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      Introduction

      
      
       I have always loved history. It might have been my grandfather’s stories of growing
         up on a farm and going to a one-room schoolhouse that first sparked my interest in
         history. Or it could have been the World War I American helmet sitting in his den.
         Or it might have been John Malick, a World War II veteran who lived in my neighborhood
         before he passed away. When I was five years old, I spotted him walking down my street.
         What caught my attention was that he had lost half of his arm. My father explained
         that he had lost his arm during World War II in the Pacific theater, fighting on an
         island called Guam. That prompted a new flurry of questions, like “What was World
         War II?” 
      

      
      My grandparents bought me a subscription to Smithsonian. I would read the issues immediately and, when done, read them again. The more I
         read about the past and tried to understand the events, the more questions I asked,
         and the more I wanted to know. In first grade, I started watching Liberty Kids, a PBS show about a group of kids living in Colonial America who worked for Ben Franklin
         and reported on the American Revolution. If I wasn’t already in love with history,
         that did it for me. I remember asking my second grade teacher, Mrs. Sullivan, when
         we would start learning about American history, like the Battle of Bunker Hill or
         Ethan Allen and the Green Mountain Boys. She chuckled and said not until high school
         or junior high. That Halloween, I dressed up as an American Continental soldier. 
      

      
      That only pushed me to learn about history on my own time, which I still do today.
         This has led me to read and learn about the Napoleonic Wars, World War I, the Ottomans,
         European royalty, the German Exodus, and many other topics. 
      

      
      By third grade, I was already telling people that I wanted to be an historian, but
         I didn’t really know what that meant. On a rainy day, the summer before my eighth
         grade, I learned what it meant to be an historian when I saw the HBO miniseries Band of Brothers, based on Stephen Ambrose’s book. I didn’t leave our couch until I had watched the
         entire series, amazed by the courage of the soldiers who risked everything in order
         to defend America and save the world from Hitler, but also amazed by Mr. Ambrose’s
         ability to tell a story about a time, place and people in a way that captivated me,
         as it did so many others. 
      

      
      Even after the miniseries ended, I could not stop thinking about World War II. I started
         reading anything about the war that I could get my hands on, particularly Stephen
         Ambrose’s books, because he did an amazing job at intertwining research with the experiences
         of average American soldiers. The spring of my eighth grade year, I had the chance
         to take an online high school course on the War in the Pacific. One of our assignments
         was to interview a World War II veteran. I felt like Stephen Ambrose, or Rick Atkinson,
         or Antony Beevor, or any of the other World War II historians I had read, as I interviewed
         Dr. Loring Hart, a World War II veteran, family friend and former president of St.
         Joseph’s College in Standish, Maine, where my grandfather is a professor. 
      

      
      As part of the assignment, I read an old African Proverb: “When an old man dies, a
         library burns to the ground.” I began thinking of all the “libraries” living in my
         hometown with all their knowledge of the past century and how, soon, those libraries
         could be lost forever, like so many before. 
      

      
      I wasn’t sure how, but I wanted to save as many of the libraries as possible, starting
         with those who served in World War II. The fall of my freshman year, I interviewed
         Horace “Bud” Fogg, who fought in Normandy and lost a foot to frostbite at the Battle
         of the Bulge. That winter, I read Voices of War, a collection of personal stories done by the Library of Congress’ Veterans History
         Project.
      

      
      I knew what I had to do. I would interview as many World War II veterans as I could
         and collect their stories into a book; this book. It would be my first step toward
         becoming an historian and toward saving as many libraries as I could. But first, I
         had to find them. From the spring of my freshman year through the summer before my
         junior year, I pestered family friends, called veterans’ homes, historical societies
         and legion halls, and poured over newspaper articles, looking for World War II veterans.
         I even called James Megellas, author of All the Way to Berlin, about a Maine paratrooper from the 82nd Airborne he mentioned in his book. That paratrooper,
         Bernard Cheney, surprised me by calling me at school one day. I later interviewed
         him in his home in Machias.
      

      
      As I interviewed the veterans, I made sure to follow Stephen Ambrose’s advice: “Always
         let the men speak for themselves.” That is probably the best advice anyone needs for
         documenting history; just let those who witnessed it speak about it. Many of these
         men and women had never shared their stories before. Imagine all of those burned down
         libraries, full of information, gone forever. Sadly, several veterans that I interviewed
         have since passed away. 
      

      
      All of these veterans taught me something; not just about how to fight a war, but
         about how to live a life. They were never preachy; never full of themselves. Each
         of them knew that they had participated in something great and special, but none of
         them thought that they, themselves, were great or special. There was Fred Collins,
         the sixteen-year-old Marine who used his Boy Scout training to clip a wounded soldier’s
         chest together using safety pins from machine gun bandoliers while under withering
         fire on Iwo Jima. Or Inez Louise Roney, who served as a gunnery instructor for the
         Marines, hoping she could end the war sooner and bring her brother home. Or Harold
         Lewis, who held onto hope despite being shot down out of the sky, nearly free-falling
         to his death, and spending four months behind enemy lines in Italy. Or Jean Marc Desjardins,
         whose near-death experiences defusing German bombs with his buddy, nicknamed Puddinghead,
         taught me the value of a good friend. 
      

      
      Or Bernard Cheney, who, despite having seen the worst of war in North Africa, Italy
         and Europe, and despite having lost his wife and daughter, emphasized the importance
         of maintaining a positive attitude. “So, I enjoy every day,” he said. “I can’t wait
         to get up in the morning and can’t wait to get in the bed. . . . So, I think that
         is what makes you live longer and stay healthy.” 
      

      
      And, like most of the veterans I interviewed, Bernard Cheney was certain that the
         best was yet to come. “I see you young people and, you know, people say, oh, isn’t
         this a hell of a world to bring kids in,” he said. “I feel just the opposite. Just
         think of all the exciting things that is going to happen to them through their lifetime,
         especially if they live a long time anyway. You know, you think, boy, I hope they
         have as much interesting things happen as I did.”
      

      
      This book is certainly not a comprehensive history of Maine World War II veterans.
         It’s my small effort, done between classes and soccer games and extracurriculars,
         to save some libraries and to share the life lessons I’ve learned from some of Maine’s
         greatest generation. I hope to save more libraries and I encourage everyone to listen
         to the stories of their own families, so that they can be saved and passed down. 
      

      
      History is all around us, from the election of the first African-American president
         to the Arab Spring. The more we know and understand the past, the more we understand
         the present and how to deal with current problems, which allows us to look ahead and
         prepare for the future. 
      

      
      I cherish what I have learned from these brave men and women. I hope you do too. 

      
      –Morgan Rielly 

      
      Westbrook, Maine 

      
       

       

      
      Any veteran wishing to record their wartime memories can contact the National Court
         Reporters Association or the Library of Congress about the Veterans History Project
         and the Oral Histories Program. For more information, see www.ncra.org  or www.loc.gov/vets.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 1

      Bernard Cheney

      
         
         
         Have a Positive Attitude

         
      

      
      Despite seeing the worst of war in North Africa, Italy, and Europe and despite later
         losing his wife and daughter, Bernard Cheney always believed that maintaining a positive
         attitude was the most important thing in life. 
      

      
      Bernard was born on May 4, 1923, in Lubec, Maine, the easternmost point in the United
         States, where he grew up with four brothers and one sister. The small town values
         of hard work and a cheerful, positive attitude that he learned as a child would define
         his life.
      

      
      After graduating from Lubec High School, Bernard trained with the 7th Armored Division
         in the Mojave Desert, learning how to deploy barrage balloons. Barrage balloons floated
         5,000 to 10,000 feet in the air and had explosives attached to them. When a plane
         flew under the balloons, snapping the wires tethered to them, the explosives would
         destroy the enemy plane. Photos of the D-Day invasion of Normandy show barrage balloons
         tethered to many of the ships. 
      

      
      Bernard later volunteered for the paratroopers because “I wanted to get overseas and
         enjoy the war, like everybody else my age.” Paratroopers also received an extra fifty
         dollars a month more than the average infantryman, which Bernard mailed home to help
         his mother. Bernard’s four other brothers had also enlisted in the military and their
         mother wrote to each boy often and saved every letter they sent home, which he did
         not discover until she had passed and he found three thirty-gallon trash bags full
         of letters in her attic.
      

      
      Boot camp for paratroopers was particularly grueling. At Fort Benning in Georgia,
         where Easy Company from Stephen Ambrose’s book and the HBO miniseries, Band of Brothers, trained, Bernard’s day started at 2 a.m. with pushups in the mud. If he got a speck
         of mud on his uniform, he had to do another set. During early morning marches, if
         he got out of step, he would have to dig a six-by-six hole with a spoon and then fill
         the hole back up after he was done. The trainees also had to run ten miles each morning.
         All of this was done before eating breakfast. 
      

      
      To graduate from parachute school, Bernard had to make five qualifying jumps. Anyone
         breaking an ankle or arm on any of the jumps before the fifth one, was kicked out
         of jump school and sent to an infantry division. Even though he signed up for the
         paratroopers knowing that he would have to jump out of an airplane, Bernard hated
         jumping. 
      

      
      “I always said I never jumped,” he said. “It was the most difficult thing I ever did
         in my life, even the mock towers, jumping out of those 45-foot-high towers. It wasn’t
         in my body to do it.” 
      

      
      “So, somewhere, I blanked my mind and did it,” he said. “I didn’t go out the door
         like a lot of guys and holler ‘Geronimo,’ you know, and all that stuff. No way. I
         was probably gritting my teeth and praying, and you finally put yourself in a mode
         that you don’t know what you’re doing anyway. And then when you hit the ground, why,
         you look up. Boy, I guess I must have jumped. I’m here and I’ve got a chute on, but
         you don’t remember zero. I never did.”
      

      
       After completing jump school, Bernard sailed across the Atlantic Ocean to Oran in
         what was then the French colony of Algeria. Once in Africa, Bernard Cheney continued
         training while the Allies pushed the Germans and Italians out of Tunisia. This was
         the first time he experienced a new culture and living in a land far different from
         Lubec, Maine, including how locals would “carry the bathroom with them.”
      

      
      “All they do is they have a robe around them and just sit and squat” on the side of
         the road, he said. “[I]t was kind of handy in a way.”
      

      
      The Allies had driven the Axis powers out of North Africa and were preparing for the
         invasion of Sicily—code-named Operation Husky. Bernard and his fellow paratroopers
         moved to Tunisia, where they prepared for the invasion, the first large night landing
         of Allied airborne troops during the war. 
      

      
      Friendly fire made the invasion even more dangerous for the Airborne troops. Many
         Allied ships opened fire on the transports carrying the Airborne troops, mistaking
         them for Axis forces. Bernard recalled the confusion and panic of being fired on by
         his own forces, and how many paratroopers were lost before they had a chance to reach
         Sicily.
      

      
       He landed near Gela, Sicily, where the invasion took place. While fighting in Sicily,
         Bernard and his fellow paratroopers were “constantly seeking contraband under floors
         and under beds.” The Sicilians “had more weapons and more ammunition and more food
         than the army ever had.” 
      

      
      Theft was a constant problem. “Anything [the Sicilians] could pick up, disappeared,”
         Bernard said. “You go to sleep at night, why you might wake up and your clothes would
         be gone if you took your clothes off.” 
      

      
       After Sicily, Bernard prepared to invade Italy. He and the 82nd Airborne fought at
         Salerno, and Bernard was one of the first Allied soldiers to enter Naples. In Naples,
         Bernard saw how war could devastate a large city. “There were no buildings” because
         the Allied bombing had destroyed them, “and kids used to pop out of a hole or tunnel
         down under some rocks.” 
      

      
      He had seen hungry people before, in Africa and Sicily, and would see true starvation
         when he helped liberate concentration camps, but he was stunned at the desperate hunger
         he found in Naples, and what it made people do. “People—older people that were taking
         food from children,” he said. “You give a child something in Naples . . . before they
         can go 300 yards, why, some older person takes it away from them.” 
      

      
      After Naples, entering Rome on June 4, 1944 (two days before the Allies landed on
         the coast of Normandy) was like coming home for Bernard, who had studied the city
         in elementary school. “When I went to grammar school . . . we had a teacher that used
         to teach ancient history,” he said. “She had a room and we had this monster sand table,
         and everybody, every class, when they got in there, they built the city of Rome, and
         we built the canals and the bridges and cathedrals and the memorial, the coliseum,
         and all this stuff. . . . And when I went into Rome and went down the Appian Way,
         it’s just as if I had gone some place I lived all my life. I knew where the bridges
         were, where the cathedral was, and what was in St. Peter’s and where to stand there
         under the bronze plaque.” 
      

      
      Bernard, from a small Maine town, quickly became the paratroopers’ tour guide to Rome.
         Fighting had finished and they were able to enjoy the magnificent city, but did have
         to be careful because Fascist sympathizers to the ousted regime of Mussolini would
         shoot wooden bullets, which, if they did not kill the victim, would splinter, creating
         horrible, painful wounds. 
      

      
      On August 15, 1944, the Allies invaded southern France in what was called Operation
         Dragoon. Bernard participated in the invasion as part of the 1st Airborne Task Force.
         After liberating Draguignan and Le Muy in Provence, Bernard was responsible for setting
         up a POW camp, which is now a museum honoring the Allied soldiers who liberated Le
         Muy. Every August, the town celebrates its liberation and invites Bernard. 
      

      
      After fighting in southern France and joining the other Allied Armies in northern
         Europe, Bernard found himself fighting in one of America’s most famous battles, The
         Battle of the Bulge. When Hitler launched his desperate attack through the Ardennes
         forest, Bernard and the 82nd Airborne were called in to replace the inexperienced
         American troops guarding that sector, who had been quickly overrun by the Germans.
         The Nazis pinned their hopes of winning World War II on this offensive and had launched
         it during one of the coldest winters in Europe in the twentieth century. 
      

      
      In December 1944 and January 1945, “there was anywhere from two to four feet of snow
         on the ground,” Bernard said. “It was snowing and fog, mist, so you couldn’t see four
         feet ahead or back, and about 28 degrees and people freezing and sleeping on the ground.”
         At night, Bernard and his fellow paratroopers tried to keep warm by “lying on top
         of each other or chang[ing] positions. Some guy on the bottom, eight or ten guys lay
         on top of each other, and every half hour or so you would change positions trying
         to keep warm.”
      

      
      Besides the freezing cold, the Americans were also surrounded by Germans, some of
         whom had stolen American uniforms and spoke English, causing tremendous confusion
         in the American lines. “The Germans overran our repo depots, replacements places,
         and they took our uniforms, and they spoke better English than we did, especially
         me coming from Down East,” he said. “The lines are everywhere. We had the enemies
         surrounded from within. It didn’t make any difference which way you went. You were
         running into the enemy. You could hear them talking German. They sounded like they
         were right there [but] they may be in the woods 400 yards away. There was a lot of
         fighting and a lot of booming and banging . . . but a lot of it was sheer survival,
         trying to stay alive, because there were men freezing to death.”
      

      
       Bernard was part of the 551st Parachute Infantry Regiment, or PIR, which lost over
         half of its men during the Battle of the Bulge. “We just were annihilated during the
         Battle of the Bulge,” he said. With so many soldiers killed, including their commanding
         officer, the 551st’s records were also lost. The 551st became known as the Lost Battalion
         because there were very few survivors and little information on the regiment. The
         survivors were absorbed into regiments of the 82nd Airborne and the regiment was mostly
         forgotten until the 1990s when some survivors tried to document that it had existed.
         In 2001, the 551st received the Presidential Unit Citation for its accomplishments
         during World War II. 
      

      
      Bernard was injured during the Battle of the Bulge, but cannot recall how. “I don’t
         remember what happened when I went in the hospital and I don’t remember how I got
         to the hospital,” he said. “All I remember is waking up in the hospital and having
         a pillow under my head and sheets on a bed . . . and thought I must be in heaven.”
         
      

      
      After recuperating, Bernard joined the 504th PIR, which merged into the 1st Allied
         Airborne Task Force. By this time, the Allies had pushed the Germans back into Germany.
         Bernard Cheney soon witnessed the horrors of Nazi hatred against the Jews, gypsies,
         Slavs, and other “undesirables” when he and his new regiment liberated Wobbelin concentration
         camp in Ludwigslust, in north-central Germany. As Allied forces neared concentration
         camps, the Nazis shipped thousands of concentration camp victims to a few camps, like
         Wobbelin, to hide what they had done and to prevent the victims from being saved.
         
      

      
      “I was with the sergeant when we blew the padlock off the place and went in and found”
         the concentration camp survivors, he said. The soldiers found thirty or forty boxcars
         full of people. “They all were dead, mostly dead, but not all of them.
      

      
      “[W]e went in and walked in all these buildings, like these old chicken houses, and
         then as we got there, why we saw some hands sticking out under the sills,” he said.
         “And we went in and found the conditions that were there. They were sleeping three
         or four, five. Bunks made out of barbed wire and everybody—you know, they were relieving
         themselves one on top of the other. It was just horrible. And then we found these
         boxcars full of people, opened them up and they had been there three or four days
         in the hot sun. They were skeletons to start with, you know, when they were shipped,
         and no water or nothing. Most of them were dead.”
      

      
      The American soldiers gave the starving prisoners food, but many died of indigestion
         because they were not used to eating. Seeing what the Nazis had done, Bernard finally
         understood what he and the other soldiers had been fighting for, and he was ready
         to fight all over again. “[W]hen you see it, see it, why then you are ready to fight,
         and of course that was the end of the war,” he said. 
      

      
      Dwight Eisenhower, the Supreme Allied Commander, was so disgusted by this use of slave
         labor that he ordered the local German civilians to go into the camp to see what the
         Nazis had done in their own backyards. “We went to this little town, and we made every
         man, woman and child, we made everybody evacuate, and made them march out to this
         concentration camp, and we made them dig the grave and bury these people that were
         dead, but we made everybody go out there and walk through, everybody,” he said.
      

      
      After helping to liberate the concentration camp at Ludwigslust, Bernard also helped
         capture more than 150,000 surrendering German soldiers. “They surrendered to us,”
         he said. “There were about twenty of us. And they [the Germans] were four abreast
         with all [of] their guns and all the cannons and all the grenades and everything,
         as far [as] you could see four abreast coming down the road, and we just had them
         throw their stuff and [we took] the cars away from the officers.” 
      

      
      With the war over, Bernard and the 82nd Airborne were assigned to occupation duty
         of Berlin. When entering the city, he saw “a destroyed mess of blown-up buildings
         [and] people wandering around through the rubble.” 
      

      
      And the American soldiers faced a new threat of violence from their ally, the Soviet
         Union. “I always felt that my six months in Berlin, I was more subjected to either
         living or dying than I ever was during the war, because you went out at night and
         you were always fighting with the Russians,” he said. 
      

      
      Bernard and the 504th PIR were stationed right next to the Russians, who were allowed
         to hold on to their weapons while the Americans had to turn in theirs. The Americans
         did not like the Russians because of how they treated the German people, raping the
         women and breaking into German homes, “so we resented the Russians and they resented
         us.” Bernard and his fellow paratroopers “used to go over there [the Russian sector]
         and raid their supply houses and steal food,” he said. “We used to take boats and
         go across in the middle of the night and have a little invasion party, gunfire and
         get back. It was cops and robbers, you know, but for real.” 
      

      
      Bernard also found it difficult to switch from constant fighting to peace-time mode.
         “When we were in Berlin as occupation troops . . . we were
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