hit that.

“Shit,” McClung said, “if you can’t hit a dime, you can’t shoot a lick.”

Dewitt Lowrey

I was born April 22, 1922, near Atmore, Alabama. Living on the farm meant lots of hard work for everybody, but it was a good way to grow up.

Our farm was far out in the country. My granddaddy had settled us out there. He owned a lot of land. The nearest neighbor was twenty-five miles. We had a radio but that was about it. We didn’t get electricity until my early teens.

I have two brothers, one older, one younger, so I was the middle. I caught all the trouble. What kind of trouble? [laughs] Anything that came up, I was the one that did it—you know how that goes.

My family was pretty close. I don’t reckon we could have had a better mother. But she also had a temper and knew how to use a switch. With Mama, you didn’t cuss at all. Every once in a while I’d let slip with one of those words. So that meant a switch. Sometimes she just knew I needed one and gave it to me anyway. We were Methodists, and went to the church in a wagon. We didn’t have a car. So we hooked the wagon up and away we went.

For first, second, and third grade, I had to walk 21⁄2 miles to school each way. You got used to it. After that the county sent a bus to pick us up and we changed schools. I guess I was an average student. I was not a bright student by any means. But I did all right.

Daddy ran the farm when we were younger. When my brothers and I got old enough we took over the farm and Daddy worked at outside businesses: carpentry, as a guard at Atmore Prison, then in town at a grocery store’s butcher shop. He had killed so many hogs and cows on the farm he knew how to cut them up and all. I liked farming. You were your own boss up to a point. You got up at 4:00 A.M. before daylight and fed the animals and milked the cows, then you got your breakfast and went to the fields. Everybody around where we lived did the same thing.

During the Depression we always had enough to eat. Daddy grew it and Mama put stuff up during the summer. We never lacked for food. In fact, Daddy gave food away to people who didn’t have enough to get by on.

Hunting and fishing—those were my favorite things to do. I liked to shoot doves and quail. I never had a bird dog when I was young, but I never needed one because I always knew where the quail roosted and where they fed. So any time Mama asked for some I went out and got us dove or quail for dinner.

I was in my early teens when I got my first deer. That was a big thrill for a country boy. Deer never came onto our farm, as big as it was, so we had to go to the swamp to get deer. There was always a group that went deer hunting together. You had a post where you were put so nobody got shot. It wasn’t just boys who went, it was older men, too. When you got your first deer they bloodied your face. You didn’t have a choice in it. They caught you and did it. I washed it off as best as I could in the creek before I went home. I was pretty proud still.

I’ve had knives all my life. I was pretty good with throwing a knife when I was a kid. We had this game called Mama Pig. You took an old Barlow knife with three blades and put the littlest blade in the ground. You tried to flip it to make it stick up on the big blade. It would be too dull for kids to play today. We didn’t have the things they have now. But it took a lot of skill with a knife. I liked throwing a knife even better. It wasn’t a contest—most of the time I was down by myself in the swamp, throwing it against a tree.

Buck Taylor

I’ve had my nickname, Buck, for as long as I can remember. I don’t know where I got it. As a kid, I liked my real name okay—Amos—but Buck just seemed to fit me better.

Dad was with a bank in Philadelphia until all the banks closed during the Depression. He sold insurance after that, which he didn’t like but had to do it to make ends meet. I don’t know how Dad made out sometimes but we always seemed to manage. I guess you could say we were middle class, although no one had much during the Depression. We always seemed to have enough money for food. Dad enjoyed traveling so we did that a lot, even during the Depression.

I was always an outdoor type. There were four boys in our family. I’m the oldest. We were a close family, but I felt like the odd one out because I was always off in the woods somewhere, out on my own. I was in the Boy Scouts and made it to Eagle Scout. I loved being out in the wild. We lived on the edge of Northwest Philadelphia, near a beautiful valley with a creek flowing through it. I spent a lot of time exploring that.

By the time I got to high school I was camping out quite a bit. I don’t think my mother knew where I was half the time. Once on Washington’s Birthday, a three-day weekend, I got a couple of friends together to go camping in the mountains. Only problem was that it had just snowed like the dickens. Down below, traffic wasn’t even moving on the side roads—it would be hard to even reach the mountains. Well, one of my friend’s dads was a policeman. In those days a lot of coal trucks were on the road, and this guy’s father stopped a coal truck for us and asked the driver to take us to the top of Hawk Mountain. That solved the problem of how to reach the mountains—his truck could make it through. So we hopped in, not realizing how crazy the plan was. From the highway, we got off the coal truck and trudged along railway tracks up into the mountains. We hiked far out into the snow, pushing our way through the drifts. I think we had only some canned food with us. We could have frozen to death—or starved if we had got lost. But it all worked out in the end. That’s the type of kids we were—the type who went camping no matter how high the snow was.

After I graduated I took an office job with SKF Bearings in Philadelphia and worked there a couple of years. The war was just breaking out then. I went down to Baldwin Locomotives, who were making Sherman tanks now, and no longer locomotives, and got a job with Baldwin machining turret tops. I worked there until June 1942.

Frank Perconte

I was born March 10, 1917. I’m the oldest living member of Easy Company today. I’m ninety-one years old. My memory’s not so good anymore, but I’ll see what I can do here.

From as far back as I can remember I’ve always lived in Joliet, Illinois. My father ran a saloon. When I was nine or ten I used to go hang around with my dad. They had a pool table in there. Did I drink then? No. Not at all.

When I was twelve years old my dad died. It was 1929 and we went to live with my grandfolks across town in Joliet. There were four of us kids in the family, so it was a little tight. What did Dad die of? Well, he ran a tavern, so that’s about all I can tell you. That’s all I want to tell you. It was okay living with my grandparents. It meant living in a new neighborhood. I went to a different school and got to meet new friends. It wasn’t bad at all. I really met most of the friends I have today down there. That’s right—those are some good friends.

I was a fair student. We were Catholics and so we went to parochial schools. I graduated from high school in 1935. I was always sport-minded and played baseball for school. I played third base. My nephew, Jack Perconte, played with the Los Angeles Dodgers.

Jobs were scarce. Those were Depression days. But after high school I got a job. A couple of buddies and me went over to Gary, Indiana, and worked in a steel mill. We commuted out there and back every day. I ran a crane. I enjoyed the work. It was outdoors. It was a good job.

Ed Tipper

I was born in Detroit, Michigan, in 1921. My parents were both Irish immigrants. Dad came from Dublin. He had about a year or two of elementary school education only. When he was a young man he owned and operated his own pub, quite an accomplishment for his age and educational background.

My mother grew up in rural Ireland. She had more education than Dad, about nine or ten years. Mom and Dad came to the States, met, married, and had three children. One died within the first year. Then I came along. My other brother, John, a year younger than I, was born with a slight mental retardation. He died fairly young, at age forty-one.

When I was three my parents decided to move back to Ireland. We settled in Toomebridge, County Antrim, a small rural village in Northern Ireland, where we lived for the next two years. That part of Ireland was a paradise for a kid. It was completely safe. Every morning Mom opened our front door and said, “Go outside and play.” All the kids’ mothers did. We played outside all day long. For lunch we ran to whichever house was closest and the mother there fed us. During the day we explored the countryside looking for bees’ nests and honey. We chased butterflies. A favorite game was to trick another kid into bending over and holding that posture, then to coax a billy goat into bumping the kid from behind. We returned home from our play after dark. I was very fortunate to experience such an idyllic upbringing.

Dad was kind but very tough. He taught me how to box when I was small. Once I punched him in the face and knocked out two of his teeth. The dentist said he needed to have a couple more out. Dad said, “Naw, just pull them all out now and be done with it.” The dentist pulled all his upper teeth, and Dad went home. Later that day at dinnertime he started chomping a regular meal just like that with his bloody gums. People like that don’t exist anymore.

My father had an incredible work ethic. When we moved back to Ireland Dad ran a small general store and a coal yard. Everybody thinks the Irish burned nothing but peat, but if people ever got a little money they burned coal. When we returned to Michigan my father worked for the Hudson Motor Car Company. He ran a freight elevator and did general maintenance in the factory. It was humble work but it sustained us throughout the Depression. He had automatic retirement at sixty-five, but he fought the policy and won. He worked there until the day he died, at age seventy-four.

As a teenager, I know I gave my parents a lot of worries. I misbehaved in school and lost credit, which I had to make up on Saturdays. School officials let me walk through graduation ceremonies but even on the day of graduation I wasn’t sure if I was going to get a real diploma or a blank. When they handed me my diploma I peeked inside. Fortunately, it was real. I graduated in 1939 from an inner city school in Detroit. They said the neighborhood was blighted, even back then, but we didn’t think it was that bad.

Right after I graduated I worked for a major department store in Detroit, doing parcel and furniture delivery. The job had a hierarchy: the parcel delivery guys were at the bottom, the appliance delivery guys were at the top. I worked my way up and wound up delivering pianos and extra-heavy appliances such as walk-in refrigerators.

It took quite a while for me to realize and appreciate my parents’ accomplishments—emigrating from a foreign country, then losing one child and having another child with special needs. They overcame these challenges and were able to give me a strong start. I think one of the most important lessons I learned from them was persistence, something my dad and mom both had. Persistence serves you well. Even if you don’t have major skills or education, if you keep at your goal and don’t swerve from that focus, you will succeed. Persistence is a tremendous quality, underestimated by most people, I would say.

Norman Neitzke

I was born February 12, 1926, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. I had one brother, who died at birth, so I was basically an only child. My parents were both from Milwaukee. My grandparents were from Germany.

My father worked as a Milwaukee City firefighter, so he always had a steady paycheck, even through the Depression. He had fought for the American army and been wounded in World War I, gassed, and had been in the hospital for a while because of that. I know he was at Château-Thierry in France, an area that the 506th PIR went through in 1945, twenty-seven years later. I don’t know much more about him in that capacity—he didn’t say too much about the war. Not many men do.

Henry Zimmerman

My given name is Henry, though I go by either Henry or Hank. I was born March 26, 1925, in Larksville, Pennsylvania. There were seven boys in my family: me and two brothers, then I have four half brothers. Back then they had big families. I’m the oldest.

Dad worked in a coal mine. He wanted me to go to work, so he got me a job in the coal mines with him. I didn’t have much schooling. I had to quit school, which I hated. I didn’t want to quit, but my old man told me I had to go out and get a job. My old man was a tyrant. I was about fifteen when I quit school, maybe younger, I don’t quite remember. This was just after the Depression, and times were rough. Luckily we always had enough to eat, but I wouldn’t say we were loaded. We lived from day to day.

My brothers and I fought a lot but mostly good-naturedly. Everything was physical. Once for fun I climbed to the top of a big tree like Tarzan and yelled to my brothers below to cut it down. They did, so I rode the tree all the way down to the ground.

Well, I worked for two months in the coal mine, then one day Dad came home and said, “We’re going to move to New Jersey and get a job down there.” I was never so glad in my life. Just walking through those coal mines looking at the ceilings—a lot of guys were killed in cave-ins in those mines. I had a cousin killed in a cave-in. I hated the coal mines and wanted nothing to do with them, but my father was a very dominant man. In New Jersey he worked at Phelps Dodge Copper products. I got a job down there, too, making cables.

About that time I wanted a change. I was sixteen and I lied about my age to go into a CCC [Civilian Conservation Corps] camp [you had to be eighteen], and went back to Pennsylvania for this. It was mostly forestry work and building roads. I stayed with the CCC for two years, the maximum time allowed. When my time there was up I had to leave, but I wanted to stay so bad, I felt like crying. I loved it in the camp. And I learned a lot of things there. I slung a sledgehammer breaking rocks. I used a two-man saw and learned how to fall trees. I really loved it.

Frank Soboleski

My father was born in Poland and my mother in Austria. All of their children are first-generation Americans. I was born June 18, 1925, into a family of fourteen children, number eight from the top. I had eight sisters and five brothers, all of us born and raised on our farm in International Falls, Minnesota, so there were plenty of chores to keep us busy and strong. When I got my chores done, I liked to spend my time outdoors hunting, trapping, fishing, swimming, riding horses, and climbing trees. It didn’t matter what season it was, I was always outdoors. I grew acclimated to all the seasons.

When I was thirteen I trapped a bobcat. Earlier I had found a moose carcass that was missing the hindquarters and had placed my trap near it. After school one evening I skied up to my trap and discovered the cat. I approached it, not knowing he had backed way up on the chain because he was trying to get away from me. Suddenly he sprang on me, claws out, stripping off my stag pants like corn off a cob. I fell sideways, grabbed one of my skis (still strapped on), and beat off my attacker. Then I loaded him up and took him back to the farm to skin him and collect a bounty.

Roy Gates

I was born (of all places) in New York City, July 25, 1921. My dad was a human resources type of guy. When I was quite young he went to Atlanta and became head of the Community Chest (now the United Way), so when I was ages four to eight, we lived in Georgia. Then he went to New York and was in the movie business. He made films like The Silent Enemy and The Vikings. My father did well financially in his earlier years, even through the Depression. In the movie business he associated with the Whitneys and the Vanderbilts, what they called old money. But he also had a little problem with alcohol, as did his son later on, so he pretty much blew it in later years and wasn’t affluent after that.

I was only fifteen when I graduated from high school. They thought that because I had lived in France when I was a kid that I was smarter than I actually am, so they skipped me a couple grades. Dad had made a picture called Through the Centuries, which was all about the history of the Catholic Church, so Dad went back and forth in France working on that movie and getting permission from the pope. My mother and I stayed over there in 1930 and 1931, when I was nine and ten years old. I went to school near Versailles right outside of Paris. I learned how to speak French, which was a great help during the war because many people in Europe speak two or three languages, one of which is usually French. Some of the German prisoners, if they didn’t speak English could speak French, so that was a good thing to know.

Later Dad started Marine Studios here in Florida, where I live today. He made underwater movies. He was with the studio until they opened in 1937 and was then bought out. So we went and lived in Key West on a boat. Here, I’ll name-drop for you—Ernest Hemingway. I went to school with his son Jack when we lived outside of Versailles. (Jack was nicknamed “Bumby.” He was the father of the models Mariel and the late Margaux Hemingway.) The Hemingways had a pool, and Bumby and I swam together as kids. He was a couple years younger than me, but since there were only a few Americans in the school in France we tended to stick together. Then later they moved over to Key West, so I knew Jack Hemingway in both places—Key West and France.

Did I get into many fights as a kid? Yeah—that’s my middle name: fights. That’s the reason I stayed a second lieutenant. When I went to the 10th Armored Division I roomed with a guy who was just out of West Point. I was just out of Texas A&M, and we partied and drank together. The next thing I knew he became my battalion commander. He decided that I knew too much about him and got on my case (this is just my side of the story, of course). At a private party he kept following me around telling me my rifle was dirty at inspection. Finally I had had too much of it and hit him. He wanted to court-martial me. But my commander said no because it happened at a private party. So the guy put an “S” on my efficiency report, the lowest score, which meant you couldn’t get a promotion even if General Patton wanted to promote you. So I was a longtime second lieutenant.

To back up, I didn’t enter university immediately after high school. After I graduated I figured I needed to grow up a little before college, so I got a gravy train job with the road department. My father had done some politicking in Tallahassee and knew the commissioner of the state road department. So I spent some time on an engineering crew. I didn’t have any experience. The job was really handed to me. I entered university when I was eighteen and majored in economics and history.

Joe Lesniewski

I was born in Erie, Pennsylvania, on August 29, 1920. Dad worked at Griswold Manufacturing Company, making cast iron cookware. He spoke seven languages, and the FBI kept on bothering him because they wanted him to work with them, but Dad had a hard time speaking English. So over the years, I took it upon myself to teach him. All the kids in the neighborhood could speak English, so that’s how I learned. I spoke fluent Polish as well.

As a kid, Dad had been sweet on a girl—they had both grown up in the same town in Poland. Unknownst to him, his family came to the United States on the same boat as her family did. They met again in the States. They were still in love, so they got married. That was my mom and dad.

In the early 1920s and ’30s, everybody was poor in Erie. Everybody looked for money and food. Nobody had much. You saw maybe two or three cars on the streets. You saw an airplane maybe once every two or three years. We had a place in one of the city’s parks with a big building in it. The people who didn’t have anything to eat went there—morning, afternoon, and evening, and could eat. It went on like that until the late 1930s.

From the time I was about thirteen years old onward, I did a lot of running. I ran from my home to Presque Isle Bay and back home again—ten miles round trip. I did that three to four times a week. Most of the kids in the neighborhood ran like that. We were very conscious of our physiques. In summers we went swimming across the channel, about four hundred to five hundred feet wide. We were all in pretty good shape.

I graduated from Erie Technological High School in 1939. You could study a lot of trades there: printing, drafting, woodworking, electrical engineering. I studied electricity and ran all the machines. I was taught to run any machine we had in our school building. For a year after graduation I worked in a CCC [Civilian Conservation Corps] camp on Bull Hill in Sheffield, Pennsylvania. They trained us in the CCC camps just like in the army. Each morning we got up early and ran five miles. We trained in close order drills with wooden rifles. They really put us through it. That helped put me in a good position to go into the service. I was able to get right to work after the CCC camps with General Electric, where I was a tool and dye maker for a year. Then I decided to volunteer for the army.

Ed Joint

I was born in Erie, Pennsylvania, in 1923. Yeah, I know Joe Lesniewski pretty well [also from Erie]—he followed me all around the war [laughs].

My father delivered coal. In those days they didn’t have furnaces, they had coal stoves. As a little kid the truck used to come and dump it by a chute down in the cellar. It was a pretty dirty job. It was during the Depression when I grew up, hardly anybody was working. You didn’t see cars on the road or big stores or anything. Everybody I knew was poor.

We lived in the middle of the city—in those days Erie wasn’t as big as it is today. My family was very poor. Yes, we always ate, but they had a food bank and we used to go up and get food for free. It was tough. You just didn’t have stuff. You couldn’t get a job. In my family there were eleven children. I was third from the last, nearly the baby. Rough as it was, we all got along pretty well. We made up our own games—kick the can, we always seemed to have a football around, maybe a baseball. We usually made our own baseballs.

We were Catholic and all grew up going to St. Patrick’s Church and School. We had a nun for a teacher. You had better do your work or she’d crack you over the head or hit you on the shoulders with a stick for talking or fooling around. She’d crack you really good. Everybody was scared of her. I played a lot of sandlot football and a little bit of basketball—never in school
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