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For my father and mother and for Heinz


[image: tmp_0a7eac76dd67850323cf5718693b5b03_mJNvEI_html_6b9d4a7d.jpg]

Eleanore Kurowski and Herbert Miller shortly before
their wedding in 1945.
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Foreword

The war of American
infantryman Herbert H. Miller lasted little more than a year. But
he was a keen witness to the events presented in this fascinating
book. Written by his son, Robert, it vividly depicts the real-life
experiences of a soldier whose life was turned upside down by the
vicissitudes of war and all its unimaginable horrors.

Landing on Omaha Beach on June 11, 1944, Miller
immediately confronted the precariousness of life as he
participated in the dramatic events that came to be known as the
Battle for Normandy. It was the advance of the 30th Infantry
Division that placed him at the front lines of Operation Cobra and
amid the first hours of the massive counterattack on Hitler's
troops at Mortain, France.

On August 6, the first day of the Battle of Mortain,
Miller was taken prisoner by the Nazis. He began a cruel two-month
march to a German prisoner-of-war camp. After arriving at Stalag
VIIA, Miller endured eight more horrifying months as a POW, during
which he escaped twice and was twice tortured. Herbert Miller was
not a hot-headed or impulsive man but merely a person who suddenly
found himself in a deadly situation. He was terrified but
determined to survive and complete the task that had been handed to
him, a simple soldier.

In May 1945, Miller was liberated by the Allies and
the Red Cross, and the following month he returned home to his
family. He married his sweetheart, Eleanore, on August 25, 1945.
But the war was never really over for Herb Miller. He spoke of his
war experiences only to Eleanore, but he suffered from
post-traumatic stress disorder for the rest of his life. The week
before his death, in 1994, Miller had his last nightmare about the
war.

It was only after Herbert's death that his son,
Robert, discovered his Red Cross POW diary. It became the catalyst
for him to learn about and understand more fully his father's
painful wartime experiences and how they had affected his behavior.
With his mother's help and strong support, Robert set off to do
research and pursue witness accounts during frequent trips to
Europe. Slowly and painstakingly he was able to reconstruct the
dramatic story of his father's war.

This tender and searing account is dedicated to the
memory of Robert's father. And it is dedicated to his late mother,
Eleanore, whose unconditional love for her husband sustained him
throughout every difficult moment of his postwar life. Finally, it
is dedicated to the kind and principled German guard Heinz, who
befriended Herbert and looked out for him at Stalag VIIA.

In spring 2008 I met Robert during one of his visits
to Mortain. His extraordinary enthusiasm for recording a lasting
memory of his father began a special and enduring friendship
between the town of Mortain and this son of one of our American
liberators.

Herbert Miller will rest eternally in our
memories.

Noel Sarrazin, President

European Association of the 30th Infantry

Mortain, France


Introduction

This is the remarkable story
of my father, Herbert Henry Miller, who was drafted into the army
in August 1942. Dad was twenty-one in February 1944 when he boarded
the S.S. Argentina in Boston Harbor with the 30th Infantry
Division, bound for the European war. He left behind his parents,
his brother, two sisters, and the lovely young woman, Eleanore
Kurowski, he had fallen in love with only months before. A photo of
Eleanore taped to the inside of his undershirt sustained him
throughout the ordeals to come.

Dad landed on Omaha Beach on June 11, five days
after the mass assault of D-Day. The 30th moved inland, suffering
horrific casualties in three major operations, including the
gruesome battles of St. LO and Operation Cobra. Captured by the
Germans at Mortain on August 6, Dad endured a punishing
fifty-four-day march to Moosburg, Germany, where he survived for
seven months in Stalag VIIA, the largest POW camp in Nazi Germany.
Originally designed to hold 10,000 prisoners, the camp was bursting
at the seams by spring 1945, with over 70,000 human souls. The
overcrowded conditions led to an increase in dysentery, a mass
outbreak of typhus, and widespread death. Stalag VIIA bore no
resemblance to the fun-loving place depicted in the 1970s American
TV show Hogan's Heroes.

While a prisoner of Nazi Germany, Dad was starved
and forced to participate in work details in the city of Munich.
Placed on trains and locked in for the three-hour ride, the men
experienced frostbite, unsanitary conditions, and almost constant
strafing by friendly fire. Early in his time at Stalag VIIA, the
work-detail train took a direct hit from American bombs, and my
father narrowly escaped death. Several of his buddies were not so
lucky.

During his stay at the prison camp, my father became
good friends with a Nazi guard named Heinz. Ironically, Heinz had
been the German soldier who'd originally taken him captive in
France. One day near the end of the war Heinz disappeared from the
camp. My father and his friends never saw him again. They came to
believe that Heinz had been murdered by his fellow Nazis. My
father's friendship with this kind and decent German man haunted
him for the rest of his life.

Twice my father planned an escape from Stalag VIIA
with his close friend and fellow West Virginian Bert Cottrell.
After their first escape both were recaptured in short order,
landing in solitary confinement for five days with no food and just
enough water to survive. Their second escape involved five other
POWs, and it too was a failure. Recaptured by the Nazis, my
father's group included two Russian prisoners who were promptly
executed in cold blood. My dad, along with the others, was
immediately transferred to another camp south of Salzburg, Austria,
called Stalag XVIIIC. Bent on revenge, the Nazis placed their
captives back in solitary confinement, this time putting each man
in his own hole in the ground lined with sharp-pointed branches.
The POWs were forced to stand in place for twenty-four hours while
deprived of food and water.

Shaken but not broken, Dad endured six more grueling
weeks of captivity. Finally, on May 12, 1945, he and the others
were liberated by the Allies and the Red Cross and returned to the
U.S. Army, becoming free men once again.


Prologue

In 1994 it was estimated that 1,200 World War II
veterans were dying every day in America. My father, Herbert Henry
Miller, joined the ranks of the deceased veterans on February 9,
1994, when he died suddenly at age seventy-two.

On the bitter cold morning
of February 14, I stood shivering at my father's gravesite. My
mother, Eleanore, was close by my side as we awaited the arrival of
his casket. Memories of my dad flooded my mind. I replayed our life
together, reviewing his unique qualities and marveling at how hard
he had tried to make my life perfect when I was a young boy.

I glanced down at my mother, who was shaking from
the extreme cold. I could feel the sadness radiating from her body
as I pulled her tighter against me. My wife, Colleen, pregnant with
our son Patrick, walked over to stand at my mother's other side to
shield her from the wind. Our four children, Robbie, Shannon,
Annemarie, and Christine, all under age eleven and doing their best
to be brave and strong, were fidgeting and bouncing around the
gravesite, trying to stay warm. No one spoke. The only sounds were
the snow crunching under the children's boots, the cry of a lone
crow off in the distance, and the wind whistling past our exposed
ears.

Off in the distance, we could see the burial tractor
heading toward us with my father's casket tucked inside a large
golden burial vault suspended from chains. As the tractor
approached the new gravesite, the smoke from its exhaust, combined
with the cold air, made it look like an old-fashioned train
arriving at a railway station. Looking down, I saw how precisely
the hole had been dug in the frozen earth. Dad's grave was a work
of art. My mother turned to me, saying, “That's one nice
gravesite.” If my father had been standing there with us, he
wouldn't have noticed its perfection. Dad lived his life mostly
unaware that the real beauty of things is in the details. This
always amazed me, because I am very different.

The burial vault was carefully lined up next to the
grave, and we all bent down to pick up pieces of frozen dirt. We
could feel the vibration and hear the thud as Dad's vault struck
the ground at the bottom of the grave. Anxious to be first,
Annemarie tossed in her ball of dirt. Following her lead, we all
recited the Lord's Prayer and threw our dirt into the grave,
committing my father's body to eternal rest. We walked back to the
limousine in tears and headed for the funeral luncheon to be with
our family and guests.

A few weeks later, I was
helping my mother sort through my dad's belongings. Deep in the
back of a drawer, she pulled out a wrapped package. Not remembering
exactly what it was, she untied the string and undid the paper that
encased a worn, light brown, heavily soiled book. Before she had
finished, her face filled with emotion and she gasped, “Oh my word,
I had forgotten about his book.”

My mother had pulled from the back of the drawer my
dad's journal from the nine months he spent as a prisoner of war in
World War II. She immediately handed it to me. Totally amazed to be
holding something I'd never seen or heard of before, I instantly
understood that the journal was the missing link to the mystery of
my father's war. It would lead me to an understanding of how
complex and horrific his experiences had been. It would also lead
me to a better understanding of him. The journal was crammed full
of his dreams for survival and of the death and destruction he had
witnessed. Along with the text, he had scribbled some drawings to
help him capture his true feelings. Glancing through it for the
first time, I found the name of the prison camp: Stalag VIIA,
Moosburg, Germany.

As I reviewed the journal over the next few weeks, I
realized that Dad often wrote in it while he was under duress,
always careful to avoid the prying eyes of the Nazi guards. I could
tell he was frequently interrupted by bombings or guards coming by
as he struggled to get his thoughts out on paper. Dad was careful
not to comment in his journal on the harsh treatment he received
from the Nazis. At the camp, he kept his journal tucked away under
the floorboards so it would not be discovered and used against him.
As I searched through the maze of text and drawings, I found the
chapter that explained how he had come by the journal.

On September 28, 1944, Dad had already been a
prisoner of war for fifty-two days. On that day he and his fellow
POWs left the small town of Augsburg, Germany, under heavy Nazi
guard and were moving toward the ultimate goal of reaching Stalag
VIIA. That evening, as they made camp, the POWs heard German trucks
heading in their direction. Two stopped at their camp. Inside one
truck were thirty Red Cross boxes loaded with food. The POWs were
starving, having barely eaten anything for two months.

Dad tore open his box and dug into the rations.
Rummaging deeper, he discovered at the bottom of the box a war log
created by the YMCA. It did not take long for the others to find
theirs as well. The Red Cross was distributing these logs,
believing it was good therapy for a soldier to have a diary to help
pass the time in captivity. Unfortunately, my father later told my
mother, the war logs received mixed reviews from the POWs. Many of
them felt permanently embittered by their experiences, saying, “No
way—why would I ever want to remember this?”

Dad estimated that many of the unopened journals
went into the fire that night. But he decided to keep his. You see,
my dad loved to draw and keep busy with his hands, so the journal
was perfect for him. In it he would record the story of his long
march into Germany as well as the day-to-day details of his time at
Stalag VIIA.

On that day when he found the journal in his Red
Cross box, he stuffed it down the back of his pants. He later told
my mother that it helped to hold them up after all of the weight
he'd lost. Dad also told her that he believed none of the senior
guards realized that the POWs were finding diaries in their Red
Cross boxes, because they were too busy drinking the wine they'd
stolen from the French. The POWs' campfire that night burned far
longer than usual—all of those discarded war diaries were keeping
them warm for once.

Today there are not many POW war diaries in
existence. The International Red Cross and the YMCA estimate that
one survived for every 500 soldiers captured. Finding my dad's war
journal was the catalyst for me to begin my own journey to
understand him. As I continued to explore its pages, I was
enthralled and captivated by what I was discovering. There were
things I could never figure out about him, so many missing pieces
to the puzzle of my dad. I was beginning to slowly understand him
better now. He had been a fighter, a very stubborn survivor, and
even a hero. My dad's experiences during the war, which he never
shared with me, indelibly shaped the rest of his life. My father's
war journal, in my opinion, is a treasure.

From my earliest childhood,
I realized that my dad was different from other people. I also knew
that he was keeping a secret. When I was eight, I woke up in the
middle of a summer night and overheard my dad's voice. He was in a
state of panic and sounded confused. My mom was frantically trying
to comfort him, telling him it was a nightmare and he would be OK.
“Wake up, wake up!” she kept saying. A short time later, I heard
the words “prisoner of war” for the first time. What did they mean?
I wondered. Why was my dad so upset? I had never heard my dad cry
before, and this night made a deep impression on me. I knew
something was very wrong. Afraid and scared, I turned over in my
bed and smashed the pillow against my ears, trying to drown out
their conversation. Somehow I fell back to sleep.

The next day I thought over what had happened the
night before. I knew what a prisoner was, because my friends and I
always took the neighborhood girls prisoner when we played war. Had
my dad seen prisoners being taken? Did he take prisoners? Is this
what was making him sad? I knew he had been in the army, but I had
never given any thought to what he had experienced in the war. A
sudden realization swept over me. I could hardly believe what my
mind was telling me. My dad was the prisoner. That was my
dad's secret and I needed to find my mom to get more details.

I remember thinking, as I ran to find my mom, just
how cool it was going to be to tell my friends about my dad. Nobody
else had a dad like mine, and I would have the best story in the
neighborhood. I felt strangely proud and confused at the same time.
But then I remembered how sad my dad had been in the night. This
permanently snuffed out the “cool” factor.

My mom was outside hanging laundry on the line that
ran from our house to the garage. Catching my breath, I said, “Mom,
I really need to know something about Dad. I heard him crying last
night. What is a prisoner of war?” Slowly my mom turned from the
clothesline and bent down to my level to look me in the eyes. She
never did this unless it was something really important, like she
was going to scold me or tell me about somebody who was sick or had
died. “Yes, your father was a prisoner of war. It is hard for him,
and sometimes he has nightmares reliving what he went through,” she
said. “He will not talk about it, and I hope you don't ask him
about it because it is too painful.” She explained that my dad had
fought to keep America free at a personal cost to himself, and that
this is what happens in war. “Someday perhaps he will tell you his
story,” she continued, “but for now it is only with him.”

This was the last conversation I had with my mom
about the war until 1994, after my father died. Over time, I came
to understand that my dad's secret was a horrific war experience
permanently embedded in his brain. I also understood that his story
differed greatly from the war stories of my childhood friends'
fathers.

What made my dad different, I wondered. My pals
often boasted about their dads' battles and guns. They talked about
bombs and Nazis with great excitement. Where did they get these
stories? When I asked my dad about his time in the war, he always
said the same thing: “Robert, it is not important for you to
know.”

I often noticed odd things about my dad's behavior.
He avoided large crowds or loud and intense events. He wouldn't
take my mom on a cruise ship, or let me buy the old army jeep I was
offered a good deal on when I was a teenager. We had neighbors with
a cyclone steel fence, and my dad was reluctant to enter their
backyard. I remember once being outside in our yard with my dad
when a large plane flew low over us on its approach to nearby
Willow Run Airport. He immediately hit the ground, with no
explanation.

Only one time in my life did I attend a major event
with my dad that included large crowds and loud noises. I was eight
when my family went to the annual Fourth of July fireworks display
on the Detroit River. Before she died, my mom recalled that night
for me. She and my dad had planned to go to the fireworks with a
group of friends and their kids. She said my dad had pressed hard
to stay home, but she prevailed upon him to go. I remember my dad
trying hard to have fun, but as soon as the fireworks began he grew
nervous, edgy, and claustrophobic—he was miserable. His face in the
light from the explosions displayed pain and despair. I could tell
he wanted to get as far away as possible from the Detroit River.
Once the fireworks ended, we left quickly.

I now realize, after talking with my mother and
doing my own research, that my dad's behavior that night was the
result of his almost daily trips from a Nazi prison camp to Munich
during the war. He and other prisoners were stuffed into a cattle
train for the three-hour commute to Munich. At the end of the day,
they repeated the gruesome ride. If a soldier needed to relieve
himself, he was forced to go in an overflowing barrel in the
corner. A bad stench, coupled with humiliation and despair, hovered
over the railroad car on every trip.

Often Allied bombs rained down on the train as it
traveled to Munich. My father's train suffered a direct hit only
once. After that disaster, the Nazis realized that painting the
letters “POW” in white on top of the boxcar, like a white flag or a
red cross, spared the train from a direct bombing. The Nazis
weren't worried about the POWs; they were protecting
themselves.

Once in Munich, where the POWs worked clearing
rubble, they were open targets for American bombs. I can only
imagine the horror my father must have felt at the irony of having
become the inadvertent target of American bombs meant for the
Nazis. The look on his face surely would have been the same one I
saw the night of the fireworks.

My dad wouldn't watch war movies. When my uncle
asked him if he liked the hit TV show Hogan's Heroes, my dad
just walked away. My mother told me that the show made him
incredibly sad; he believed it mocked the reality of a POW camp. We
never watched Hogan's Heroes at our house when I was growing
up.

I am a baby boomer, born in
1954. Almost every dad in the Dearborn, Michigan, neighborhood
where I grew up was a World War II Veteran. My friends and I often
overheard the dads in the neighborhood having over-the-fence
discussions about their war experiences. This never happened with
my dad. He avoided those conversations at all costs. Our
neighborhood war games were never played at my house. Everyone in
the neighborhood knew my house was off limits. My dad did not like
war and would not tolerate me emulating it within his line of
sight. I quickly grew to respect his request. We played in other
kids' yards, far away from mine.

I never compromised my dad's secret about his POW
life. I never told my friends that my dad was cooler than their
dads because he had been a prisoner of war. But I cherished knowing
that my dad had the best story of all, even though I had no real
idea what war was about or how being a prisoner of war might affect
someone's body, mind, and spirit.

Of all my childhood memories of my dad, and of his
unusual behavior surrounding his war experiences, the episode that
stands out the most in my mind is the story of our white picket
fence. Dearborn had an ordinance that required residents to fence
their backyards along the property lines. The city specified a
preference for a cyclone fence. But within a year of moving into
our house in 1954, my father had made and erected a white picket
fence around our backyard.

Our house on Venice Street was one of the first in
Dearborn to have a white picket fence. It was a beautiful fence,
each picket hand cut from clear board stock without any knots. Its
supporting poles had been cut from an oak tree and individually
shaped with a German Peeler. The nail positions were identically
placed on each picket and, when painted, formed a graceful white
dotted line along the fence. Our fence had four gates, carefully
fashioned with oversized hinges, allowing access to our front yard
and to the yards of three adjacent neighbors.

We were the only family in our neighborhood with
four gates in our backyard fence. It was impossible to be trapped
inside our backyard, because a clear exit was visible from every
vantage point. My dad needed to know that he could come and go in
any direction whenever he pleased.

The significance of this fence to me was its beauty
and uniqueness and that my father had made it by hand. Later, when
I drilled deeper into my father's war life, I came to see that the
white picket fence was directly connected to the nine months he
lived as a prisoner of war in 1944 and 1945. For him, it was a way
to gain control of something in his life, a way to push back
against his unspeakable POW experiences.

My father refused to put a cyclone fence around our
backyard. It reminded him of barbed wire and all the time he had
spent looking through it, wondering if he would ever be free again.
Dad had lobbied the city of Dearborn hard to rescind the fence
ordinance. He would have preferred an ordinance banning all fences.
Our nearby neighbors supported him, but his efforts came to no
avail. So Dad sprang into action, rallying the neighbors and
convincing them to let him build a picket fence.

The neighbors surprised my parents by collecting the
money to pay for the fence, presenting them with an envelope. The
men were all war veterans, and, although none of them had been
POWs, each respected my dad and empathized with the unfortunate
circumstances of his war. My parents were deeply touched by the
kindness and generosity of their neighbors.

My dad's white picket fence stood as a testament to
him for over fifty years, until it was finally replaced. But what
the fence represented can't be replaced, just as the white crosses
that grace Normandy's graves can never be forgotten, even in the
face of the ravages of weather and time. Dad could never escape his
past, but building the fence helped him to control and quiet the
raw memories that were a permanent part of his life.

I loved my dad and liked
being around him because he was always doing something interesting.
He treated me with dignity and respect. But he was never openly
affectionate. I took note of his “can-do” attitude and his
incredible mechanical and electrical aptitude. My dad was a
brilliant innovator and problem-solver. But I was not as close to
him as I was to my mother. An invisible wall stood between me and
my father.

Relishing the excitement of life and cherishing the
moment did not come naturally to my dad. He was always moving,
never feeling. He reacted awkwardly when someone complimented him.
It was even more awkward for him when someone embraced him
spontaneously, especially if that person was me. I knew that he
loved me; he just didn't know how to show it. My dad suffered in
silence, enduring the dulling effect of post-traumatic stress
disorder before any medical professional had identified the
syndrome. He skated on the surface of life, never digging down deep
to examine his experiences or his feelings. This was how my dad
survived the rest of his life after the war.

I learned a lot from both of my parents. A
contrasting but complementary couple, they gave me a great
perspective on life. I took the best from both of them and
incorporated it into my life. Unlike my dad, I live my life in
touch with my emotions, both good and bad, and reach to catch each
moment of life's purpose and meaning.

Despite my dad's tendency to be emotionally distant,
he managed to have a fantastic marriage that lasted forty-eight
years. My mom was crucial in allowing my dad to resume a normal
life after the war. She helped him unwind from his ordeal by
offering him unconditional love, support, and understanding. I'm
sure they both had to make some major adjustments as they grew
their lives together. But because of her, my dad didn't end up a
loner or a dysfunctional sad case from his war experiences. Not
every soldier came home from World War II to the love and
companionship that my father returned to.

Dearborn, Michigan, in the
mid-1950s was the perfect place to raise a family. It was small,
quaint, and new, its streets lined with postwar cookie-cutter
houses. In the late 1940s and into the early 1950s, builders in
Dearborn couldn't keep up with the demand for housing from war
veterans ready to carve out new lives. My parents purchased their
house in 1953 for $11,500, which is currently the going price of a
sub-compact car without amenities. That Dearborn was the location
of Ford Motor Company World Headquarters added to the success and
prosperity of the area by keeping property taxes low.

My sister, Debbie, was born in 1948 and I came along
six years later. With the addition of our dog, Snooper, we became
the perfect family. My mom was the classic 1950s mom, complete with
dress and apron. Strikingly lean and beautiful, she was the envy of
all my young friends, who wished their moms looked and acted like
mine. I loved having a great-looking mom.

My dad got up every day at 5 a.m. and left for work
exactly one hour later. He drove forty-five minutes to the heart of
Detroit, where he worked until his retirement as an electrician for
a large machine building company, Snyder Tool and Engineering.
Because of my father, I excelled at school science projects, and I
can remember my dad helping me make a light bulb from scratch that
ran off of a battery (I took first place). Debbie learned how to
sew from my mom, who was a fantastic seamstress, often making our
clothes from scratch. Before I knew it, I was in college.

After college, I began a successful career and
married Colleen; together we've raised five wonderful kids. My mom
died in 2007, outliving my dad by thirteen years. All I have left
now are my memories and my desire to understand my dad better and
honor his memory by writing this book about his terrible
experiences in World War II.

Although my mom was exceptionally close to my dad,
it took her a long time to find out everything that had happened to
him. Over many years she learned bits and pieces from him and from
the army reunions they began to attend.

In the late 1960s, my dad discovered that his army
infantry held yearly reunions. I went to three with him, the first
one in 1968, when I was fourteen. He'd discuss the war with his
fellow 30th Infantry buddies but never his POW experiences. He'd
acknowledge that he had been a POW, but no details followed.

My wife, Colleen, and I traveled with our youngest
son, Patrick, and our older son, Robbie, to France in March 2008 to
visit some of the areas where my dad suffered harshly in the war.
We visited Caen, Omaha Beach, and Mortain. The sense of history and
awe we felt visiting these haunted places is indescribable. We took
photos and saw firsthand where American soldiers had drawn their
last breaths. I've made this trip by myself ten times over the last
two years to research this book.

In April 2008, Colleen and I took Patrick to a
sparsely attended but vibrant 30th Infantry Division Reunion in
Fayetteville, North Carolina. I spoke with men who had known my
dad. They agreed that he would only go so far when talking about
the war, especially if the discussion turned to Stalag VIIA and his
experiences as a POW. It is said that time heals all wounds, but
this maxim apparently didn't apply to my dad.

My father went through hell
and back, and then lived to tell no one but my mom about it. It is
clear that his months at war were the most painful, desperate time
of his life. Although he took part in the mass assault on D-Day
(Day 5) and three other major battles in France, only a glimmer of
this part of his war can be found in his writings. My mother told
me these battles were gruesome and horrific experiences, but the
relentless terror my dad endured in his nine months as a POW
greatly overshadowed D-Day and the days that immediately
followed.

Through talking with my mother, reading my father's
Red Cross Diary, researching the history of Stalag VIIA,
interviewing survivors, and traveling to England, France, and
Germany, I've been able to recreate my father's extraordinary war
experiences. I remain amazed that he managed to survive terrible
battles and friendly fire from Allied bombers in France; capture by
the Germans; a fifty-two-day march into Germany while being cruelly
starved; disease and Nazi brutality in an overcrowded POW camp; the
perils of daily travel to work in Munich when it was under constant
siege by Allied bombs; and, astonishingly, two daring escapes from
the camp.

It is a privilege to tell my father's story.


West Virginia Childhood, Getting Drafted,
Meeting Eleanore

As a young boy growing up in
a West Virginia mining town, it never occurred to my father that
one day he would be drafted as a soldier in World War II and
ultimately end up in the hardest struggle of his young life.

Herbert Henry Miller was born in Wheeling, West
Virginia, on August 20, 1922. Dad was the oldest of four; his
siblings were Hank Junior, Phyllis, and Marlene. Their parents,
Henry “Pappy” Miller and Helen “Mammy” Miller, were lifelong West
Virginians. Pappy had a fourth-grade education, although this was
not obvious when you talked with him. Enthusiastic, always willing
to learn something new, and innovative in his thinking, Pappy had a
distinct edge over many more highly educated men. Pappy was honest
and fun-loving, and he taught by example and never raised a hand
against his children or anyone else. Mammy was the opposite.
Strong-minded and less tolerant, she definitely was the family
disciplinarian. Together they presided over a strong family unit
and gave their kids the skills they would need to be successful in
life.

Windsor Heights, where my dad grew up, is just north
of Wheeling, and it sits along the Ohio River surrounded by the
many coal mines in that region. High hills and winding roads make
this area a rugged but beautiful place. Between the years of 1922
and 1928 our country was in the throes of a pre-Depression, with
jobs scarce and money tight. This economic slump was called the
Black Doom. My dad always associated Windsor Heights with the
subsequent Great Depression. Dad was just seven years old when the
stock market crashed on October 29, 1929. Pappy's coal-mine job
continued despite layoffs in other industries around him. Coal was
essential in the bleak economic times to keep hospitals and
government buildings open. Pappy was known for his inventions,
which often saved the mine time and money. It was one of the
reasons he had a stable, long-term job while the world lay in
economic devastation around him.

In April 2008, my uncle Hank Miller recalled what
times were like when he and my dad were young:

During the Great Depression, Herb and I were not
allowed to wear shoes during the summer, for fear of wearing them
out. Mammy was always worried that our growth would overtake the
wear. The two big problems Mammy was always concerned about were
our shoes and clothes. We had one set of each. If replacement shoes
were needed, the stores were empty with none to be found. It became
a search. If you were lucky enough to find a pair, let alone the
right size, the cost was astronomical. So needless to say, we
conserved everything. Somehow Mammy made those shoes last several
years, despite our growth.

Herb and I were sent to bed earlier during that time
because we only had one pair of clothes to wear each day. Mammy
would wash them before she went to bed and hang them to dry, so
they would be ready for the next day of school. Food was available
but the choices were slim. “Every walking chicken is a target,”
Herb used to say—that was one of his favorite sayings. Everyone
during that time endured hardship and prayed for better times to
arrive—fast. Being kids, we were aware of the times, but being kids
we were quickly distracted from everyday problems with play and
school.

Dad graduated from the eighth grade in 1935 at age
thirteen. In step with the times, he enrolled in a technical
training school to learn a trade and enter the job market. He
studied electronics and mechanics at the McKinley Trade School for
three years. Like Pappy, Dad was brilliant when it came to
electronics and innovation. His can-do spirit, coupled with his
hands-on approach, gave Dad a distinct edge in his thirty-year
career at Snyder Tool and Engineering.

Times slowly changed for the better. In 1939, when
Dad was seventeen, his family was able to purchase land and build a
house eighteen miles south of Windsor Heights in Warwood. The $27
monthly payment was an enormous burden at that time for a family of
six. Warwood is a small industrial town on the banks of the Ohio
River. The area is dotted with small neighborhoods up in the hills,
away from the heavy industry below. I can remember visiting my
grandparents as a young boy in the 1950s. I recall a distinct
sulphur smell from burning coal, and the constant, distant clanging
of the ironworks. My Uncle Hank remembered how the house was built
into the side of the hill and had a one-car garage:

Pappy saw no reason why he could not have a two-car
garage—no reason whatsoever. Despite not being able to add on to
either side of the garage, due to the bulk of the house on the
right and property lines on the left, the only recourse was to dig
into the rocky hill and create the space for the second car. Hell,
we barely had one car that worked, why did we need space for a
second? “Workshop!” Pappy declared. So off we dug, Herb and I
removing tons of rock to create the space. To this very day the
area still stands unsupported. A true testament to the skill of a
coal miner, and the can-do-attitude of Pappy.

At age sixteen, Dad began working part-time at
Windsor Coal and Power, one of the largest coal mines near Wheeling
and the same one where Pappy worked. Using his skills from trade
school, Dad was responsible for the replacement of batteries and
bulbs for every lantern and for making sure each man had a helmet
ready to go every day. After a couple of years, rechargeable
batteries came into vogue, and my dad helped design the charging
stations with his father.

Dad also drove the ambulance when needed. When the
horn sounded loudly outside Windsor Coal and Power, every person in
town knew something bad had happened inside the mine. The workers'
wives and children would run from their houses, line up along the
dirt road, and pray that their husbands or loved ones had not been
injured or killed. Coal mining remains one of the most dangerous
jobs in America. During the 1930s, mines collapsed frequently.
After an accident, Dad put the ambulance into position and awaited
the outcome of that day's calamity. Dad told me that he stopped
counting the catastrophes. Often many lives were lost, and, not
surprisingly, this shook the foundation of the community every time
it happened.

On December 7, 1941, the
Japanese attacked the United States at Pearl Harbor. With the
subsequent declaration of war, our country's greatest nightmare had
begun. The U.S. was now at war in the Pacific and in Europe.
Congress adjusted the draft age, lowering it to eighteen. This
policy change gave my father his ticket out of West Virginia. I'm
not sure it was the ticket he'd been hoping for.

In early summer 1942, an envelope from the War
Department arrived at 46 Warwood Terrace with Dad's name on it. He
was to report for active duty on October 16 at Fort Thomas in
Kentucky, along with four close friends in town who had also been
called to serve. Based on war records, I determined that Dad's age
of twenty placed him in the group of older soldiers.

According to my Uncle Hank, Dad rose early on
October 16, packed a few clothes, ate breakfast with his family,
said goodbye to everyone, and boarded a special bus in Wheeling
headed for Fort Thomas. The goodbyes had been brief. Determined to
be strong and supportive, Pappy and Mammy showed little emotion. At
that time, it was a scene repeated daily in towns across
America.

When Dad arrived at Fort Thomas, he was tested and
questioned to determine if he had any special skills.
Unfortunately, no immediate openings existed for jobs that would
utilize his talents. Dad's four hometown friends found themselves
in the same situation, and this is why they ended up together in
the 30th Infantry. Later in the war, his friends were placed in
other divisions.

After ten days at Fort Thomas, Dad was transferred
to Camp Blanding, in Florida. He stayed there for a year, learning
advanced training maneuvers that gave him the tools he needed later
to survive the trials of combat and imprisonment. Dad found these
maneuvers both exciting and frustrating. Every day his unit was
placed in stressful simulated combat conditions. Training in
Florida was hard because of the heat and humidity—and the bugs. His
stint in Florida was one of the few army experiences my dad ever
discussed with me. “The bugs seemed as big as rats, and they often
looked scarier than they actually were,” he told me.

As dad was in training in Florida, the situation in
the Pacific was becoming more grave. In Europe, the war was also
escalating. During his sojourn at Camp Blanding, Dad's
conversations with his parents revolved around where he would
ultimately be sent once he completed his training. Would he be sent
to Europe or to the Pacific? Dad's training ended in early January
1944.

The United States military was secretly planning an
assault, to be carried out later that year in Europe, that would
forever change the direction of the war. Meanwhile, my father
returned to Wheeling on furlough and was reunited with his family
and friends.

My mother, Eleanore Helen
Kurowski, was born in Detroit in 1922, the same year as my father.
My grandparents were Polish immigrants, and Eleanore was the oldest
of their five children. The family lived in a duplex, which my
grandfather owned, at 7333 Wetherby in the heart of Detroit. The
Depression had hit their family hard—my grandfather had lost his
job and food was in short supply. But despite the tough times, my
grandfather managed to hold on to their house with the income they
received from upstairs renters.

My very focused mother refused to let anything get
in the way of the plans she'd formulated for her life. A
goalsetter, she had as her greatest strength was the ability to
keep moving forward whatever the situation. The day after she
graduated from high school, my mom got a job at General Dynamics.
Eleanore was hired over hundreds of other applicants who'd applied
for the same position. Back home she amazed everyone when she
walked into the kitchen and announced, “I'm employed.” Her father
was uncharacteristically speechless. Nobody could believe it.

By 1943 times were still hard in the Kurowski
family. Sometimes Eleanore's paycheck was needed to help support
the family of seven while her father looked for work. Eleanore was
becoming more independent and confident, and she yearned for
something better than living with her parents in Detroit.

My mom and dad met at this time. Eleanore had
traveled down to Wheeling with Tilley Dunbek, a close friend from
work, to meet Tilley's family and friends. Ignoring my
grandfather's disapproval, the two girls jumped into a car and
drove six hours to Wheeling. A big family reunion was the
excitement for the coming weekend. My dad was one of Tilley's
cousins.

A strikingly beautiful woman with a warm smile and a
soft voice, Eleanore instantly caught the full attention of my
father. A member of my dad's family told me: “Your dad immediately
took notice when your mom walked in the room. Time basically
stopped for Herbert.” Despite their initial attraction, though,
both assumed the relationship was hopeless. Herbert was in the
army, and Wheeling, his hometown, was a long way from Detroit.
Herbert told her he expected to be deployed overseas. But they
spent the entire weekend together and exchanged addresses so they
could correspond. By the time she set off with Tilley for the
return trip to Detroit, Eleanore was smitten with the soldier from
West Virginia. Herbert was equally smitten and couldn't get the
beautiful girl from Detroit out of his mind.

My dad was now on notice that he would be deployed
to the European theater in February 1944. The letters started
flying between him and Eleanore, sometimes at a rate of two a day.
On October 1, 1943, Dad was transferred to Camp Forest in
Tennessee, where he stayed for a month. From there he was moved to
Camp Atterbury, in Indiana, a drivable distance from Wheeling.
Often he was able to get home to Wheeling for weekend visits with
his family. He also spent several more weekends with my mom during
that time. Love was blossoming between them.

Eleanore gave Herbert two photos of her to take with
him overseas. He kept the smaller of the two securely attached by
tape to the inside of his undershirt. He carried this photo with
him throughout the war, returning home with it intact. After their
last visit together in December 1943, Eleanore would not physically
see Herbert again for eighteen months. Her picture provided him
with tremendous emotional support in the hard months to come.


Dad Goes Off to War

Early on the cold morning of
February 1, 1944, my dad boarded a train bound for Camp Miles
Standish, in Boston. Once he was in Boston, discussions in the
barracks revolved around what the European war would be like. Most
of the young men had never ventured far from their hometowns, and
none had any real clue about what to expect, about what they would
personally encounter in the coming months.

On the evening of February 12, Dad and his fellow
soldiers were ordered to repack their belongings and prepare to
board one of the many cruise ships now being used by the military
to transport soldiers. He was assigned to the SS Argentina,
and a young woman from the Red Cross walked up the gangplank with
him to bid him farewell. Many of the soldiers were wondering if
they might never return home again. The soldiers referred to this
fear as “gangplank fever.” The trip was a rough crossing, with
fierce storms and high waves. Many soldiers suffered from
seasickness and attacks from German submarines were a constant
threat. After ten tough days at sea, the ship came into port in
Gourock, Scotland.

On this trip, the SS Argentina had been part
of the largest convoy of U.S. troops ever to cross the Atlantic.
Each ship was fully loaded, bringing massive supplies and numbers
of men to Great Britain. It was common knowledge that Hitler's grip
on Europe would not be broken until Allied forces crossed the
English Channel to invade France and drive the Germans out. In
preparation, a massive build-up was proceeding in Scotland and
England.

Dad arrived in Scotland on February 22; two days
later he and his company boarded a train and traveled twenty-four
miles inland to the city of Glasgow to make room for the troops and
supplies continuing to stream into Scotland. The streets of Gourock
and Glasgow were teeming with Americans. After seven days in
Glasgow, Dad was moved to the port of Bognor Regis, England. From
there his infantry unit was transferred to Warminster, England.

The U.S. Army had most of its strength now
positioned in Scotland and England. Dad left Warminster by train
and traveled in the safety of the night, arriving in Woodbury late
in the afternoon on April 6. He would stay in Woodbury until June
8. At night he and his company could hear the howl of air-raid
sirens in a distant city. The distinct rough noise of deeply
growling airplane engines clearly stood out to them as German
aircraft flying inland from the coast. American and British
aircraft had a much softer and smoother sound; it did not take long
to determine when the enemy was flying nearby. The Germans came
close enough to land to let everyone know they were there, but
stayed far enough out to avoid being fired on.

It was now clear that something really big was
developing and that it would happen in early June. Rumors flew
among the soldiers but no one learned the details until a few hours
before the event. Uncertainty prevailed, but every soldier knew the
massive buildup was for real.


Omaha Beach

“The eyes of the world are upon you.... I have
full confidence in your courage, devotion to duty, and skill in
battle.”

General Dwight D. Eisenhower, Supreme Allied
Commander

The weather on June 6, 1944,
was a bit better than horrific, with unusually strong spring storms
in England and on the coast of France. These storms had been
assailing the coast for almost a week, and they showed no sign of
letting up. High winds, rain, fog, gray skies, and heavy seas
pounded the area.

A successful assault on the beaches of Normandy
depended on the timing of the new moon, which would enable the
Allies to cope with the extreme tides common in the area and expose
any underwater obstacles put in place by the Germans. The window of
opportunity ended on June 6. The next opportunity would come in two
weeks, with the next full moon. But General Eisenhower's advisors
believed that it would be half as likely that the conditions would
be acceptable in two weeks. And delaying the invasion beyond June
would prevent the Allies from gaining the upper hand over the
Germans before winter.

Concluding that the weather was not going to
cooperate, General Eisenhower in the early morning hours of June 5
reluctantly issued this statement: “Okay, we'll go.” The next day,
June 6, would be the now-famous D-Day. The Germans did not believe
the Allies would be foolish enough to launch an attack in bad
weather. The element of surprise was on the Allies' side.

Once Eisenhower gave the order, the mightiest
amphibious invasion in history began cutting its way through the
waters around the United Kingdom. It was an armada of 5,000 ships
carrying 130,000 men and 20,000 vehicles supported by the gunfire
of 700 warships, including six monstrous battleships. In addition,
8,000 aircraft were taking part in the effort. The armada was to
converge at first light along beaches extending from Cotentin
Peninsula on the west to Caen on the east, a stretch of fifty
miles.

The true start of the invasion of Omaha Beach was at
2:30 on the morning of June 6, 1944, when the American Airborne
Division parachuted into Normandy to secure critical areas near
Ste-Mere-Eglise. This town became famous after the 1962 movie
The Longest Day depicted a parachutist from the 82nd
Airborne becoming snagged on the town's church tower during his
drop. The massive main invasion started precisely at dawn.

That morning, my dad and his soldier buddies were
told of the invasion. They were quickly mobilized, moving to
Bournemouth, England, for deployment to Omaha Beach on June 11,
1944.

Omaha Beach was the code name for one of the
principal landing points of the Allied invasion of German-occupied
France. The five-mile-long beach was located on the northern coast
of France, facing the English Channel. U.S. Army troops were given
the responsibility of taking the beach, along with U. S. Navy sea
transports and a contingent from the British Royal Navy. Little
went as planned at Omaha on June 6. Navigation difficulties caused
the majority of landing craft to miss their targets throughout the
day. The German defenses were unexpectedly strong, inflicting heavy
casualties on U.S. troops as they landed.

John McGuckin was my wife's
uncle. Colleen had visited him in the hospital during his last
illness and learned he'd been on Omaha Beach on D-Day. McGuckin had
been just seventeen years old when he lied about his age and joined
the navy. One year later, at eighteen, he was a trained navy
seaman, ready for combat. His training enabled him to operate an
LCI (Landing Crafts Infantry) on D-Day, carrying personnel and
ammunition destined for the war effort against Germany.

I went to see McGuckin after Colleen told me he had
been on Omaha Beach. Three days before his death, on June 5, 2008,
he told me the following story about what happened to him there. He
died one day before the sixty-fourth anniversary of the D-Day
invasion.

Under gray skies, and in swelling seas, McGuckin
increased his grip on the LCI's helm, mustering all his strength.
He quickly put his entire body weight into turning the LCI,
pointing it directly into the giant wave about to crash against it.
McGuckin's confidence, coupled with his quick reflexes and
extensive training, allowed him to skillfully maneuver the LCI in
the perilous weather. But sustained high winds off the Normandy
coast pushed the swells and waves to greater heights, hampering
McGuckin's view of the surrounding area. Glancing from side to
side, he could not help noticing that some of the thirty or so
soldiers assigned to his boat were feeling the full effects of
seasickness. As his eyes scanned individual faces, he realized that
in addition to the seasickness many of the men were paralyzed with
fear and some were softly crying.

Suddenly Omaha Beach became fully visible to
McGuckin. Squinting as he wiped the rain and seawater from his
eyes, he could just make out the mass of boats, tanks, men,
gunfire, and planes all heading for the coast. But his boat pitched
violently, and, instead of the beach, he saw endless gray seawater
and frothy white foam. McGuckin knew he was in the pit of the wave
and needed to use all of his energy to regain control of his craft
to keep it from capsizing. The bone-chilling waves engulfed the
men. This scene repeated itself many times before the LCI finally
crashed ashore on Omaha Beach.

McGuckin's assignment on June 6 was to make numerous
round-trips transporting troops and vehicles to support the D-Day
effort. But nothing in his training had prepared him for the sea
conditions he was encountering. Avoiding the obstacle course the
Germans had placed in the surf was also a major challenge.

As the bottom of the boat finally scraped against
the sand on McGuckin's first trip, the men prepared to move out.
With gunfire exploding around them, heads were low inside the boat.
The LCI landed, and McGuckin committed each soldier to war. He
lowered the front gate of his craft, sending the soldiers to hell.
Suddenly a young soldier panicked wildly as the troops around him
began to push their way off the LCI. Confusion reigned as bullets
ricocheted through the air. Some of the men had moved past McGuckin
and were still on the ramp when they were hit by shrapnel and
bullets and fell face down into the rolling surf. John quickly
assessed the young soldier who had panicked, realizing he didn't
have a gas mask. Without hesitation, he quickly grabbed his own
mask and gave it to the soldier, telling him “God bless you.”

Later, I had heard other stories about McGuckin's
heroic actions in the war. In the eleven days he spent on the
shores of Omaha, he often put his own life at stake to leap out of
the LCI and pull wounded soldiers out of the surf, enabling them to
survive.

After doing some research, I determined that
McGuckin ferried soldiers from the 30th Infantry Division. It is
entirely possible that my dad and Colleen's uncle met up in his LCI
on June 11. When Colleen was visiting her Uncle Johnny in the
hospital, he asked about our recent trip to France. She told him
that my dad had been a prisoner of war in World War II. She
explained that we'd been trying to trace his steps after he landed
on Omaha Beach until the time he was captured by the Germans. When
her uncle told Colleen that he had been there on Day One at Omaha
Beach, she replied, “That must have been really hard. What was it
like?” His eyes welled with tears. “Ah, it wasn't so bad,” he said.
“Those army guys, they had it real rough.”

Stepping off his LCI on the
shores of Omaha Beach was a humbling experience for my father. It
was not the first time he had witnessed the horrors of death. Back
in West Virginia, he had driven an ambulance and picked up bodies
after gruesome multiple deaths in coal mine accidents. Dad thought
he was mentally ready to handle the war experience. But after
landing on Omaha Beach, he realized that the farther he traveled
from the sea, the worse things were going to be.

Wading through the chest-deep water, Dad could not
help noticing the many shipwrecks protruding from the waves and
scattered on the beach. Occasionally an enemy shell would stray
from its intended target and explode nearby. His company slowly
made its way up the sand dunes, observing the carnage and
destruction that were the aftermath of a great battle. On the
beach, holes created by the massive artillery shells were large
enough for several men to comfortably fit into.

My father had told my mother about landing on Omaha
Beach. I heard this story from her:

As your father walked, he could not help noticing the
aftermath of war scattered everywhere in the sand. Spent bullet
casings littered the landscape and reflected brightly in the sun.
Your father mentioned that some of the soldiers joked about how
they looked like “jewels in the sand” as they walked on the beach
for the first time. They all stopped making jokes as the reality of
the situation set in. Your dad felt the severity of war stinging
his heart for the first time.

Your dad's heart was heavy with sadness. He felt sick
to his stomach, and fear gripped his mind as he silently wondered
what each man had experienced on June 6 as his life came to an end.
Did they know their lives were ending? Or did it happen so fast
they never knew what hit them? As he moved farther inland, your
dad's thoughts went even deeper. Would he survive this war? He
mentioned that he knew most of the men marching were thinking and
feeling the same thing. How could they not?

Having a relationship with someone special gave your
dad hope and a reason to be safe. His thoughts were centered on me,
and he often looked at the picture of me I had given him. One of
his main thoughts was always imagining the war over, him on the
boat coming back to America, and seeing me on the dock ready to
greet him.

I asked my mom if she was in love with him at that
time. She paused for a moment before replying, “Yes, very much.”
Her face grew red and a tear slid down her face. “Your dad and I
were already very much in love, and we could not wait to be
together again,” she said. “The strain of war was real hard on both
of us. But during that time young couples everywhere had the same
experience if their loved one was serving in the armed forces. All
of us prayed we could be together again. I am the lucky one.
Herbert lived to return home to me. I had some girlfriends who were
not so lucky.”

My mother shared many valuable insights about my
dad. She continued, telling me how my father's mind had been
constantly gripped with fear:

Your father didn't know at any moment during the war
what his fate might be. It could change at any time. We all live
our everyday lives with the uncertainly of not knowing what could
happen next. But being in the middle of war greatly increases your
risk of death. Compared to you walking down the street in America,
the risk is not the same. Your father lost many war buddies he
relied on physically and emotionally. Can you imagine how that must
feel—living every day with the uncertainty of death hovering at
your door?

My dad tried to not think too hard about anything,
pushing thoughts of death and other “what ifs” out of his mind. As
the infantrymen walked farther inland, the distant sounds of
gunfire grew louder and the sounds of the surf on the beach more
distant. Dad walked by the tattered fragments of war uniforms on
the beach. Some were stained with dried blood and encrusted with
sand.

In other secluded areas he observed sand mixed with
human blood. This evidence of the destruction of human life
troubled my dad, reminding him of the ultimate sacrifice of war. As
a boy my dad had hunted with his brother Hank, and they often
looked for blood on the ground as they tracked rabbits. But on
Omaha Beach the dried dark spots were human blood.

The beach master and his crews had faced the
formidable task of claiming the dead, of identifying and burying
the thousands of soldiers' bodies. When a body was discovered, it
was carefully ticketed with information about that soldier and then
readied for burial. Omaha Beach is vast, and finding every
component of human remains was a daunting task. Bombs, land mines,
and heavy artillery showed no mercy for a soldier who happened to
be in their path. The recovery crews worked hard, but it was not
possible to clear all the evidence of the great battle in five days
time. The sands of Omaha Beach were forever scarred.

The men of the 30th Infantry Division grew quieter
as they walked away from the shore. The reality of war and its
aftermath was only the beginning of things to come for them. Shock
combined with fear in each of these young soldiers. None let on
that they were scared as hell, and the march continued.


Normandy and Hedgerow Country

After the initial shock of
Omaha Beach, the 120th Regiment of the 30th Infantry quickly picked
up its pace, continuing to move inland toward the small town of
Isigny. After arriving there, the regiment immediately started
preparing for contact with the enemy. The men stocked up on food
and cigarettes at the canteen. Dad's group relieved the 101st
Airborne Division and a part of the 28th Infantry Division. Battle
plans were being finalized for the first major attack on the
Germans.

The first night, June 11, was incredibly dark, with
no moon. To the west, in the area of Omaha Beach, an unsteady
quietness prevailed. This was a sharp contrast to what had been
going on only five days earlier. To the distant east the fireworks
of war illuminated the night sky. The American soldiers could hear
the low thunderous explosions of the falling bombs. Everyone knew
they were getting very close to the front lines of battle. My dad
had not had much sleep in the previous forty-eight hours and was
exhausted. Along with the others, he tried to catch some
much-needed shut-eye. But the time for sleep didn't last long. Soon
the regiment was headed for the front lines. Onward they
marched.

As the regiment approached its destination, the
soldiers heard the unmistakable sound of a German plane close by.
They crossed a small bridge, and the plane dropped a flare over the
regiment, instantly lighting up the entire area and exposing its
location on the bridge. In a matter of seconds the enemy plane
turned and took its aim. The terrible whine of the now nose-diving
enemy plane grew closer as it swooped down, dropping several bombs.
Dad's group scattered, taking cover wherever they could to escape
the blast. Luckily the bombs missed their intended targets.

By day Normandy is one
beautiful place, with hedgerows dotting the countryside. But the U.
S. Army never anticipated the need to provide training to its
soldiers about how to penetrate and fight within hedgerows.
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Michigan Hedgerows

When I was a child, I knew
about hedgerows. Two of my uncles owned farms in southern Michigan,
which we often visited. Several of the smaller fields were bordered
by hedgerows, although they weren't nearly as large as Normandy's
hedgerows. As a child, I loved to be out in the pasture playing and
exploring the fields surrounded by the high dirt walls of the
hedgerows. Climbing up on one of them was like climbing a mountain,
I thought. I liked the unsteady feeling when I arrived at the top,
often out of breath.

My uncles' farms were well-established and located
in rolling Michigan countryside; the original owners had, like the
French, piled up rocks and debris from the fields to make the
hedgerows. According to my mother, and my own memories, my father
did not like venturing into rolling fields that were small and
confining, especially if the field was surrounded with barbed-wire
fencing. I can recall Dad going out of his way to avoid entering my
uncles' fields. He always had a good excuse. I never gave it a
thought when I was young.

I remember one Saturday in early June when we
visited one of my uncle's farms for the weekend. It was hot and dry
and the smell of freshly plowed fields still lingered in the air. I
asked my dad to take me fishing. He hesitated, but agreed. You see,
the pond was on the other side of the hedgerow field, and either
you had to walk through this field or drive to the pond on the dirt
road, which took twice as long. I was a typical impatient kid who
wanted to get wherever I was going quickly. My choice was to walk
and explore. Dad's choice was to drive the car around the longer
way, avoiding the small, confining field, and this is what we
did.

My dad's fears were subtle but real. It makes me sad
to think of the emotional burden he carried throughout his postwar
life. He tried to cover up his fears, especially when I was a
child. I recall a man who often didn't seem to have a care in the
world. But when he was pressed to participate in everyday events
that reminded him of his past, the nightmare that had been his war
returned.
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In medieval times, hedgerows were built along
property lines and roads. Composed of rocks and debris picked up
during plowing, hedgerows were placed along the perimeter of each
field. Through the centuries, trees and thick bushes started to
grow in them, and hedgerows became nearly impenetrable. Many of the
oldest are almost fifteen feet high.

After the D-Day invasion, U.S. army engineers made
ingenious use of the hundreds of metal beach blockades the Germans
had placed in the sand at Omaha Beach to stop the LCIs from coming
ashore. The engineers cut them up and welded makeshift punching
blades onto the American tanks. The army quickly discovered that
they could use the tanks equipped with the punching blades, along
with dynamite, to obtain quick passage through hedgerows.

Often after Dad's regiment rammed a passage through
a hedgerow, the Germans were on the other side waiting to pick off
soldiers. Many soldiers died trying to pass from field to field. My
father lost several buddies while fighting in hedgerows, which
offered no advantages to the Allies. The Allies were knocking on
the Germans' door.

My father often commented to my mother on the unique
smell of Normandy. This included the odor of Cordite, a smokeless
explosive powder made of nitrocellulose, nitroglycerin, and
petrolatum that had been dissolved in acetone, dried, and extruded
in cords. The Cordite stench blended with the fragrance of crushed
apples and hundreds of rotting cattle to create the distinct smell
of 1944 Normandy. I heard my father refer to what he called
“reminder smells,” especially when he was at one of my uncle's
farms in Michigan. I remember the look in his eyes and how
differently he acted when something reminded him of the smell of
Normandy.

Fighting steadily increased
in the weeks after my dad landed in Normandy. The process of
gaining ground against the Nazis was slow and arduous. Most of the
soldiers were becoming sleep deprived, because contact with the
enemy was a twenty-four-hour affair. Catnaps gave the men a mental
break from the war, but they never lasted long enough. A sleeping
soldier would be jolted back to reality when bombs or grenades
exploded close by. When I was a kid on my way to summer camp, my
dad would tell me that he used to “pull up a rock, and use it as a
pillow.” I never believed him for a minute back then, but I do
now.

As June progressed, battles became daily events.
Making progress through the hedgerows was difficult, slow, and
dangerous. Sometimes my father's group would be only fifty feet
from the Germans, with everyone in their respective foxholes. They
could not talk or move freely about without being discovered.
Commonly the Americans would be separated from the Germans by only
a fifteen-foot hedgerow. A stalemate would ensue until one side
decided to break through and strike out at the other.

The army taught soldiers to dig two types of holes.
The traditional foxhole, essential for a soldier's survival, was
for longer stays; the slit trench was a quick fix for one-night
stands. In rainy Normandy, the foxholes were frequently wet and
muddy, but the soldiers welcomed them when darkness fell or the
action of battle became too intense.

The 30th Infantry did not have access to hot showers
from the time they left for Normandy on June 10 until late July. In
hedgerow country there were no showers, bathrooms, or hot meals
available. Dad lived off his C- and K-rations, which provided him
with enough calories to do his job. C-rations consisted of three
cans per day per man, and K-rations were three boxes of a variety
of concentrated foods. A soldier needed 40 percent more food than
normal to keep him going during the war. My guess is that my dad
was always starving, because I remember he liked to eat a lot.


The Wooden Shoes

On the morning of June 21,
1944, my father's emotional health suffered its first devastating
blow. Tragedy would now cruelly take center stage, leaving him
awash in sadness and despair.

During my childhood a pair of hand-carved wooden
shoes in the size of a six- or seven-year-old child was on display
in our upstairs bookcase. Close inspection revealed soil stains and
the wear and tear from having been worn by a young child. Steel
nails were affixed to the bottom of the shoes. To me they were just
a pair of wooden shoes. But when I would put them on and parade
around our upstairs floors, I was promptly ordered to take them
off. My father had carved on one of the shoes the following
inscription: “France June 21, 1944.”

I heard the story of the shoes from my mother many
years later. My dad's regiment was dug in, camping near a small
French farm away from the front lines of battle. The 30th was
getting some much-needed rest, but they were still involved in
active fighting. Every morning and evening my father and several
other soldiers would travel to the tiny farm, which had a working
well. They always took the time to visit with the family that owned
the farm: a mom and dad and their four little girls between the
ages of two and twelve.

My father was a leader in his group, and he made the
decision to frequent this farm and to use their water supply.
Gaining trust was an essential element on both sides. Soon the
family graciously welcomed my father and his group every day. They
were grateful, they said, that the Americans were liberating
France. Even with the language barrier, the soldiers and the French
family communicated well.

I can imagine that my father's warm smile and
friendly personality helped gain this family's confidence. At every
visit the American soldiers surprised the children with candy and
chewing gum. The six-year-old daughter took an instant shine to my
father. He would lift her up onto his shoulders and sing to her as
he paraded around. My mother told me that the little girl would
laugh with glee, and her sisters would join in the fun. The parents
were so happy to see joy and excitement returning to the lives of
their girls. The family treated my dad and his group like heroes,
because they offered hope, love, and friendship during the bleakest
of times.

All the hope and promise for this family came to an
end in the early morning hours of June 21. Late one night, almost
forty years to the day after it happened, my father awakened
tearful from another nightmare and finally decided to tell my
mother how the story of the French family had ended. These are his
words, as told to me by my mother:

We did not get much sleep the night of June 20 due to
higher-than-normal activity. Gunfire, planes, and tank movement by
the Nazis were increasing throughout the night. Somehow I fell
asleep for a time. I woke suddenly around four to darkness and an
unusual silence. The fog was present in the lower valleys, and that
had most likely calmed the movement of the Germans. We quickly
pulled together our group and the supplies we needed and proceeded
to the farm for water. The sun was coming up. We traveled
cautiously through the fields, always expecting some run-in with
the Nazis. Ironically, for the last several days we'd been free of
them.

As we came close to the farm, we expected the
children to be up and ready for our visit; they always looked
forward to it. Approaching the farm, we noticed an unusual silence
and the absence of the roosters or chickens that were always in the
yard. Instantly we knew something was horribly wrong. We readied
our guns and carefully approached the house. It was terrible. Our
hearts were beating out of our chests. We approached the door of
the house to knock but discovered it unlatched and open. All of us
knew this was not a good sign. We quickly went into the house with
our guns drawn and searched each room. To our amazement, the house
was intact with nothing missing. We retreated and moved to search
the barn behind the house. We entered the barn and discovered the
entire family shot dead.

The bodies of the family, shot execution-style, were
in the back stall of the barn where the now-missing cow had lived.
The Nazis had decided to punish the family for providing food and
support to American soldiers. My father told my mother that the
Nazis who had done this were of the SS variety. They were ruthless,
arrogant, and extremely loyal to Hitler's war machine. Aiding and
abetting the enemy meant certain and immediate death with no
questions.

Shaken to the core, my dad and his group cried as
they prepared to bury their friends. One of the distraught men
discharged his weapon wildly into a nearby tree. My dad noticed
that even under duress the family had taken the time to slip on the
wooden shoes they wore to work in the fields and walk to the barn.
Perhaps they never understood what was going to happen to them.

As they buried the family on their farm, Dad
carefully slipped off the wooden shoes from the special girl, the
one he always gave his shoulder rides to, and placed them in his
pack. After the burial, they tossed grenades into the house and
barn, making sure it was uninhabitable to the Germans. They
returned to their regiment for another day of war, all expected to
function normally despite the mind-numbing sadness each of them
felt. My father's heart was ripped from his chest that day, but
this was only the beginning of Herbert Miller's war.

My dad immediately sent the little girl's wooden
shoes home to his parents. Years later, when I asked my father
about the shoes in our bookcase, he replied in his usual kind way:
“They were from a farm in France.”


St. LO and Operation Cobra

Returning to the front line
of fighting in early July, my dad's regiment walked right into a
major counterattack. The Germans hit them with all they had,
breaking through their defenses and penetrating their lines.
Fighting back furiously, the regiment somehow maintained their hold
despite suffering severe damage to their defenses and loss of life
within the ranks. Finally, most of the fighting stopped, and it was
now time to move out. Dad was in the first of eight jeeps in the
convoy. He told my mother this story:

As we pulled out from our last position, we carefully
started driving down this dirt road that had been cut open by
German Panzers days before. We all understood that even if the
direct fighting had stopped, there was always a risk of German
snipers in the area. Suddenly, out of nowhere, snipers started
shooting at us. Bullets were bouncing off of jeeps—all we could
hear were gunfire and pings.

Several of the jeeps behind me took the brunt of the
gunfire. Some of our men were hit very badly, and those jeeps just
stopped in their tracks. It was my instinct and training to get the
hell out and fast, so I pushed the accelerator to the floor and
discovered that my engine was no longer working. I pulled my pistol
from my belt, dove to the ground, firing my gun all the way, and
then rolled under the jeep for cover. I couldn't believe I hadn't
been hit. After a few seconds, the remainder of our company arrived
and pumped so many bullets into the areas where the snipers had
been firing from that it wasn't long before all of them were
killed.

We somehow regained our composures, but had now lost
another six men from sniper fire. It was real sad. I figured, OK
I'm lucky, thank God, but my confidence had now vanished. I was
immediately ordered to go back to the motor pool for another jeep.
Petrified at the thought of having to go back through the woods
again, I somehow managed to get back to the motor pool area and
pick up another jeep. This time I found a mechanic and took him
with me. I figured I might need him in the future, in case I
developed more jeep trouble.

I was now real scared and jumpy all the time. Every
time I heard sniper fire after that episode, out came my
fifty-caliber submachine gun, and I was looking for that sniper
bastard. If I found him, I was going to cut him to ribbons. It was
either the Thompson or I'd jump for the fifty-caliber, because I
was determined after experiencing sniper fire that I was never
going to die from that or lose another jeep.

Fighting with the Germans
was a surreal experience. They left their individual marks of death
and destruction. I overheard my father telling my Uncle Mike this
story many years ago: Dad remembered how the Nazis booby-trapped
anything they left behind. They knew the Americans were souvenir
hunters and collectors, and they made good use of this
knowledge.

Often the Nazis would covertly attach a very thin
piano wire to an item they thought would be of interest to an
American. Common examples were food, wine, or even dead bodies. The
wire was carefully concealed within the debris or buried in the
dirt. Approximately two to six feet from the item of interest
they'd place a personnel mine, or other type of explosive device,
ready to explode once the wire disturbed the firing mechanism.
Although trained to spot and avoid these traps, soldiers were often
in a hurry and became careless. Some paid a heavy price for their
lack of attention to past training. Dad lost several of his buddies
this way. These were tragic episodes that eroded his confidence and
increased his anxieties as the war progressed.

Another scary tactic the Nazis employed was
stringing thin wire, tightly stretched at chest height, between two
trees. In the daylight it was almost impossible to see this wire
spanning the road. At night, forget it—the wire was impossible to
see, and a jeep driver would head right into the trap and be
decapitated instantly. My dad worried about this constantly because
he drove a jeep most of the time during the war. He recalled how a
jeep in front of him became a victim of this gruesome tactic.
Fortunately, the windshield had been up and had broken the wire
before it could snap the soldier's neck.

The Fourth of July that year
was acknowledged but not much celebrated. According to published
memoirs of the 30th Infantry, and a story my dad told my mother,
when July 4 arrived everyone in the division was told to fire one
shot simultaneously. At the appointed moment of 1 a.m., everything
from the large 155mm artillery to the smallest pistol was fired in
one thunderous bang that echoed throughout the rolling fields of
Normandy. It was reported that the Germans had no clue what was
going on, and stress and confusion ensued among their ranks.

It took more than sixty days after D-Day for the
Allies to move sixty miles from the beachhead. In less than three
weeks, a million Allied troops were firmly entrenched on French
soil. The liberation of Ste. Mere Eglise, Carentan, and Cherbourg
gave the Allies their first major victories in the battle for
Normandy. But the cost was horrific, with more than 142,000
causalities on both sides. Winning the war was still a long way
off. By early July, the U. S. and its allies stood face to face
with German soldiers in a stalemate. If the Germans had continued
to successfully hold back our troops, they would certainly have won
the war. The Allies needed an innovative and creative master plan
to get them beyond Normandy, and they had to come up with it
fast.

St. LO was the first step. Only twenty miles from
the landing beaches, it was the crossroads to all other cities in
France. The fight for Hill 192, in St. LO, was critical for the
Allied effort because it was the highest hill in Normandy. Three
days of bloody fighting with three divisions, including Dad's 30th,
were part of a struggle to take the high ground, a ridge, just to
the west of St. LO. Historical accounts of the Battle of St. LO
claim that the 29th Infantry Division fought and won it. However,
both the 35th and the 30th Infantry divisions provided major
assistance to the 29th. Without the assistance of these dedicated
divisions, the battle would have lasted much longer, and resulted
in a greater loss of lives for the men of the 29th.

Finally, on July 20, after a bloody battle, St. LO
was liberated and placed in the hands of the 29th Infantry. My
father and his fellow soldiers in the 30th Infantry successfully
removed the Germans from their prime observation spots overlooking
St. LO. Without this help, the 29th would not have been able to
gain entrance to and liberate the city of St. LO.

Liberation came with a price. General Omar Bradley's
First Army had suffered over 40,000 war causalities in just
seventeen days of combat. After the battle of St. LO, Bradley
needed to quickly move out of hedgerow country. A major offensive
was under development, and the plans for it would soon be shared
with the troops. As his regiment prepared to move out of Normandy,
Dad's own fate would soon be on the line.

Meanwhile, the news quickly
spread that Adolf Hitler had barely escaped an assassination
attempt by his own generals on July 20. Hitler, who survived with
minor injuries, rounded up and ordered killed anyone even remotely
involved in the plot against him. To calm his mind, he also ordered
the killing of 3,000 German civilians. When word of this reached my
father and his division, it only made the men of the 30th more
determined to do whatever it was going to take to rid Europe and
the world of this madman. Suddenly the war became a new mission for
my father. He wanted Hitler dead, and it reignited some of his
courage as he pressed on.

The next major task for the Allies was to create a
breach in the German defenses that ran parallel to the St. LO—
Periers highway. Operation Cobra was under way. The 30th Division's
baptism by fire was about to begin, and my dad sensed that his life
could be in serious jeopardy. Operation Cobra was of major
importance to the success of the war. The Germans were not going to
give up easily because the MLR (major line of resistance) was a
critical stronghold for all German defenses. The Krauts, as my
father called them, were well hidden in the vines, bushes, and
trees, and they had dug in solidly in the ground. They were well
positioned to defend to the death, as ordered by their leader,
Hitler.

Dad's group now had time to reorganize during the
lull in fighting. Replacement soldiers were brought in to fill in
the spots opened by the many casualties of the past month. My
father had lost three of his buddies in the preceding weeks. This
misfortune, on top of the massacred French family, was causing him
to disengage mentally.

Dad and the other soldiers were resupplied with
additional equipment, ammunition, and food in anticipation of the
expansion of troop strength after Operation Cobra was completed. My
dad told my mother: “The plans and preparations that were being
crafted for Operation Cobra were intense. We were told that failure
was not an option.” Dad's commanders had prepared his group for
their individual jobs and made sure they clearly understood the
overall objectives and the importance of the mission to the overall
war effort. But my dad was silently struggling with his own demons:
the uncertainty of the mission's success, his own mortality, and
the possibility of massive death and destruction. He told my
mother:

Fighting as a soldier in the line of battle doesn't
allow you a clear perspective of the overall progress of war. You
may be winning battles in your own little circle, but how
successful is the overall war effort? Every one of us frequently
questioned whether our efforts and sacrifices would help win this
war. Would it be enough? I was just so fed up with losing my
buddies by sniper, bombs, or gunfire. Some days I just wanted it to
all go away. I needed them and they needed me, or so I thought. I
remember telling myself more than one time to stop making friends,
because the odds were stacked against all of us living. It was
mentally easier to stay detached and not get emotionally involved
with your fellow soldiers. Any of us could catch a fatal bullet.
Sometimes I thought the soldier who was mortally wounded had the
emotional advantage, because he never had to deal with the sadness
and emptiness again.

I adopted this way of thinking for about one lousy
hour. The very minute all hell broke out, and you were in the
foxhole fighting and trying to survive, there was no way you could
stay detached. The bonds of reliance, gratitude, and joint survival
quickly change a person during very stressful times. When you and
your buddy narrowly escape death once again, it is hard to not feel
some connection with each other, especially if he saved your ass. I
can tell you this: If a fellow soldier who I might not know ended
up in my foxhole and we fought together for several days, barely
escaping death's door together, and then lived to see another day,
you can bet we'd be linked together emotionally.

My mother told me this story on August 10, 2005. She
remembered it exactly as my father told it to her. She had just
moved into her new home in the same city where I live, and this was
the longest conversation I ever had with her about my father's war.
We spent the better part of an afternoon together uncovering my
father's war experiences.

Operation Cobra's target
date was now July 24, and H-Hour was set for 11:30 in the morning.
The high-ranking officials were in England coordinating the battle
plan and attack sequences with the Air Corps. Considerable
arguments took place concerning the Air Corps' plan of attack. The
Air Corps wanted to bomb head-on the St. LO—Periers highway, which
was perpendicular to the German MLR. This plan would limit the
exposure time for the planes and make it harder for German
anti-aircraft artillery to fire upon the troops.

General Bradley took strong exception to this plan,
believing it was too risky and that it would cause bombs to miss
their targets. “Every bomb must count,” said Bradley. The Air Corps
was told to make flight plans to bomb the MLR from east to west,
parallel to the St. LO—Periers highway. This would lessen the
possibility of any bombs dropping short of their targets and
landing directly on our troops. Finally, after many hours of
deliberation and disagreement, Bradley and the Air Corps settled on
their final plans. Operation Cobra could now begin.

A few hours before the massive strike, the 30th
Infantry was pulled back 1,200 yards to the north, to protect them
from misdirected bombs or artillery. One hour before the event,
more than fifty artillery battalions were firing into the target
area. The ground shook violently, and the noise from the explosions
was deafening. My mother told me my father's heart had been beating
so fast he felt sick to his stomach. Some of his fellow soldiers
were so nervous with anticipation that they became sick.
Unfortunately, they had to get over it, collect their guts, and be
ready to fight. The bombs began to drop, announcing to the Germans
the onset of Operation Cobra, the heaviest artillery barrage since
the Omaha Beach landings.

The operations included 3,000 airplanes in all,
carrying 4,000 tons of explosive power. Bombers from the 8th and
9th Air Corps dropped their bombs parallel to the American lines.
Bradley hoped to punch a hole in the German lines for American
troops to move through and end the stalemate. The plan was very
risky, and, unfortunately, the Air Corps and the army on the ground
had very different ideas about what was supposed to happen.

Fifteen minutes prior to the H-Hour, the 30th
Division Artillery fired a series of red smoke shells focused on
the southern side of the St. LO—Periers highway. Hitting precisely,
the red smoke exploded and began to disperse just as planned along
the MLR and the highway. The attack had begun, and everything was
working perfectly. To continue to make it work as scheduled, the
Air Corps needed to fly over the American troops and drop the bombs
in front of them. But due to thick clouds and fog in England,
Bradley called the mission off at the last minute. Unfortunately,
1,600 planes had already taken off and were quickly heading toward
their targets.

The French countryside that day was sunny and
bright. A slight breeze came up unexpectedly, and the smoke began
to slowly drift back toward the north. In just a matter of minutes,
the red smoke was on top of the men of the 30th Infantry, including
my father waiting for H-Hour to begin. Panic and confusion overtook
the once-confident men, who understood they were now the target and
in serious trouble. In less than two minutes, 1,600 planes that had
been instructed to fly in “full radio silence” to the end of their
mission began dropping 2,000 tons of explosive power directly on
top of the 30th Division.

With no ground-to-air liaison or contact, it was
impossible to warn the pilots of the northwest drift of the red
smoke and order them to stop dropping bombs on American troops. As
the armada of air power continued to release its bombs, all planes
were focused directly on the red smoke line. My father's instincts
told him he was in serious trouble, and he began to pray.

As the bombs landed and exploded, it was every man
for himself. My father was with five other men inside a large
foxhole that offered some protection. As the carpet of bombs
continued to fall, my dad could see them striking their targets
ahead of his foxhole. Dad remembered the sound as being like the
rapid fire of a machine gun. He could see in the distance many of
his fellow soldiers sustaining direct hits inside their foxholes.
The men were being vaporized into oblivion.

In instances of extreme stress a human mind can
process many thoughts at once. Dad knew by the sound of their
engines that the planes flying overhead were American. The bombs
continued to explode, coming closer and closer to my dad's foxhole.
He remembered somehow losing his gun and quickly taking off all of
his ammunition and grenades and tossing them out of the foxhole to
prevent a secondary explosion. He eventually found his gun and held
on to it for dear life. The men in the foxhole knew that if they
were going to survive they'd have to find better cover. Shrapnel,
dirt, and debris were flying around them. The cries of men rose
above the thunderous explosions. My dad quickly calculated his
chances of surviving and decided with the others, all now in a full
state of panic, to move to a more secure area rather than waiting
for a direct bomb hit. There was nothing they could do, no enemy to
fight. All that was left was to pray, react, and hope for the
best.

Meanwhile, everywhere in his line of sight my father
saw American bombs raining from the sky with increasing intensity.
Peering through the thick black smoke, one of the men noticed a
ravine next to a big hedgerow near some large trees. The men timed
their exodus from the foxhole, waiting for a slight break in the
action. They scurried to take cover in the trench between
explosions.

Just as Dad arrived at the top of the ravine, a
large bomb exploded, sending him flying into one of the large
trees. He stretched out his arms and extended his gun, which broke
the impact as he hit the tree. Bouncing off, he fell into the muddy
water at the bottom of the ravine. Bombs were now falling
everywhere around him. Feeling slightly relieved, he looked around
for the other men. He saw only two of the five men who'd been with
him in his foxhole. Feelings of sadness, confusion, and disbelief
overwhelmed him.

Suddenly my dad felt an unfamiliar burning in his
upper right thigh. It took a while for him to comprehend that he'd
been wounded. The onslaught of bombs continued around him. Still
fearing a direct hit, my dad buried his face in the mud and prayed
hard to be allowed to survive this living hell. What seemed like
hours of bombing suddenly ended. The sounds of the airplanes and
exploding bombs ceased. Dead and wounded men who had not even had
the opportunity to fight against the enemy were everywhere. How
could this tragedy have been allowed to happen?

Once my dad's heart rate returned to normal, he
found the courage to look up. He felt the now intense burning in
his thigh and glanced back down at his blood coursing through the
muddy water. Not able to stand on his wounded leg, he grabbed a
tree branch. Pulling himself out of the water, he stood on his good
leg to survey the results of the bombing attack. Focusing his
attention back on his bad leg, he noticed a piece of shrapnel
sticking out of it. His fellow soldiers held on to him tightly to
keep him above the water.

Soon a passing medic came to the rescue, instructing
the men to lift my dad out of the ravine, place him flat on the
ground, and elevate his legs. He was given a shot of morphine, and
after a quick examination the shrapnel was removed, the wound
cleansed, and sulfa powder placed directly on it. The medic
declared Dad's injury bad but not life threatening. With a few
quick stitches, he would be as good as new.

Dad was transferred to the regiment aid station,
where he received eight stitches and was told to take it easy for
the rest of the day. Happy to be alive, he was not evacuated away
from the front line and returned to battle the next day.

Among the American regiments under friendly fire
that day, the 30th suffered the most casualties. In Dad's regiment
thirty men had been killed; another 156 were wounded. His close
friends from childhood, the twins Jim and Tim Nodurft, were both
killed in Operation Cobra.

The Germans had not retaliated, and their front line
remained quiet. American leaders made the tough decision to repeat
the same battle plan on the following day, July 25.

Later in the day, my dad and his fellow soldiers
went looking for the three men who hadn't made it to the ravine.
Heading for the foxhole, they discovered it had sustained a direct
hit. They'd gotten out just in time. Their three comrades had
decided to stay in the foxhole.

That morning six soldiers woke up, not knowing what
that day had in store for each of them. By late morning, quick,
instinctive decisions had saved the lives of three of them. The
other three, deciding they were safer staying in the foxhole, ended
up on the Missing in Action list. They'd been vaporized, and their
bodies were never found.

The next morning dawned
bright and sunny, just like the day before. Replacement soldiers
were brought in to fill in the ranks. Chaos prevailed all around.
The misdirected bombs had landed as far back as the regiment
headquarters. The hospital, ambulances, and phone lines had all
been destroyed. Most of the two-way radios had been damaged, and
little or no communication was possible between the regiment
headquarters, brigade headquarters, and the companies located near
the battlefront. Runners were now traveling between the various
command posts to deliver the instructions and messages essential
for the second effort to proceed.

Despite having made the commitment to move forward
once again, General Bradley was still in shock. Not surprisingly, a
major inquiry was under way. Why had the Air Corps dropped bombs
perpendicular to the MLR after agreeing to bomb parallel to it? Who
was responsible for this change? Confusion and anger reigned. The
men of the 30th Division were understandably demoralized. The
events of the day before seemed unbelievable to my dad and to
everyone else. Today was going to be very different, or so they all
thought.
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The Nodurft Twins

Tim and Jim Nodurft were
identical twins and the same age as my father. Born in 1922, the
three of them grew up together in West Virginia. By age seven,
they'd become inseparable. Dad was drafted a month earlier than Tim
and Jim, but somehow they all ended up in the 30th Infantry.
Shortly before the start of Operation Cobra, Dad visited with his
two pals. Many years after the war he gave testimony to a Veterans
Administration doctor about his war experiences. In the transcript
my dad talked about the last time he saw the Nodurft twins:

I saw these two boys just prior to the bombing. I
talked to Tim and Jim and we shared a laugh together, remembering
the good times we'd had. The time was getting real close for the
start of Operation Cobra, so we needed to take our battle
positions. After they blew the hell out of us and the town, I went
back to see how Tim and Jim had fared, and I talked to a kid that
was in the foxhole adjacent to theirs and he said they both got
killed.

Well, that has left a mark on my mind ever since
then. [The transcript indicates that Dad had started to cry.] I
came home after discharge, I was married, and then I went down to
my mother and father's house—they still lived in the home that I
was inducted into the army from. I went to see the memorial of the
boys that I knew from that area who'd been inducted with me, and
there at the bottom were Tim and Jim's names with gold stars. So
I'm standing there, just like right now, I can't help it... [Dad
was now sobbing]. Tim's real name was Claude H. Nodurft and Jim's
real name was Francis R. Nodurft.
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Unknown to most of the soldiers, Lieutenant General
Leslie McNair had left his post in Washington D.C. and was assigned
to a newly created position based in Europe. On this day he was at
the headquarters of the 2nd battalion of the 120th Infantry
Regiment. His mission was to observe and gain some understanding of
how things had gone so wrong the day before. It was going to be up
to him to ensure that the mistakes were not repeated.

Dad and his buddies, who had escaped death the
previous day, were still struggling with their emotions. My dad
told my mother he was black-and-blue almost everywhere on his body
from the impact of hitting the tree. His leg was sore, but he could
walk and, if necessary, run on it. He was on edge most of the time
and had a constant ringing in his ears from the bomb blast. His
buddies from the foxhole were younger than him and filled with fear
and questions. Ironically, they looked up to my father as their
leader, although they were all ranked as privates first class.

Once again Dad and all the other infantrymen were
withdrawn 1,200 yards to the north, in case any bombs or artillery
missed their targets and fell short. Many of the soldiers were
anxious and stressed after surviving the direct hit from the
previous day's mishap. The commanders assured everyone everything
was in place for the start of Operation Cobra. The presence of a
three-star general ensured that the mission would be completed
successfully. Red-smoke shells were fired again, and they landed
exactly where they were supposed to along the MLR just south of the
St. LO—Periers highway. This time, all 3,000 airplanes carrying
4,000 tons of explosive power were on their way. With the cloudless
sky, it was easy to see the low-flying bombers as they approached
their target areas.

From the ground Dad could clearly see the bomb doors
on all of the planes slowly opening and beginning to drop the first
line of bombs. But a disaster was once again in progress. My
father, now even farther back from the MLR, looked up from his
cover and to his horror observed the previous day's deadly scenario
playing out again. The red smoke was once again drifting toward him
and all of the 30th Infantry troops. Soon red smoke and bombs were
once again intermingling with disastrous results.

My dad was next to a small bridge and a culvert
studded with large trees. He quickly said a prayer and, along with
the others, smashed his body and face into the mud and hung on for
dear life. The bombs rained down like hail in a thunderstorm.
Explosions, debris, dirt, and smoke were everywhere. Luckily, this
time Dad was in an area that avoided direct bomb drops. He always
credited his survival to God's intervention. Until his death
fifty-one years later, he remained unable to understand how or why
he survived those two days. My mother told me she heard this story
from Dad only one time, when he woke up from one of his bad dreams.
On this night he let it all out over a pot of coffee with my mother
as they stayed up until dawn talking about his horrific war
experiences.

The magnitude of the tragedy was impressive, with
sixty-four more men killed, 374 wounded, and over sixty missing in
action. All were in my dad's division. This time the direct hits on
the men led to an increase in the Missing in Action list. Some were
buried alive and later accounted for. Some were instantly vaporized
and never found.

Since the bombing once again extended back to the
regiment headquarters, General Bradley and other high-ranking
officials ran for cover, barely escaping with their lives. General
McNair, the three-star general, died that day, becoming the
highest-ranking general killed in World War II. McNair suffered a
direct hit.

More than 600 American
causalities resulted from the two days of misguided bombing.
General Bradley and the airmen began pointing fingers at one
another. Dad's regiment was suffering from severe battle fatigue.
All of the surviving men should have been sent back behind the
lines for rest and recovery. The commanders had to decide whether
to cancel or go ahead with the attack. The divisions that had not
been affected by the errant bombs were ready to participate in the
operation. As for the Germans, they had been warned twice about
what was to come. Clearly the element of surprise was no longer a
factor. The commanders quickly made the decision to proceed with
the attack as planned.

The front-line units were hastily reorganized.
Replacement soldiers were not available. Every man was going to
have to pull his own weight and then some. Now the demoralized and
poorly led 30th Infantry was going to have to muster the strength
to perform a miracle with the equipment and supplies they had left.
The divisions moved forward and attacked. Dad was able to fight
despite his bad leg. His stitches broke open, exposing the wound to
dirt and infection, but he carried on.

As the Americans advanced, it became clear that the
Germans had not sustained much damage from the two days of
bombings. Apparently the 30th had sustained more death and
destruction than the enemy. The Germans were well dug in and
enjoyed good defensive positions. But a flaw existed in the German
armor. They were unable to move any armor, heavy artillery, or
replacement troops to the front of their lines. This made it
relatively easy for the 30th and the other divisions to breach and
penetrate the German main line of defense. Once it was opened up,
General Patton and his Third Army were able to break through and
head for Brest, France. God appeared to be on the side of the 30th
and the other divisions.

After successfully penetrating the German lines, the
30th Infantry Division was now sent into reserve for rest and
recovery for the first time since their combat action had begun on
June 15th. After a horrific stretch of forty-nine days, my dad was
finally able to have the now-open wound on his leg re-stitched,
take a shower, and eat a warm meal. The USO provided a show, and
movies were made available, offering a great change of pace for the
men.

The eleven-day battle at St. LO and Operation Cobra
had decimated the 30th Division forces. With 3,934 casualties, the
division had lost almost 40 percent of its men. The toll among the
front-line rifle platoons was even higher, at close to 75 percent.
It is amazing that my father survived. A German general, reviewing
the carnage around St. LO, called it a “monstrous bloodbath.”

Unquestionably, the 30th Infantry Division's valor
and determination to succeed against overwhelming odds is a
noteworthy and historically important World War II story. After a
few days, the rest period was over and the 30th was ordered to move
quickly out to the small French city of Mortain, which was critical
to the war effort. It was here that my father's journey through the
war took a major turn. His life was about to be altered and his
spirit forever changed.


Mortain

After the 30th Division's
successful penetration of the Germans' main line of defense, Adolf
Hitler now clearly understood what the U.S. Army was capable of
accomplishing. With the completion of Operation Cobra, the German
Army was now unraveling at the seams. Operating from his
underground command post at Saint Germaine, outside of Paris,
German Field Marshall Günter Von Kluge had now become the target of
Hitler's rage and fury. There must be no more withdrawals. The
German Army must counterattack immediately and close the
Avaranches-Mortain corridor, commanded Hitler. He now ordered his
army to the sea.

Von Kluge had been completely responsible for the
failure of the German Army against Operation Cobra. He knew that
any protest to Hitler would be in vain. He also knew that he was
about to be confronted with his final opportunity to trap General
Patton's Third Army. The twenty-mile-long corridor to Mortain,
France, was now the focus and target of the Germans, and their
success or failure was going lead to either the rebirth or the
beginning of the end of the Third Reich. The key to the entire
operation was Mortain. Von Kluge quickly assembled over 400 tanks
and many thousands of men, all focusing on the sleepy city. Soon
orders would be given to deploy this mass of German might to hold
back the Americans and win Mortain.

Meanwhile, my dad's shrapnel
wound was not healing well after the second set of stitches he'd
received. The wound was now infected, and he had a fever. The medic
took one look at my dad's leg and decided to open up the wound
again, which was very painful. But because every man was needed for
the movement to Mortain, the medic stitched my dad's wound to the
maximum to keep it from reopening and becoming reinfected on the
battlefield. In retrospect, that medic did a very good thing for my
father. After he was captured by the Nazis and marched for 1,300
kilometers across France into Germany, he had no access to any
medical assistance whatsoever. If my dad's wound had become
reinfected, the Germans would most likely have shot him. The SS
showed no mercy when inconvenienced by American soldiers.

On August 4 the 30th Infantry was in Tessy-sur-Vire
regrouping and preparing for a battle at Mortain. Late in the day
the regiment was alerted that they would be moving out soon. My
father's wound was now healing, and he was amazed by how much
better he felt. With a large but secure bandage attached to his
leg, the soreness was gone and he could move about freely. He was
no longer worried about being hampered in battle. This gave my dad
a much-needed shot of confidence, despite the perils that were
staring him in the face. The next day the 30th Division passed to
the control of the VII Corps and was ordered to progressively
relieve the 1st Division as soon as possible. My dad's unit was
under orders to move out to Mortain.

As the Infantry traveled the forty-five miles toward
Mortain, all was calm and uneventful. When they arrived, families
lined the roads and cheered, showering the men with flowers and
drinks. The people of Mortain were under the delusion that they'd
finally been freed of the Germans after their liberation by the 1st
Infantry on August 3. Dad and his fellow soldiers relished this
experience because it was a huge mental lift. Finally they could
see some of the benefits of their hard work over the past sixty
days. It was good to encounter families who were feeling whole
again and free from Nazi occupation, my father was thinking. For
the first time in many weeks his spirits lifted a bit. The faces of
the French families said it all.

Mortain is not much different today from how it was
in late summer 1944 when my father was there. It was restored to
its previous appearance after the bombings. Today Mortain is best
known for its beautiful landscape, dairy farms, Camembert cheese,
and the overwhelming gratitude its citizens still feel for the
Americans who liberated them.

The order to seize Mortain that had been personally
issued by Adolf Hitler on August 4 was quickly acted upon. As the
30th Infantry prepared to relieve the other divisions in and around
Mortain, all came together for a debriefing. It quickly became
apparent that detailed maps of the surrounding terrain didn't
exist. Because the previous battle with the Nazis had been swift
and furious, no one had had time to draw up maps. The Americans had
secured Mortain with no expectation that it would ever again be the
center of armed combat. Unfortunately, not too far away, German
commander Von Kluge had just given the order for his 400 Panzers to
start moving toward Mortain.

On the morning of August 6,
it was sunny and beautiful in Mortain. At 2:30 in the afternoon,
the first sign of the enemy appeared. It was a lone plane carefully
scouting the landscape and noting the American positions.
Battle-seasoned infantryman on the ground, without even looking up,
could now instantly identify a German plane from the distinct sound
of its engine. Immediately the order was given for my dad's
infantry to improve their positions and dig in. Based on maps from
that time obtained from several still-living Mortain historians,
Dad's actual location was in a thick forest slightly south of the
city just below Hill 314.

As the company starting digging in, the soldiers
discovered they could only dig down eight inches or so before
hitting large rocks. Their commanders told them to do whatever was
needed to increase the depth of their foxholes. In some instances
grenades were used to break up the terrain. Finally Company H was
secure and ready for the impending battle. Once again, the enemy
was scouting the area. High in the sky a group of five German
planes approached and then flew off. Everyone on the ground knew
this was only the start of bigger things to come.

Chow lines were being set up as the planes left the
area. Company H was about to have a hearty hot meal with all the
fixings. Dad ate his fill. My father would not have another hot
meal for ten months.

The soldiers had two days' worth of K-rations. It
was evident to everyone that hot meals weren't going to be served
again anytime soon. Army intelligence reported that the Germans
were closing in on Mortain from the east and the south. It would
not be long before they were in the vicinity of the town. Every
commander's portable radio was broadcasting the following message:
Hill 314 must be held at all costs. The Germans need Hill 314 and
will do anything to get it. Failure is not an option.

By 8 p.m. everyone was fed, fully dug in, and
waiting. Some of the troops quietly visited with each other as they
finished their preparations. My dad's location was deep in the
forest, and a veil of darkness started to creep over him. He moved
his jeep into a secure area away from any open roads. He and three
others were ordered to secure extra water from a working well
located at a small French farmhouse called La Fieffe de
l'Ermitage about two and a half miles from Company H's
position.


Finding the Relic and Capture by the
Germans

The entire area was under
American control and deemed safe. It had not been possible to drive
the jeep to the farmhouse because of a very rugged hillside. As Dad
and his men left their base camp and started to walk to the well,
they encountered thick forests and steep hills. Arriving at the top
of a hill, the men found themselves directly next to Chapelle
Saint-Michel, which had been built by French monks in the
thirteenth century. The chapel had sustained damage during the
battle between the Americans and Germans several weeks earlier.

Arriving at the chapel, my father entered and said a
quick prayer for himself and all the soldiers of the 30th Division.
Sadness once again filled his heart as he reviewed the events of
the last eight weeks. It had been quite a journey so far. He was
just glad to be alive and have his chance to say a prayer. Slightly
on edge as the darkness settled in, he looked down at the rubble
and spied a small relic among the ruins of the church. His army
training had taught him to ignore such things because they might be
booby-trapped.

Starting to walk away, he decided he wanted this
relic as a reminder of his belief in God. He also thought it might
protect him from the enemy. He bent down, looking for signs of wire
or explosives. Deciding to take a chance, he closed his eyes and
carefully wrapped his fingers around the oval-shaped relic, gently
lifting it out of the pile of debris. His heart was beating so fast
he thought he might pass out from fear, but nothing exploded. He
opened his eyes and saw in his hand a glass dome with a hand-carved
stone image of the Blessed Mother holding the Christ Child. He was
amazed by the detailed carving in the stone. It had the look and
feel of having been made by someone with a lot of patience a very
long time ago. Dad was amazed that the glass dome had not broken
when it fell to the floor of the chapel. He put the relic in his
inside pocket and left the church.

The soldiers arrived at the well enveloped in a
false sense of security. The area was extremely quiet, and
instinctively my dad wondered if something might not be right.
Wanting to avoid seeming overly paranoid, he and the others
collected the water and checked their guns to make sure they were
ready to fire. Since intelligence reports had not indicated any
need for immediate concern, Dad's group discounted their paranoia
and continued on. Gaining confidence, my father started looking
around to make sure that all was secure. As he moved in to fill his
canteens, he realized his two companions had disappeared into the
darkness. His heart started to race. Not sure what to do, he softly
called out their names in the darkness. Perhaps they'd wandered off
out of his hearing. To his relief, he found them behind the barn
relieving themselves. They started to nervously joke about losing
contact with one another. My dad told them he'd been a little upset
at being left alone at the well. What if they'd been victims of an
ambush? The men collected their things, picked up their guns, and
set out through the forest to return to Company H.

Light clouds were overhead on a moonless night, but
it wasn't all that dark. Making their way past the well into a
field surrounded by medium-sized hedgerows, the men cautiously and
quietly found their way back to camp. A slight chill went through
my dad's body as his pant legs absorbed the dew off the long grass.
Approaching a set of trees that led into a small forest, they
negotiated a path around cows grazing in the field. Once again, my
dad's sixth sense kicked in. Something didn't seem right. But
cautiously they continued on. One of the men quietly mentioned that
this entire area seemed free of Germans. “You just never know,” my
dad responded, suggesting they quicken their pace. He wondered how
anyone could possibly hear any other sounds over the deafening roar
of crickets and other insects. If the enemy were close by, he
thought, they certainly wouldn't be able to hear them. Cautiously
they entered the small forest looming before them and soon had made
it back to Company H camp in one piece.

Immediately they learned that their commander had
orders to move all four jeeps and some of the supplies away from
the area. They were told to drive them north along the edge of the
forest in the general direction of La Fieffe de l'Ermitage. It went
through my dad's mind that it was just like the army to do
everything twice. The trip back to where they had just been was
going to take longer, because they had to drive around the large
hill and follow several roads. Remembering how scary it had been
before, Dad knew he would feel more secure inside the jeep.

With the jeeps packed and
ready, the order was given to move out at about 9:45. Slowly making
their way in the darkness, the only sound the eight men in the four
jeeps could hear was the rumbling of their engines. No one talked
much while navigating the rough terrain in the dark woods. The
lights on the jeeps' exteriors were shielded with blinders to limit
the amount of light being emitted. Dad's jeep was fourth in line,
in the graveyard position. Soon they were west of the farm they'd
visited only hours before, driving through the dark, secluded
countryside.

Moving slowly on a makeshift road through the
forest, it was difficult to see ten feet ahead. The convoy entered
a thick line of trees along the road when suddenly an enormous
explosion occurred in the front of it. A blinding fireball
instantly engulfed the first jeep. My dad recalled what happened
after that:

I'm driving along in my jeep, when the number one
jeep up front of me hit a land mine. I'm the fourth and last jeep
in line. I see the number one go up. I don't know whether I'm the
next man or not. There is debris flying everywhere and now bullets
from an undisclosed location.

The two men in the front jeep did not survive the
explosion, but despite the gunfire, no one else was hit. Quickly
taking out his gun and preparing for battle, Dad realized he had no
idea where to aim or shoot in the dense forest surrounding the
convoy. He aimlessly fired off several rounds from his pistol.
Within seconds the American soldiers heard behind them a loud,
distinct German voice above the commotion, yelling “Halt, halt!”
along with other commands in English: “You are now prisoners of the
German Army. Lay down your guns and immediately get out of the
vehicle. Surrender. Surrender.”

Out of the dark eight German soldiers emerged. How
could this happen? my shocked dad wondered. The Germans had not
been anywhere around this area, or had they? His mind racing, Dad's
first thought was how to radio his commanders to alert them to the
presence of German soldiers near Hill 314. His second thought, as
he remembered it, was how mad he was at himself for not paying
closer attention to his earlier instincts and paranoia. Stupid! he
thought. Somehow the Germans had pulled a counterattack, arriving
back in the area unnoticed. Harsh and stern, the Germans clearly
meant business. The six Americans were not allowed to talk and were
instructed to hold their wrists and extend their arms high over
their heads. Any variation from these orders would result in being
shot on the spot.

The eight Germans appeared to be of the SS variety.
Two spoke perfect English; the others spoke only German. The
Americans were searched and their guns, bullets, grenades, and
water taken from them. Even their K-rations were confiscated, along
with their helmets. But the Germans didn't find my mother's picture
taped to the edge of my dad's undershirt. Even more amazing, the
German who searched my dad found the relic, looked at it, gazed
into my father's eyes for a moment—creating some unspeakable
connection between them—and handed it back, telling him to return
it to his pocket. How odd, thought my father. Why did he do this?
he wondered. Was it because he had a flicker of compassion for me?
He locked the guard's actions away in his memory.

After the men were searched, things went from bad to
worse. Suddenly my father's heart was racing again. He didn't speak
German, and now all the orders were being barked in German. It was
as if someone had turned on a faucet of hate. One of the Germans
extended his rifle butt into my dad's chest, ordering him to “move
out.” My dad was now in extreme pain and wondering if his ribs had
been broken. He could barely catch his breath and it hurt to walk,
but he proceeded onward. The two American soldiers nearest my dad
suffered the same treatment, except one of them was jabbed and cut
with a bayonet.

The six Americans, now
petrified with fear, were unable to openly communicate with one
other. As they walked in total silence, my dad's mind was going a
mile a minute. What was going to happen to him? Where were they
being taken to? Would he survive this ordeal? Strangely, none of
the Germans had taken the time to interrogate them, and this seemed
odd to my dad. He remembered how brief his training had been about
what to do if captured. “Tell them nothing except your name, rank
and serial number,” he'd been told. Dad silently repeated this to
himself over and over again as they walked for miles in the
darkness over the fields of Mortain.

My dad began to worry that he would be tortured when
he refused to give the Nazis any information beyond his name, rank,
and serial number. What if they didn't give a damn about obeying
the Geneva Conventions, the rules about how to treat prisoners of
war? From experience, my dad knew that the SS variety of Nazis did
not give a hoot about right or wrong. What the SS wanted, they
got—and they got it fast. It didn't matter if human lives stood in
the way, for the Third Reich represented Hitler's finest—a ruthless
killing machine that stopped for no one. Dad had learned this
definitively weeks before when he helped bury the French family of
six near St. LO. His memories of that sad morning only made him
more fearful.

Several hours had passed
since his capture. Arriving at a small wooded area, the SS guards
met up with others of the same ilk. This new group of Nazis had
also captured American troops. Gunfire had erupted, with the
Americans unfortunately suffering the losses. The Americans were
assembled into one large group by the SS guards; my dad realized he
had seen most of the eight other soldiers before. The SS guards
informed all the prisoners in perfect English that no one was to
talk. My dad's eyes searched through the darkness as he tried to
recognize the individual faces of his buddies. He saw that three
were injured, one severely; four others lay dead. One, a PFC, had
escaped injury and was ordered to join my dad's circle. This was
more sadness and horror for my father to take in. The darkness of
the night only seemed to make the situation worse.

Now the SS guards were speaking and shouting in
German and talking heatedly among themselves. One of them hastily
pulled out a pistol, turned, walked over to the three injured
soldiers lying on the ground, and systematically shot them all
dead. The sound of the gunfire echoed in the woods and quickly
faded.

My father almost lost it. But he restrained himself
because he knew that if he reacted to the shootings, he would be
placing the life of every American soldier in his circle in
jeopardy. He told my mother after the war that he had worried about
the other men in his group behaving foolishly, but no one did.
Despite feeling emotionally overwhelmed, my dad that night had
somehow managed to retain his composure.

Killing the severely injured
soldiers rather than leaving them behind served two purposes for
the Germans. First, dead American soldiers could not provide their
squad leaders with valuable information on the positions and
movements of the Nazis. Second, leaving behind the dead soldiers
allowed the Germans to advance more quickly. During wartime the
ethics surrounding the deaths of soldiers can become very blurry.
Unspeakable and inhuman atrocities often occur. The Nazis of the SS
variety were so skilled at killing that when war crimes were later
uncovered and investigated, it often seemed that the victims had
been killed in heated battle.

One of the SS guards, who didn't speak English,
began to booby-trap the body of one of the slain soldiers. My dad
and his fellow POWs became extremely angry and upset. Observing
this reaction, the remaining SS guards forcibly moved the entire
group away from the scene and started shouting in German in an
effort to distract them. From that moment on Dad could no longer
control his hatred of the Nazis. He detested them and what they
were doing to the rest of Europe. Dad actually thought for a moment
about trying to gain control of this terrible situation. Quickly
coming to his senses, he realized his efforts would be in vain
because the Americans were outnumbered three to one. Somehow the
soldiers all remained calm, evading the cruel fate of their slain
buddies.

The German guards once again gave the order to move
out. This time a gentler rifle butt was thrust into the chests of
some of the men. My dad noticed the subtle change, speculating that
perhaps this guard had a chink in his armor and was feeling some
regret over the brutal killings. Dad assessed the German soldiers,
deciding that four were strong leaders and ruthless killers and the
rest mere pawns in a horrible chess game. My dad made a mental note
of this and later in his life as a POW used this type of
observation to his advantage.

The POWs once again were
under way, this time accompanied by additional SS guards. Any sense
of time had vanished for my dad. His only possessions were his
summer uniform, his dog tags (with his army P-38 can opener
attached), my mother's picture, and the relic. As he plodded
through the dark and muddy fields, he wondered how long it would
take for his parents and Eleanore to learn that he had been taken
prisoner. What would they think? he wondered.

The captured soldiers marched through the night away
from Mortain. The need to sleep was becoming a nagging and
persistent problem for each of the men. The initial rush of fear
had passed, to be replaced by an overwhelming need for sleep.
Thirst and hunger were also increasing with every step. The Nazis
began to drink my dad's water, and they snacked on the Americans'
bread and cheese as they walked. No food or drink was offered to
the American POWs. Far off in the distance, the low rumble of
German Panzers could be heard above the quietness of the night. The
Panzers were certainly rolling into the town of Mortain. The sound
of gunfire was increasing in intensity, but still seemed far off in
the distance. Not once did any of the SS guards ever mention or
acknowledge the sounds of the nearby war. They just kept marching
on.

It started to drizzle, and soon a soft rain began to
fall. It was the middle of the night; the guards finally instructed
them to lie down in the rain and go to sleep. How do you sleep, my
dad wondered, when you are soaked to the bones and cold? They found
a small patch of trees and bedded down in the tall, wet grass. The
SS guards took out their rain gear and, leaning up against another
group of trees, prepared to stand watch over their captors. With
every breath my dad felt the pain in his ribs, a sad reminder of
what he had endured only hours before. His final thoughts before
falling asleep centered on the three men who had just been
executed. He prayed for them and their families before drifting off
to sleep.


Nazi Depravity

“Aufstehen,
Aufstehen,” an SS guard announced with a swift kick to my dad's
legs. Jarred but not really awake, Dad for a moment forgot about
the situation he was in. His eyes finally opened, and reality hit
him with full force. He sprang quickly to his feet. Dawn was
visible in the sky, and Dad was able to see the faces of his German
captors more clearly. Strangely, if the uniforms had been removed,
he realized, they would have looked like any other man he might
have met in any small town in Europe. He began to wonder about each
man's personal life. Were they married? Did any of them have
children? Did they have a mother and father still living? Were
their parents proud of them? Dad was unable to imagine how any
parent could be proud of these men.

Questions continued to plague his young mind. How
did these men end up believing in the Hitler machine? But most of
all, he wondered how they could have stood silently by while their
comrade executed three American soldiers in cold blood.

Soon a Nazi guard shouted, “Bewegung!” Then
the voice of another German guard spoke in English: “Move, move...”
They started walking again. Far off in the distance they could hear
the action brewing in the French countryside. Mortain was now the
focus of the Germans, and the intensity of the battle was
increasing. Thirsty, hungry, and craving coffee, my father marched
onward. After a short while, they arrived back in the area where
they had originally been captured. The Americans were now puzzled
and confused. Dad estimated they had walked ten miles since their
capture and were now back where they had started out the night
before.

The Germans began to push the prisoners, forcing
them into a straight line facing the commander. Speaking calmly and
in near-perfect English, a guard asked each of them what they did
in the U.S. Army. Dad was first in line: “I drive a jeep,” he said,
and then stopped talking. Walking toward him, the commander pressed
his face close to my father's and said, “You come with me.”

My father, shaking in fear, followed the Nazi. Back
in line, the other Americans were asked the same question by other
English-speaking guards. The commander leading the way, my father
was followed by another guard with his gun aimed directly at him to
make sure he didn't try to escape. They walked through the trees
and arrived at some American jeeps parked in the middle of some
very tall bushes. Pointing at the closest jeep, the commander told
my father to “get in.”

Dad did not have the time to figure out what company
this jeep had belonged to; he jumped in and awaited further orders.
Soon the other prisoners were making their way out of the forest to
the area near my father. The Germans instructed the Americans to
take the other two jeeps, and two of my dad's buddies jumped in the
front drivers' seats and waited. Next, most of the guards climbed
in, taking all the remaining seats. The other guards surrounded the
jeeps and ordered the Americans to drive into the woods, away from
Mortain. Every German gun was pointed at the prisoners to ensure
that they wouldn't drive off in the wrong direction. My dad
thought, Where the hell could I go, if I wanted to?

The jeeps made their way
through the forest in rugged terrain for about three hours. They
were definitely driving away from Mortain. Now the sounds of battle
were far off in the distance. My father's heart was filled with
anxiety, because he knew his remaining company was now experiencing
full combat battle. When they'd discovered in the morning roll call
that he wasn't there, he knew his name would have been placed in
that day's morning report as “missing in battle.” Thinking about
this made him even more upset. “Missing” meant the army had no idea
at all where you were. Either you'd been killed but not yet found,
you'd been vaporized by a bomb and would never be found, or you'd
been captured by the enemy. A cold shiver ran down my dad's spine
as he assessed his situation. He was now a German prisoner of war,
and it could take weeks before someone figured it out.

Arriving at their
destination, everyone quickly realized that a battle had recently
taken place. The American prisoners were told to get out of the
jeeps and line up. No English was spoken, only German, but the
Americans were beginning to understand what the commands meant.
Everyone sprang into action. Approximately fifty SS guards were
alive and suffering from post-battle shock. Even more dead and
wounded were lying about everywhere. It was a horrific scene, with
body parts, blood, and guts strewn across the ground. One of the
Americans vomited. My father somehow kept it together, blocking the
carnage out of his mind. The commander spoke in English, telling
them to “get to work.”

A commander who had survived the attack instructed
some of the Americans to start digging a large hole at the bottom
of an existing crater that had been created by an artillery shell.
Thank God, my dad thought, because the size of the hole they would
need to bury all these Germans was going to have to be huge. Dad
started digging the mass grave with the other prisoners. His chest
hurt a little but he was able to continue digging. He was relieved
that he didn't have any broken ribs. The wounded were being cared
for and moved from the scene by the SS guards; no Americans were
allowed to touch them. My father and others carefully lifted the
dead bodies and body parts from the battleground and placed them in
the freshly dug hole. By the time they had finished burying the
German dead in the mass grave, the Americans were covered in dirt
and blood.

The guards now instructed my father and the others
to take large cans of oil and pour them over the piled bodies. In
his journal my father wrote that the oil looked like tar. When the
oil had been spread around, one of the German commanders walked
over to the mass grave, paused for a moment, shook his head in
disgust, and said, “Idioten,” which in English means
“Idiots.” He put a cigarette in his mouth and took a match from his
pocket. Carefully lighting his cigarette, he took a quick puff. He
looked up at the sky before tossing the lit match into the grave,
along with his glowing cigarette. In an instant the oil ignited,
quickly spreading flames across the grave. The fumes from the oil
that had landed far down in the hole made the flames ripple like a
blanket of fire. Horrified, my father was even more convinced now
that these were real bad guys. It seemed to him that the commander
was pissed off at the dead for having the temerity to be killed in
battle. Or maybe he was just one very bad SS commander and didn't
care about anything but himself, his pride, and Hitler. This really
concerned my father, for he and the others were in the custody of
this commander, and so far they hadn't been treated very well. As
he watched the mass grave evolving into an inferno, my father
prayed for the dead.

As thick black smoke rose
into the sky, the guards ordered everyone to move out of the area
quickly. The rising smoke would be a dead giveaway to the Allied
forces. The German wounded who couldn't walk were taking up all the
jeep seats. The other wounded Germans were told to walk alongside
the jeeps. But the severely wounded Germans were abandoned on the
ground without any medical attention—their commanders were leaving
them behind.

As the Americans watched, the Germans began barking
commands at each other. Many of the German soldiers were not happy
about the fate of their badly wounded comrades. Several of the men
on the ground cried out, realizing they were being left to die.
Strangely, no medic was anywhere in sight. My dad was ordered to
climb into his jeep and be ready to move.

Dad scanned the inside of the jeep while he awaited
his orders. He noticed candy wrappers similar to the ones he'd
discarded several days before. Further scrutiny confirmed that he
was in the same jeep he'd been driving when he was captured. My dad
knew this jeep very well—he'd packed it himself with provisions. He
glanced down at his hands, noticing how dirty and blood-stained
they were. His clothes were also a filthy mess. Hunger and intense
thirst plagued him. It was now more than thirteen hours since his
capture, and he still hadn't been offered any food or drink. He
started to develop a slight headache from dehydration. Finally the
Germans issued the order to drive.

One of Dad's buddies quietly mentioned that he knew
they were moving away from the lines of battle and heading for the
interior of France, away from the war. They didn't know it yet, but
ultimately they were going to end up somewhere in Germany far from
any type of battle. It would be a safe haven for the Germans and a
nightmare for the American prisoners of war. Onward they went.

No one was allowed to talk. The Americans squirmed
with thirst and hunger. They were becoming so dehydrated that they
no longer needed to stop to relieve themselves. My father politely
asked his guard if they could have a drink of water, and the
response was an absolute “Nein.”

It was mid-evening when they
arrived at what my dad called CP in his war journal. This was a
large command post full of Nazi soldiers. One of the commanders now
instructed his men to give their prisoners as much water as they
could drink. More than sixteen hours had passed without food or
water for the Americans. My dad told my mother that he never saw a
group of men drink so much water. Having had their fill of water,
the Americans' bellies sloshed audibly as they walked to the
interior of the Command Post. Some of the German guards laughed out
loud at them. My dad knew that the laughs masked a killing machine
ready to explode at a moment's notice.

The SS guards' tactic for mobilizing American
prisoners was to push them around with rifles, guns, or batons.
Treating the prisoners in this way ensured that the SS could
dominate, intimidate, and control them. The SS loudly barked orders
in German, speaking harshly in short sentences. The guards would
also go up to the faces of the Americans and stare directly into
their eyes when interrogating them. The SS used the German language
as a weapon, especially against those who didn't understand it.
Most of the soldiers captured with my father didn't understand
German.

My father was a very confident person, except during
his time in the army. The war and its atrocities slowly wore away
his confidence. By the time he entered prison camp, his emotions
were raw.

Once the POWs had conquered their thirst, the SS
used their batons to push Dad and the other Americans into a single
line. Dad was very scared again. He anxiously awaited his turn as
the Americans were taken one at a time into the tent of the
commander. After each soldier was done being interrogated, the
guards ushered him out the back of the tent so he couldn't see or
gesture to the American coming in next. Finally my dad was pushed
inside the tent for questioning. As he entered, the canvas door was
closed behind him. An excerpt from my father's war diary about that
experience:

When I entered the tent, they started asking me a lot
of things at once. Of course I did not say a thing. That made them
mad as hell. In the background, there was a German lieutenant that
understood English very well. He started talking to me.

He asked what I did, and I told him once again I
drove a jeep. I decided to ask him directly if I could get some
things out of the jeep. He asked me if one of the jeeps were mine.
I replied, “Yes.” Slightly amazed at my line of questioning, he put
a guard with me, and I was told to go to the jeep and get what I
wanted. I thought maybe they had cleared out the contents of the
jeep by now but this was not the case. Everything was there just
like I left it. Even the cigarettes were there!

With the SS guard pointing his rifle at him, my
father inventoried the contents of the jeep:

(35) Cartons of American Cigarettes

  (2) Cases of K-Rations

  (3) Cases of C-Rations

  (1) Case of D-Rations

Collecting it all, he and the Germans brought it
back inside the tent.

The German lieutenant then asked me if all the
cigarettes were mine. I replied, “Yes.” He then said for me to take
all that I could carry with me. Pausing for a moment, he also told
me to take one can of rations from each box. I was sure glad I did
this later.

My father ended up with six cans of rations and some
restored confidence. He'd hit the jackpot and was very happy. But
he wondered why the lieutenant had given him the supplies. Learning
from this experience, he promised himself that in the future he
would listen carefully, evaluate thoughtfully, and be as
forthcoming as he could with each SS guard. He had a hunch that
these tactics would make his time as a POW more tolerable. He also
vowed to himself to never compromise the army or the United States'
position in Europe. From now on, my father would be looking for
opportunities to benefit himself personally while in the custody of
the German Army. He understood that he was walking a very fine
line, and that his plans could backfire on him at any moment.
Despite the risk, he decided it was worth it in order to
survive.

My dad's decision to ask the lieutenant if he could
get some supplies out of the jeep helped save his life later on.
When the lieutenant was finished with my dad, he was pushed out the
back of the tent with his pockets full of supplies. Standing with
his guard, he immediately opened a can of rations and quickly ate
them. The meager amount of food did not take away the burning
hunger pangs but his existence became more comfortable, at least
for a while. An excerpt from his diary:

After they interrogated the hell out of us, the SS
guards could still not get any information they wanted. This made
us all really happy. When we all came back together from our
interrogations we were all amazed that everyone received several
cans of rations and some cigarettes. Silently I kept my mouth shut
for I had more cigarettes, rations than anybody. Thank God my
uniform was larger than it needed to be because I was hoping no one
would notice my pockets bulging with the extra items they gave me.
I now knew I could charm the commanders and use it to my
advantage.

Quickly the German guards rousted all the Americans,
placing them in a nearby field and making them dig holes. The
ground was hard and rocky and the shovels worn—the handles kept
breaking. The perimeter of the field was ringed with armed guards
who would immediately shoot to kill if any of the men tried to run
off. A few minutes later, an American P47 circled high overhead.
Dad and his buddy became very frightened, remembering the horrors
of Operation Cobra. It didn't seem plausible to hope that the P47
would be able to distinguish Americans from Germans from the air.
Suddenly, the plane turned sharply and headed toward another
field.

As it swooped down closer to the field, suddenly the
P47 started bombing the hell out of this field. It was loaded with
Germans. As quick as it came, it then left. Immediately the German
guards who were watching us came in and told us we were moving
out.

It was late afternoon of the
second day of their ordeal. Dad and the other prisoners were
quickly assembled in a single line and headed off into the forest
for cover. Several other Americans who had also been captured
earlier had joined my dad's group, which now consisted of twelve
American prisoners being guarded by twenty-four SS guards. The SS
guards were going to make damn sure that nobody escaped.

It was my good luck, sixty-four years later, to meet
one of the Americans who'd been imprisoned with my dad. Mark
Copenhaver was also a member of the 30th Division, and he'd been
captured separately around the same time as my father. Mark
graciously told me his story in March 2008, and it aligns perfectly
with what my father wrote in his journal. Mark vaguely remembers my
father, but due to the ravages of time and dementia his memory is
not what it once was. However, this eighty-five-year-old veteran
does remember exactly what it was like to be an American prisoner
of war in World War II:

No matter what happens to my mind, the feelings from
this experience will never go away. It will always be there for as
long as I live. The experience is forever emblazoned in my mind, no
matter how many details I may forget. It was the saddest and most
terrible time of my life.


The Fifty-Four-Day March to Germany
Begins

It was now late evening, and
the SS guards continued pushing the American prisoners to keep a
strict pace as they walked. They started at 5 p.m. and marched well
into the early morning of the next day. The Americans had no extra
food with them, except for the rations each man had been given
earlier. My dad waited as long as he could before opening up the
only D-ration he had, because he knew it was designed for survival
and contained the most calories. D-Rations were three four-ounce
bars of chocolate that tasted like a boiled potato. He quickly ate
it to avoid the notice of the guards, and it gave him the strength
to continue walking. The Germans were not going to let up. By 3
a.m. many miles had been covered, and all the men were exhausted.
Finding a barn, the guards allowed them to sleep nestled in some
clean hay. The relief of sleep only lasted for three hours.

Waking to another day, the American prisoners
remained exhausted and starving. The Germans, who enjoyed their
fill of rations, never suffered from an energy problem.
Unfortunately, they were becoming more hostile and insulting,
physically jabbing any Americans who were unable to keep up the
necessary pace. Finally, one of the SS Guards realized that lack of
food was causing the problems with the Americans, and they stopped
in the next French town to find some food.

The Germans believed they were entitled to take
anything they wanted. Several of the guards stormed a bakery that
had just opened and demanded bread for the twelve American
prisoners. It was early, and most of that day's bread was still in
the oven. But the baker was full of understanding and compassion
for the Americans and quickly rustled up any food he could find to
give to them.

The gracious baker also offered wine and loaded a
large basket to overflowing, with more bread than anyone could
possibly eat over several days, and gave it to the guards. They
grabbed the basket out of the arms of the baker, pushed him aside,
and started sorting the larger loaves from the smaller ones. The
guards took the wine and filled their packs with most of the bread,
leaving the remaining loaves in the basket for the Americans to
carry.

My father's tells about this incident in his
journal: “After all the confusion, we each received a piece of
bread from the Nazis that measured 3” long by 1” wide by
1/2” thick. That was all of it. Basically it
was a bread stick.”

The French hated the Nazis and loved the Americans.
The French baker wished that roles had been reversed and the
Americans had captured the Nazis. My father could tell by the look
in the baker's eyes that, given the chance, he would have shot the
guards dead in an instant.

The Americans were allowed to drink their fill of
water as they left the town. But after being under way again for
several hours, my dad was starving. He had four cans of rations
left, and his head was exploding in pain. He calculated that they
had most likely walked thirty or more miles the day before, and
today their journey would be even longer. My dad had to decide
whether to eat two cans of rations now to give him the strength to
continue walking and to stop his headache, or stretch out the
rations over the next several days.

Agonizing about this, Dad continued on for some
time. Finally he decided that he'd be better off eating the two
cans of rations now. He needed to ask permission of the guards. He
thought about the promise he'd made to himself to listen, observe,
and use kindness to get what he needed in spite of always being
pissed off at the guards. Dad observed that the attitudes of some
of the other soldiers in his group were on a par with those of the
guards. “Why me?” or “Poor me” radiated from their bodies. My dad
knew that these guys were never going to be able to gain the upper
hand because they were consumed by hatred and resentment over what
was happening to them. Dad understood it was essential to never
give the guards any back-talk. Kindness was going to be key to his
survival.

Dad had figured out that one guard in the group was
clearly different from the others. He was kind and gentle, with
more compassion than the others. Building a relationship with him
was going to be essential. Most of the guards considered the
Americans a liability and a real pain in the ass.

Feeling unsure about how the kind guard might react,
Dad proceeded with his plan. The guard understood some English. Dad
approached him, gesturing that he wanted to eat the two cans of
rations and holding out the three cigarettes with his other hand.
The guard glanced down at the cigarettes and smiled slightly. He
knew exactly what my father wanted and immediately grabbed the
cigarettes from his hand, saying in German, “Grünes licht”
or “Go ahead.”

The hundreds of cigarettes in his possession had
become an important part of his survival. American cigarettes were
often better than money during the war. He would limit his smoking
and use the cigarettes to his advantage. When nicotine addiction
was driving a Nazi guard crazy, trading cigarettes for food or
favors became the norm between enemies. Most soldiers stockpiled
them.

Staying right next to the guard, my dad opened the
rations with his P-38 can opener and ate them. This was a test to
see if any of the other guards had a problem with what had just
happened. To Dad's surprise, nobody seemed to care. He had now
learned a valuable survival lesson. Building relationships and
handing out cigarettes would work very much in his favor over the
next months. Soon his headache was going away, and his confidence
was growing. Unfortunately this was only one small win for him.
Over the next ten months difficult circumstances would repeatedly
challenge him.

After what felt to the
Americans like 100 miles of walking, the SS decided to stop at 11
p.m. and bed down in an abandoned house. As usual, Dad and the
others were starving. This time one of the guards announced in
English that they could eat the rations they had with them. They
all decided to eat their fill to be ready for the next day's march.
Quietly the men made a plan between them to keep an eye out the
next day for berries, vegetables, and bugs— anything edible. Dad
eagerly consumed his last two cans of rations; with a full belly
and in a state of exhaustion, he soon drifted off to sleep.

Dad wrote about the next day in his journal:

The next morning we were woke up very early. The sun
was just coming up on the horizon. The guards gave us each a loaf
of bread between six men. What I am about to write, you will not
believe. Stamped on the side of the bread [was a label saying] it
was made in 1935! The outside of the bread was very hard but the
inside was still good.

Bread was the staple during the war, if you were
lucky to get some. It was entirely possible that the bread my dad
was writing about had been made nine years before. Most likely it
was found in the rubble of an old house that had suffered a bomb
blast.

The head guard informed the
American prisoners as they walked that today they didn't have far
to go. What the hell do they mean? my father wondered. Every
prisoner knew they were being herded like cattle to the interior of
Germany, where the Third Reich still reigned and the prison camps
were plentiful. My dad guessed, though, that the immediate
destination was Paris. One hour turned into three and then into
five. You could never trust what the SS guards were telling
you—they specialized in deception and lies. The miserable march
continued.

Finally they arrived at a clearing between stands of
dense woods. Drawing closer, they noticed a group of French men,
obviously displaced by the war, living in the clearing and using
the woods for their cover. The familiar smell of a charcoal fire
filled the humid summer air. Concerned by the approaching Germans,
the French cautiously walked toward the SS guards, raising their
arms to show they weren't hiding weapons. Smiling and making direct
eye contact, the French tried to engage the American prisoners in
conversation and offer them food. But the guards moved in
immediately, preventing further contact between the French and the
Americans.

One of the guards approached a large stove, lifting
the lid on a simmering pot. “Soup,” he announced. Then turning to
one of the French men, he ordered him to give a cup of soup to each
prisoner. The man enthusiastically met the guard's request,
repeatedly filling four cups and passing them among the prisoners.
When a cup of the soup came to my dad, he cherished the homemade
flavor as he quickly devoured it. I heard my dad say many times
that this was the best-tasting soup he ever ate in his life. Now
the Americans were told to walk a short distance into the woods
where, for the first time since their capture, they were placed in
an open-backed truck and transported to an undisclosed
destination.

The men's energy level was so low that boarding the
truck was a difficult task. Even worse, fresh cow manure covered
the truck bed. There were no seats, and the smell was awful. The
Nazis harshly pushed them into the truck. This return of cruel
force was probably the result of Dad's group of guards meeting up
with other members of the SS. Dad was sure they were showing
off.

The truck was soon under way, and, fortunately, the
wind lessened the putrid smell and made the ride tolerable. Riding
in a truck was better than walking and burning up calories no one
had to spare. It was late in the evening, and the Americans as
usual had no food or water. When they finally stopped at an old
French fort, they were told to get off the truck and go inside.

One of the American
prisoners, whom my dad did not know, finally snapped. He began to
shout with anger and disgust, making threats against the guards.
This was a grave mistake. A guard raised his rifle, pointed it at
the prisoner, and fired. The sound of the rifle fire echoed off the
walls of the fort. The shot had narrowly missed the prisoner's
right ear. He began to beg for mercy, as the others watched in
silent horror. The American pleaded one final time for his life,
but it was too late. The guard cocked his gun, corrected his aim,
pulled the trigger, and placed a bullet right between his eyes. As
the prisoner dropped to the floor, the Nazi shouted, “Bastard” and
asked the others if they wanted to be next.

No one said a word. Dad was horrified, now fully
understanding the wisdom of his resolve to never talk back. Panic
and fear, coupled with rage, seized the minds of the remaining
eleven Americans as they tried to come to terms with what they had
just witnessed. The guard told the men to take the soldier's body
and dump it outside of the fort. The men did what they were told,
their eyes welling with tears. Recalling this terrible moment with
my mother, Dad said he had been exploding inside with anger but
somehow had managed to hang on to his composure.

They were the only ones staying in the large and
spacious fort. The guards decided to lock all eleven men inside a
small windowless room, no larger than 10' x 10'. The only available
light came from the candles in the adjacent room glowing through
the holes at the bottom of the door. Suddenly the door flew open,
and eight green apples were thrown into the room for the men to
share. “A very cruel act against us once again,” my dad told my
mother.

The men bit into the apples, discovering worms
inside. Some grabbed the wriggling worms and ate them for
nourishment. Soon every morsel of the apples had been eaten except
the seeds. Still hungry, the men now struggled with how they were
going to sleep in the extremely cramped room. To relieve
themselves, the men had to knock on the door to be let outside,
where the guards watched over them at gunpoint. The prisoners' most
basic private acts were under control of the SS guards, which only
depressed the already low morale of the men. Sleeping required them
to lie together in impossibly close quarters. With all the body
heat and no ventilation, it was extremely uncomfortable. Somehow
they drifted off to sleep.

Several hours later the
familiar sounds of American P-47 bombers and their bombs began to
rock the area around the fort. Jarred awake and panic-stricken, the
Americans realized they were under attack by their own forces. The
pilots of the P-47s had no idea they were dropping bombs near
American POWs. The pilots were looking for Germans and trying to
disrupt their movements and camps. The guards immediately left the
fort to take cover in the woods, leaving my dad and the others
locked in the tiny room. As hard as they tried, they could not
break down the door. They protected themselves by putting their
arms over their head to block falling debris. The Americans
remained silent as the bombs exploded everywhere around them.

Vibrations from the bombs caused fragments of
plaster and cement to rain down on the Americans. Dust filled the
room, and it became difficult to breathe. Many of the men were
coughing. A stray bomb hit the room next to the prisoners, but no
one was harmed. Soon the roaring planes left the area, and all was
quiet once again.

The Nazi guards rushed back into the fort and
quickly opened the door to the small room. Without saying a word,
the guards hustled everyone into the larger room. The prisoners'
faces, hair, and clothes were covered in white powder. Dad could
see through a hole in the massive wall that boxcars on a nearby
railroad track were burning fiercely and lighting up the night sky.
The Germans were talking among themselves, probably about the
bombing attack. My father's last thoughts before falling asleep
that night were of Eleanore and how much he missed her and of how
happy he was that American pilots had successfully bombed the hell
out of the German train, leaving it in complete destruction.

Morning came quickly, and soon the quiet was once
again marred by P-38s high overhead. This time the Germans rousted
everyone out of the fort and into the cover of the woods. My dad
saw the five bombers swoop down over the smoldering boxcars on a
fly-by. An excerpt from his journal:

I was happy to see the American bombers but they had
no idea we American POWs were anywhere near this area. Obviously
they came over last night's targets to see how well they did. From
what I could tell they bombed the hell out the railroad cars,
because it was a total loss.

So close, yet so far—we would all imagine we were
being rescued, and the bombers were able to gun down every last
Nazi guard, releasing us from our misery. Instead they just dropped
their bombs and left.

Around ten in the morning, several of the guards
asked us who knew anything about cooking. We all raised our hands
and responded, “We do!” It was sure funny because, no matter what,
we were all experts at cooking. Our hunger would now allow us to be
perfect chefs. All we wanted was a chance at it. They led us all
down to the basement where there was a large stone fireplace for
cooking. The guards uncovered a table and on it were rotten
vegetables and some potatoes. Speaking German, one said,
“Angefangen warden” or “Get started.”

We began to make soup, using pieces of the cement
from the fort to cut away the vegetables' rotten areas. No knives
were going to be allowed. The guards supplied the water and lit a
fire for us. At all times their guns were aimed at us. A very short
French man was brought in to the fort.

He never said a word, looking us all over and
counting the number of Americans and Germans.

About an hour later he returned, bringing us cake and
honey. We were amazed that the guards let this happen. We ate all
the soup and the cake drizzled with honey. This French man knew how
to make a cake. Unfortunately, it was not possible to get our fill.
We were still hungry.

The next morning the
Americans awoke to commotion and confusion among the guards. Dad
understood that the previous day's meal hadn't been a nice gesture
on the part of the guards. Everything was always about them. They
were just as tired of bread and food scraps, even if they could
have their fill. You could never trust what was going on in the
mind of an SS guard. Now it was time to board a truck again and
proceed toward Paris. Fearing for their own safety, the guards
placed white flags—the universal signal that POWs were present—on
the trucks to keep the P-38s and P-47s from bombing them on the
highway.

As they traveled down the road to Paris, American
planes constantly swooped down for a closer look, tipping their
wings to indicate they understood the situation before flying off.
Sadly, nothing more could be done for the American POWs. The Allies
were a long way off, fighting along the MLR. At this time, it was
not going to be possible for anyone to rescue the POWs from the
Germans. Allies were being captured every day in France. Once you
were a POW, you stayed one until someone could rescue you. It was a
pretty hopeless situation.

Later that day tragedy struck along the road. A
convoy of German trucks heading to the interior of Germany was
transporting many American POWs, and all were killed by American
bombs. None of these trucks had white flags attached to them. When
my dad's group arrived on the scene, they were horrified to see
what had happened. The German guards inspected the carnage,
obviously very concerned about the unfolding tragedy. It was clear
that several of the guards knew some of the dead Germans inside the
trucks.

My father intuitively understood that the guards
would soon begin to take out their anger and frustration on him and
his fellow prisoners. Sure enough, the guards' treatment of their
prisoners changed in a heartbeat. Surveying the carnage before
them, the Germans were now really pissed at the Americans. The
guards found more white cloth and placed it everywhere they could
on the trucks to make it extremely clear that American POWs were
aboard.

My father told my mother
another horrible story on a night when he was struggling with his
past. Dad and the other POWs were able to figure out from the
heated discussions they overheard that the senior guards were
thinking of grouping all the Americans into one truck and leaving
it unmarked as a German vehicle. The plan was to sacrifice two
junior guards—one to drive the truck, the other to watch over the
POWs. This truck was going to be sent far ahead of the main convoy.
The trucks carrying the senior SS senior guards would be clearly
marked as POW trucks. When the American planes approached, they
would certainly notice a lone German vehicle with no POW markings
and bomb the hell out of it.

Once this death plot was discovered by the POWs, it
triggered a wave of terrible fear and rage among the Americans. The
POW group stayed very quiet as they strained to overhear what was
going to come of this terrible plan. Finally they heard the guard
Dad had given the cigarettes to days earlier speak up in German.
This guard was not in agreement with the rest of his comrades,
objecting to the plan. Dad had been right about his compassion and
understanding, guessing that the man had been unwillingly forced
into becoming an SS guard. He was straddling a fine line between
right and wrong. Somehow he needed to convince the other guards
this plan would not work. He also couldn't take the position of the
Americans, because he would have been shot. He was in a very tough
situation.

After several hours of intense discussion, the
Germans finally decided that the plan could not work. The Americans
figured out that if the SS guards arrived in Germany without
prisoners, they would be labeled AWOL and shot. Every German
soldier was needed now more than ever on the front lines to push
back against the Allies' increasingly successful invasion of
France. It was now clear to the Americans that their SS guards
would do whatever it took to remain clear of the front lines of
battle. Guarding POWs was their golden opportunity to stay
alive.

For the first time in the war, my father began to
believe he had a grasp on the mind of a Nazi soldier. Some of these
Nazis, he realized, did not want to be fighting this war and had
only been drafted into doing so. Some of his captors were human. If
you were in the right situation, you could figure it out. The
puzzle for my father was to figure out which of the Nazi soldiers
were imbued with compassion and understanding and how he, over
time, could erode the barriers between them. This was the key to
making his life as a POW a little easier. But my father also needed
to be equally vigilant in figuring out how to identify which of his
captors were ruthless killers. As he reviewed the day's events, he
concluded he had been spot-on in his assessments. He now had more
confidence and knowledge and understood how to behave with
individual guards. Honey gets more than vinegar, he decided,
especially with Nazi SS guards.

Coming closer to Paris, the
convoy entered Chartres. In his later life, my father did not have
fond memories of this town because of a stupid stunt pulled by a
senior SS guard. Everyone had exited the trucks and was milling
around in a part of the town that had already been destroyed.
Suddenly a lone P-38 swooped in for a closer look at the group. The
senior guard, standing apart from everyone else, apparently decided
he'd had enough of the American planes. He grabbed his rifle and
started shooting at the American plane, hitting it in the fuselage.
Realizing he'd been hit, the P-38 pilot turned sharply and headed
off away from the town. In his excitement, German turned toward the
group, yelling in English, “I got him.”

In a matter of seconds, the same plane returned,
this time with four more P-38s ready for battle. As they
approached, the squadron went into the death dive. Before anyone
could move, the plane crews pumped hundreds of bullets into the SS
guard who'd taken the shot at the P-38. After finishing him off,
they approached the rest of the group. My dad and the other POWs
were already on the run. The guards were following them into the
rubble of a bombed-out building to take cover. As the planes
approached, everyone thought they were taking their last breaths
because the pilots could see exactly where they had run to hide. It
was going to be a snap to wipe them all out.

The planes came closer, but the rain of bullets
stopped. Dad was astonished as he peered out of the rubble and saw
each plane tip its wings up and down as it flew over the group.
Somehow the pilot of the lone first plane had recognized American
POWs, telling the other pilots to do no harm to the larger group.
It had been a sorry day for the foolish Nazi guard and a great day
for the American POWs. Everyone got what they deserved.

My father wrote in his journal:

That night the guards gave us some black tea. This
stuff smelled like hell and tasted worse. I would have never
touched it back home. For some reason the guards would not give us
any water, only this black tea to drink. It was so bad and we
feared it was not what the guards said it was. We had to drink
something—the thirst was a never-ending, consistent problem.

They stayed in the vicinity of Chartes for three
more days. The Germans kept moving them around, and the POWs were,
as always, starving and exhausted from constant walking. They were
given very little water and no food for more than four days. The
guards once again took care of their own needs; even though food
was scarce, they managed to eat enough to kill their hunger pangs.
The POWs, on the other hand, were living off the putrid black tea
and had resorted to eating fresh grass and insects to survive. Some
of the men were complaining to each other that they were developing
intestinal trouble and starting to feel sick. Several of the guards
finally left the area in search of food and returned a short time
later with one loaf of dried out bread, hard as a rock, for
thirty-five Germans and Americans to share.


Driving through Paris

The next day the group moved
out, heading for the heart of Paris. This time the guards abandoned
the trucks, because most of them were out of gas and broken down.
Some of the prisoners were given a long branch with a white flag on
top to carry. My dad was one of the lucky ones who received the
“stick.”

My father wrote this about the experience:

There were a lot of P-38 and P-47 planes flying
around. Half of us were carrying white flags. When the planes
approached, we were frightened because we always knew the
possibility existed that the American pilots would not be able to
correctly identify us as prisoners. When they did approach, we'd
wave the flags as hard as we could in an effort to be seen.

The Germans marched them well into the early
afternoon and then directed them to move into a grove of thick
trees. Additional Nazi guards, along with a few more American
prisoners, joined their ranks. Well hidden in the bushes were more
trucks that had been recently topped off with gas. They loaded
everyone up and started the journey to Paris. Many of the POWs were
now sick and very weak. The grass, insects, and whatever else they
had found to eat had caught up with them. Dad told my mother that
he was filthy, and like his fellow prisoners, reeked with body
odor. Never in his life had he been dirtier. He hadn't been able to
shave in weeks, and his hair was matted and still had blood in it
from the terrible day weeks before when he had helped to bury and
burn the dead German soldiers.

As they approached Paris, none of the Americans had
any idea how large and beautiful the city was. My dad wrote: “Never
did I dream we would end up in Paris. I have never in my entire
life seen anything like Paris. Seeing this city, I will never
forget the beauty of the buildings.”

Paris had been under the
control of Nazi Germany since 1940. The city's citizens were
demoralized, fearful, and oppressed. In early August 1944, the
oppression was nearing an all-time high, but the hope that they
would soon be free was looming on the horizon. As my father and the
other POWs marched into Paris, the U.S. Army was progressing
steadily toward the city, and in less than two weeks Paris would be
liberated.

The German guards decided to drive the loaded trucks
containing the American POWs right to the Arc de Triomphe in the
center of the city. The POWs crammed in the back were on display as
fallen prisoners for all the French to see. Many of the French
cried when they saw the American POWs. The west of France was now
occupied by the Americans, and the east was still under the control
of the ruthless Nazi regime. Dad's heart was broken; he and the
other Americans were the center of attention in a parade no one
wanted to see. He had lost his freedom, and the fear of death was
ever present. He was miserable and suffering emotionally. But worst
of all, he was headed for the interior of Germany, far away from
any chance of being rescued by the Allies. He knew his life was
going to be like this for a very long time. The momentum was
unstoppable. He told my mother that he had to hold back his tears
and try to be strong in spite of the situation. Many of the POWs
started to cry as they drove through the streets of Paris.

They left the Arc and moved down the spacious
Champs-Elysees. The great boulevard harks back to the days of
Napoleon. This was the boulevard he paraded down every time he won
a great battle. Now the Americans were being paraded on it as
prisoners of war. As the people in the many cafes along the route
noticed the convoy of Nazi soldiers and American POWs passing by,
they stopped their conversations, stood up, and took their hats off
in respect for the Americans. Many left the cafes and approached,
praising the Americans and showing concern for them. Some tossed
flowers while others offered the POWs food and wine.

When they realized what was happening, the Nazis
started pushing the people away from the trucks. The command was
given to speed up the motorcade and get out of there. The entire
boulevard was quickly filling up with French citizens, and soon the
trucks were fully surrounded. The situation had backfired on the
Germans as it became clear that the French hated Nazi Germany and
its occupation of their beloved country.

The POWs were now suffering from the greatest
despair since their capture. Every man knew they were in for the
long haul. Dad realized he had three options: die en route to the
camp, escape and somehow make it back to the front line, or wait to
be liberated from Nazi Germany. Dad rejected the first option,
deciding he must survive at all costs. The best choice, he knew,
was option three. His determination to be reunited with Eleanore
and his family would fuel his determination to make it back home
again. Reviewing his situation made him feel better. His goal was
to survive by beating the Nazis at their own game.


Illness on the Road

The crowds dispersed as the
Nazi convoy drove out of Paris. They were back in the French
countryside and once again focused on their empty stomachs. Some of
the POWs were now even sicker with intestinal problems that seemed
like the flu. The guards' patience was wearing thin with the many
frequent stops. Soon they refused to stop anymore and the sick POWs
just gave up and got sick in the back of the truck. After traveling
about sixty-five miles they came to the town of Chalons-sur-Marne,
which had been devastated by the war. The POWs were becoming sicker
by the hour. Fortunately Dad was not sick, but he knew it was only
a matter of time.

My father recalled arriving there for my mother: “It
was the seventeenth of August 1944. Our living standards had hit a
new low. The way we were living was far worse than pigs. Some of
the fellows were so weak and sick that they couldn't walk. We were
standing in human waste.”

Most of the men were now becoming severely
dehydrated from vomiting and diarrhea. The water they had been
drinking was polluted and full of bacteria from farm run off. The
black tea caused severe stomach cramps. The guards were not the
least concerned with the physical health of their prisoners,
pushing them relentlessly to keep going.

Several of the guards were quietly discussing among
themselves that one of the POWs had too many cigarettes in his
bulging pants pockets. Dad knew he was about to be discovered. Out
of nowhere, the senior guard approached my father and demanded that
all his cigarettes be handed over to him immediately. My dad's
leveraging power disappeared in an instant. As he dug into his
pockets, he was seized with panic as he realized he was
relinquishing his lifeline. But Dad retained his composure as he
handed his cigarettes over to the guard. He immediately began to
shift his thinking to what other bargaining tools he might dream up
to make his life easier as a POW.

The guards eventually gave in and stopped at a small
abandoned farm. My father explained to my mother that the stench in
the back of the trucks had become unbearable for the guards.
Driving faster did not eliminate the odor. At the farm some of the
men discovered a free-flowing artesian well that was free of
bacteria and would become a great benefit to the ailing POWs. The
sickest POWs were taken to the barn, where they were given small
sips of water to replenish their dehydrated bodies. One of the men
found mint growing wild and made a fire to brew hot tea for the
men, which settled their rumbling stomachs. The guards stayed away
from the POWs, while keeping their guns pointed at them. The POWs
were left free to care for themselves.

My dad wrote of this episode in his POW experience:
“One of the boys found out they could smoke the black tea! It was
far better than drinking it. So we fashioned up some cigarettes and
smoked the black tea. It was pretty good.”

The Nazis and the POWs stayed in this location for
several days. Some of the POWs were feeling better, but others were
slipping toward death's door. They could not keep anything down.
Water ran through them like a stream, and they were too weak to
move.

But on August 23 an unexpected miracle occurred. A
lone German truck arrived at camp with gas and supplies for the
guards. Also on this truck were several Red Cross boxes with food
for the POWs. The German guards, aware of the terrible condition of
many of the POWs, handed over the boxes to them. Unfortunately,
before relinquishing the food, the Nazis first punctured each can
of rations so that nothing could be saved and eaten later. While
this upset the men, one of the POWs pointed out that all the food
would vanish in one sitting anyway. The first task was to
incorporate some of the rations into soup for the extremely ill
POWs. This helped save their lives. Tragically, nothing could be
done for two of the men, who were dying. In a matter of hours they
would be gone. This upset my father horribly, and he spoke about it
many times to my mother in his later life.

The first soldier died later that evening and the
second on the following day. The guards let the POWs bury them
together in a makeshift grave, but would not allow them to mark the
grave. Before the burial a POW carefully placed each man's dog tags
in his pocket so they could be identified later. Tears and raw
emotions prevailed. In the background, my father noticed that the
sensitive guard was the only German watching the burial. Looking
into the guard's dark brown eyes, Dad could tell he did not agree
with the war and its attendant horrors. Dad renewed his personal
commitment to somehow figure out how best to deal with these
animals. After the burial, rage continued to simmer inside each of
the POWs. But there was nothing to be done about it.

It was now more than four
weeks since Dad had been captured. Soon the group met up with more
American POWs, providing a big mental lift for my father. Among the
ten or so new prisoners appeared a familiar face, that of Bert
Cottrell. Dad and Bert, who was also from West Virginia, had become
friends in basic training but had been separated and placed into
different divisions. Now Dad could catch up with Bert and gain a
different perspective on the war. Bert was new to the POW life, so
Dad gave him a crash course in basic survival and bribery tactics.
They were careful not to draw attention to themselves by becoming
too chummy. Bert plays a prominent role in my father's war
journal.


Crossing the Border into Germany

The border crossing was
uneventful. Discussions of how to survive slowly turned to Stalag,
the prisoner-of-war camp where they knew they were going to end up.
Each man was worried about the future of the group as well as his
own well-being. Rumors abounded that the Germans were marching Jews
out of cities and placing them in concentration camps throughout
Germany. Bert told my father that he had fresh information only
weeks old that some of these camps were executing the Jewish people
at the rate of several thousand a day. This information spread
quickly among the POWs, causing them great concern. Anxiety and
stress levels increased as their arrival at the prison camp
approached. All wondered if they would share the same fate as the
Jews or if the Geneva Conventions, the international rules of war,
would spare them.

So far, it wasn't looking good. The SS guards had
violated almost all of the rules of the Geneva Conventions,
including the withholding of food and water, which had led to
starvation and death. They had executed soldiers, served up abuse
daily, and behaved in indescribably inhumane ways.

The days were getting shorter and the morning air
becoming crisp and cold. Fall was arriving in Germany. On sunny
days Dad felt warm and secure. But night was an entirely different
story. He and his fellow POWs were now freezing at night in their
well-worn summer uniforms. To make matters worse, whenever it
rained it was impossible to stay warm. At night the POWs slept
close together to share body heat, covering themselves with
whatever they could find. Their guards showed no concern whatsoever
about their warmth or comfort at night. Sometimes the POWs were
allowed to build a fire, sometimes not. The guards remained
unpredictable.

On September 28 they left
the town of Augsburg, Germany, moving closer to the SS Guards'
ultimate goal of reaching Stalag VIIA. The men walked quietly most
of the time but tensions remained high. The POWs were all very
scared, and some of the men began to panic. The guards were slowly
increasing their abusive tactics and shows of force. Why the guards
had not developed any compassion for their prisoners, especially
over the most recent weeks, will always remain a mystery. They were
as hostile as ever.

My dad estimated they walked between twenty and
thirty-five miles a day over twelve to fifteen hours when not in a
truck. It was a horrific ordeal. My mother told me that my father
had lost more than thirty pounds from the time of his capture at
Mortain until his arrival at the camp. Now, at the worst possible
time, my father began to get sick with fever and diarrhea. Becoming
weaker with each step, he was also, as usual, starving.

On the evening of the day he became sick, the POWs
heard a fleet of German trucks approaching. Two trucks were dropped
off, and the rest left for other areas. More than fifty Red Cross
boxes were inside one of the trucks. The senior guard gave the
order for the POWs to unload the truck and place the Red Cross
parcels on the ground. There was food for the guards as well. The
starving POWs were beside themselves at the sight of the Red Cross
boxes. My father, recalling that evening, said they somehow all
found the energy to help unload the truck. The excited men cheered
when they were told they could each pick up a box. The guards
retreated to their own area, and the POWs gathered in a small grove
of trees away from the guards. The POWs started a fire for warmth
that night. This was the most relaxed they had ever seen their
guards.

Dad was especially grateful for the food, because he
knew it was going to help him to feel better. The senior guard
announced that they would be arriving tomorrow at their final
destination. The smiles disappeared from the faces of the POWs. The
nightmare of the last weeks was about to end, to be replaced by an
even worse one. With his stomach full for the first time since his
capture, Dad's thoughts turned to strategy once again. As he ate,
he and the others quietly discussed why they had been given this
food now. Was it because their guards wanted them to have enough
energy to shine at “show and tell” as they walked into the prison
camp? Were they hoping the POWs would suddenly look better than
they actually felt? Were they trying to cover up their abuse and
neglect? The questions continued between the men.

This was the night that Dad discovered at the bottom
of his Red Cross box the YMCA War Log that immediately became so
important to him. He would carry it with him all the way back to
America.

The Nazi army took about 80,000 American prisoners
during World War II. But almost seventy years later not many POW
war diaries remain. The YMCA estimates that between 1943 and early
1945, 21,000 War Logs were distributed for American POWs, each
accompanied by a cover letter. In the area of Germany where my
father was imprisoned 3,000 were distributed, and, at the most,
only 400 ever made it back to families in America. Surely many POWs
started them, but some were lost, some confiscated by the Nazis and
destroyed, and some left behind because of the painful memories
they contained.


Arriving at Stalag VIIA

It was mid-morning before
the hung-over guards pulled it together to order the POWs to
continue on to the prison camp. It had been the longest night of
undisturbed sleep the POWs had enjoyed since leaving England.
Assembled and ready to go, the Americans were still feeling the
benefits of their full stomachs. Right before leaving camp, several
of the senior guards began to address the Americans about proper
German etiquette and what would be expected of them when they
arrived at the Stalag camp.

The POWs wondered why this had suddenly become
important. Every American had known they were heading for a Nazi
prison camp, despite the senior guards' earlier disinclination to
explain this to them.

Gathering the Americans into a single line, the lead
senior guard started to speak in English, announcing that they were
headed to a prison camp just north of Munich called Stalag VIIA. He
also informed the Americans that they were in the custody of Adolf
Hitler's army. For their safety, they were to be housed for a time
in a military camp that had been specially set up for them. While
in the camp, they would be housed and fed, and any medical needs
would be promptly taken care of. The guard stressed that good
behavior was of utmost importance and that, as in all German prison
camps, each of them would be expected to work for fair pay. Any
attempt to escape would lead to the severest measures. Escapees, if
caught, would be shot immediately. The guard concluded with the
following statement:

When Germany wins the war and the world sees the
might and power of the Third Reich, each American who is now a
prisoner of Nazi Germany will be returned to the custody of his
country after its total and complete surrender to the Third
Reich.

Dad was beside himself at hearing this. Could this
be true? Was it actually happening? Dad and the others were very
alarmed and more concerned than ever about their futures. After
all, they'd been given no inkling for the last fifty-four days of
how the war was progressing. The morale of the entire group fell to
its lowest point up to that time. Suddenly all of them believed it
was entirely possible they might remain prisoners for many years to
come. A cold shiver ran down my father's spine as he contemplated
that the war might drag on for a very long time with no resolution.
Dad wondered if anyone in his infantry had finally figured out he'd
been taken prisoner by the Germans. Did his parents know? What
about Eleanore? These thoughts made him feel bleak, cold, and
incredibly sad.

The senior guard's lecture went on for some time.
The Germans seemed intent on endless details that nobody cared
about. Propaganda permeated the air, becoming a most effective
weapon against the men. Dad was stung by how debilitating
propaganda could be, especially when there is no other information
to compare it to. Everyone theorized that the Nazi guards were
trying to break them down even further, rendering them passive and
easily controlled upon arrival at the camp. Dad tuned out the
guard, ignoring the rest of his message. His mental struggle was
already hard enough. But he was unable to stop wondering if it was
really possible that the Americans and their allies were now losing
the war.

Suddenly one of the guards sprang into action,
taking a dog tag away from each of the men. American soldiers are
issued two tags when they enter the army. The POWs' tags were going
to be turned over to the processing center at the prison camp when
they arrived. Giving up one of their dog tags only increased their
depression and stress. Years later, with this still fresh in his
mind, my dad told my mother:

Taking our tags was the final blow to all of us. It
was like nailing a coffin shut—very final, very real. We were all
going to prison, and nothing was going to change that. We all
struggled with this. Some of the men had tears in their eyes, some
tried to rebel a little, but all eventually gave in and gave up
their dog tags to the guard.

The Germans announced that they would be traveling
on foot for twenty miles. Dad later estimated that it had actually
been more like thirty miles. Finally, on September 29, exactly
fifty-four days after his capture at Mortain, my father and
twenty-five other Americans, under heavy Nazi military guard,
walked through the gates of Stalag VIIA, in Moosburg, Germany, and
became official prisoners of war of Nazi Germany. The previous
eight weeks of tortuous abuse, starvation, and death had taken a
toll on each of the men. Dad guessed he'd lost almost forty pounds.
Incredibly, his group had traveled the 1,325 kilometers (or 823.31
miles) almost entirely on foot. That they had managed to walk that
far and survive under conditions of continuous thirst and
starvation was an amazing accomplishment.

It was now late in the
evening, and they were directed into a barn located well inside but
away from the center of the main camp. Under heavy guard, the camp
officials took over, and everyone was told they were not to speak
for the rest of the night. Each man found a spot on the floor and
began to bed down for the night. While the conditions were harsh,
they were much better than the 10' x 10' room into which they'd
been crammed at the old fort in France. Dad was actually happier
because it was not as cold inside the barn. Of course the men were
once again starving, because they'd walked thirty miles since their
last meal.

My dad's group was dirty, and the stench of their
filthy bodies filled the barn. Fortunately, the German guards
couldn't take the smell anymore. Before anyone was allowed to
sleep, every man was allowed a hot bath. This was the only luxury
they would have, and it was limited to ten minutes each. Dad wrote
about his first bath in almost two months: “Best bath ever! Boy did
it ever feel good. I had no idea I was capable of getting that
dirty.”

Dad reported to my mom that the German camp
officials had asked the SS guards why their prisoners were so dirty
and exhausted compared to the others arriving at the camp. The
guards only shrugged their shoulders. At this moment, the word
“abuse” was prominent in my dad's mind.

After his bath, Dad had to put back on the same
clothes he'd been wearing for weeks. They smelled horrible next to
his clean body. He was in shock, wondering just how bad he'd
smelled before the bath. The dirt, blood, and stains on his clothes
represented his own personal war history on cloth. Dad had dressed
in these clothes for the first time in England on June 11, and now
it was September 29. He inspected the now-scarred wound on his leg,
which had healed just as the medic had predicted. Dad wondered if
the medic was still alive or if he had died tragically. He noticed
blood stains on his shirt that he knew were not his own, and a wave
of sadness swept over him. These were from the endearing little
French family he'd loved and buried. His worn and tattered clothes
revealed so much about the sorrow and destruction of the past
months.

Pushing the bad memories from his mind, Dad tried to
think of other things to keep himself from being flooded by
unstoppable emotions. He was a survivor who'd completed the first
wave of hell. Now he would have to dig into the deepest reaches of
his soul to find the courage and strength to make it through this
next phase of hell. He was terribly afraid that he wasn't ready for
it.


Interrogation

The next morning came
quickly, with the blaring of the loudspeaker announcing morning
roll call. Exhausted, hungry, and emotionally spent, my father
slowly opened his eyes to see the shadow of a Nazi guard hovering
over him. As the Nazi guard bent over the other sleeping American
prisoners, he yelled loudly in German, “Heraus mit Ihnen Sie
niedriges Leben!” (“Out with you, you low life!”).

My father was hearing these demeaning and
inflammatory words for the first time on Saturday, September 30,
1944. He would hear them many times again during his imprisonment
at Stalag VIIA. The guards kicked and pushed Americans awake,
demanding that they move their weary bodies off the floor and out
to the yard for morning roll call. Knowing it was Saturday made it
only harder for my father. He had been jarred from a dream of past
Saturdays in America, days when he'd been happy and carefree. As he
pulled himself up off the floor, his body was so stiff and sore
that it was a struggle to move outside.

Outside the air was crisp and cool, and Dad and
everyone in his group began to shiver from the rapid change in
temperature. They were separated from the other prisoners. My
father scanned the faces of the hundreds of American prisoners now
assembling in the yard. He noticed that many of them looked awful.
Their uniforms were torn and tattered, and some had fashioned
burlap into coats or hats for themselves. All of them shared the
same misery; all were prisoners of Nazi Germany. Some of the
stronger men supported the prisoners who needed assistance walking.
Many were having trouble walking or even standing and were relying
on the support of their buddies. Soon everyone was assembled in
long rows in the yard, and the prisoner count began.

What he was seeing that day horrified my dad. The
heartrending reality of POW life was beginning to settle in. Dad
would tell my mother later that this roll call would go down as one
of the longest ever. It took a lot of time to assemble, count, and
verify every prisoner. On this morning several of the men could not
be accounted for; also, a very sick American had died in the night.
The senior German guards began to scream at the junior guards. Had
the missing men abandoned the previous day's work detail outside
the camp? Had they pulled off a successful escape the night before?
As a soft rain started to fall, every prisoner was now out in the
yard as the Nazis searched each hut looking for the two missing
men. An hour passed and still no luck. Finally the guards reported
to the leaders of the camp that the two Americans were nowhere to
be found.

The rain was falling more
steadily, and it was very cold. Most of the prisoners were soaked
to the bone and shivering violently. Two hours had passed. Dad and
his group were carefully watching the events unfolding before them.
Now the guard dogs were being pressed into action to catch the
scents of the missing men. Dad wondered if they were hiding inside
the camp stowed away in garbage scheduled to leave the grounds. The
prisoners had become agitated, and many had dropped to the ground
in exhaustion. The German guards were pointing their guns and
threatening the men, ordering them to remain silent and stand at
attention.

The senior guards were furious and taking out their
anger on the prisoners in the yard. Finally after almost four hours
of standing in the cold rain, the exhausted and hungry men were
dismissed and told to return to the barracks. Now the guards turned
their attention directly to my father's group. A senior officer
ordered all of them back into the central building for
processing.

My father talked a great deal to my mother about his
first weeks as a prisoner of war. What follows are some of my
father's comments, which were told to me by my mother:

Becoming a prisoner of war is an experience few
soldiers endure. It took me a long while to come to grips with it.
For a very long time I constantly blamed myself for ending up in
that situation. One day in my early months of confinement, I
realized that I needed to stop feeling sorry for myself and
immediately change my attitude if I was to survive this. Being
taken prisoner is neither heroic nor dishonorable. It was an
accident, and nothing could have been done to prevent it.

So I made the mental decision that absolutely nothing
was going to stop me from surviving. I would survive at all costs,
and return home to America.

When I heard these words from my mother, I wanted to
cry. I could visualize my father's face as he told my mother what
he had been feeling. Lurking in these words were some of the life
lessons he had taught me:

“Change your bad attitude when you have one.”

“Accidents will happen in life; accept them and
figure out how to go around them.”

“Whatever you do, never, ever give up your
dreams.”

Back at Stalag VIIA, as Dad
entered the central building, he was pushed along by the guards to
hasten his walk. His chest was thumping with nervous anticipation.
About to be interrogated by Nazis, he was trying to retain his
composure and decide exactly what he wanted to say. Most of the men
with him, although equally nervous, had adopted a façade of
indifferent toughness, like this was no big deal. Dad knew
different. This was going to be a very big deal, and the wrong
answers could lead to devastating consequences.

After mulling over countless strategies, Dad decided
he'd start with his name, rank, and serial number. His decision was
made easier by recalling the barbaric actions of his captors over
the last fifty-four days. Anger was beginning to take precedence
over his fear, which made him feel better prepared to face a Nazi
interrogator. Dad told my mother that he'd had to push his anger to
the top of all his other emotions and make himself remember the
horrifying things that had happened, in spite of how painful it was
to do so. This was going to help him stick to his convictions
despite the uncertainty and intensity of the situation. Dad was not
going to let himself fold in fear in front of the Nazis. He would
never let them see him sweat.

The group was gathered into a large room. A
well-worn wooden door was directly in front of them. It was obvious
this door had seen much use over the last several years. My
father's fifty-four days of captivity had given him a slight
psychological edge, because he already knew he could never trust
anything said by a Nazi. He was as prepared as he was ever going to
be. He decided that if he made it out of this camp alive, he'd
certainly plan to tell the army that the training they offered to
prepare soldiers for possible capture by the enemy was utterly
inadequate.

Dad felt totally abandoned by the army and
completely lacking in any training and skills needed for the
situation he found himself in. What line of questioning would the
Nazis use, my father wondered? Would they speak nicely and try
winning him over with a cigarette or two? Or would they be harsh,
arrogant, and mean? Dad knew the Nazi interrogators would press him
to disclose as many details as possible about the American
positions. Any fact he could provide that might ultimately prove
useful to the German Army was surely the commandant's goal. After
all, if some of the information he provided was beneficial, the
commandant might score points with higher-ranking German officials.
His mind was in conflict. What should he say? How should he say
it?

The door opened. Dressed in full German military
uniform, complete with hat, the commandant spoke in perfect
English. “Mr. Miller, please come in,” he said. His mind full of
fear, my father realized he would rather be on the front lines of
battle than standing before this Nazi. As he followed the
commandant into the room, Dad purposely left the door open behind
him. Leaving the door open had been part of his strategy. Dad
noticed the absence of any chairs in front of the commandant's
wooden desk. It was clear that he would be standing during his
questioning. Strangely, there was only one piece of paper on his
desk, and it contained scribbled notes in German, which Dad could
not read. He saw his army dog tag near the commandant's chair.

“Miller, were you born in a barn?” the commandant
said in crisply enunciated English. “Close the door behind you.”
Dad was amazed at the German's perfect English. Returning to the
door, he slowly pushed it closed. Dad was feeling uptight. After a
long pause that seemed like an eternity, the commandant finally
spoke again in a forceful yet soft voice: “What is your name?
Herbert Miller?” My dad said, “Yes,” silently wondering why the
Nazi had asked his name if he already knew it. Then, just as my dad
had predicted, out came the peace offering: cigarettes. My dad was
craving a cigarette; he hadn't had one in several days. Fighting
off his nicotine fit, he remained neutral and uninterested. The
commandant stretched out his hand, offering a cigarette, but Dad
declined. “All Americans smoke, why don't you want one?” asked the
commandant. My father shook his head. “OK, were you born in the
United States?” continued the commandant. My father refused to
answer. Turning more serious, the commandant retained a kindly
manner. “Mr. Miller,” said the commandant, “I must apologize for
the conditions you have been experiencing, but I assure you
everything will change for the better and you will be very
comfortable here once you give me the information I will need to
process you.” Still my father said nothing.

“Mr. Miller, you must answer me,” the commandant
continued. “What was your infantry in the army, and when did you
land in France?” Dead silence. Both men were now staring at one
another. The commandant was becoming agitated. Dad's heart was
beating so fast he thought that surely his interrogator could see
his chest moving with every beat.

As the stare-off continued between the two men, Dad
began to sweat. Now it seemed too hot in the room. He could see
that the commandant's patience was quickly eroding into anger. When
the questioning resumed, it was much louder in tone. The commandant
started firing one question after another:

“Perhaps you did not hear me? Where were you
born?”

“How old are you?”

“What did you do in the army?”

Petrified with fear, my father nonetheless stuck to
his decision to not give this Nazi commandant any personal
information. Without any hesitation, sounding confident and
purposeful, he recited the predictable scripted answer he had
rehearsed a thousand times over the past fifty-four days as he
walked: “My name is Herbert Miller, Private First Class, number
35740482.” Before he could finish saying his army serial number,
the commandant cut Dad off. “Obviously we have a problem here,” he
said. “I will ask you these questions once again, and this time I
expect answers from you.”

“Where were you born?”

No comment from my father.

“How old are you?”

Again, no comment.

“What did you do in the army?”

“My name is Herbert Miller, Private First Class,
number 35740482.”

By now the commandant was really pissed off. It was
obvious to my father that the commandant had been in this exact
situation with American prisoners many times before. My father was
feeling confident and proud. He was proud to be an American soldier
doing exactly what he was supposed to in this situation. The
feeling of pride passed quickly, though, and the fear returned.
What's next? Dad wondered.

To my dad's surprise, the commandant gave up. His
eyes flaring, he slammed both hands down on the desk with enough
force to shake the entire room. Springing from his chair, he leaned
over the desk and stuck his face in my father's, shouting in
German: “Verlassen Sie mein Büro” (“Get the hell out of my
office”).

Suddenly the door sprang
open, and two armed German guards came in and escorted Dad away. It
was now pouring rain outside the building, and he was immediately
ushered outside and placed in the yard with seven other American
men. “Sie stehen hier” (“You stand here”), one of them said.
Dad had been sent to the time-out area for misbehaving prisoners.
He was extremely angry now, and hate flooded his mind once
again.

The rain continued to pour down on prisoners as they
stood under the careful watch of an armed German guard dressed in
rain gear and winter clothing. In contrast, the prisoners were
wearing their summer uniforms and freezing in the cold fall rain.
My father told my mother he had never been so miserable in his
whole life. He began to shiver uncontrollably from cold and hunger.
Barely holding on, he somehow managed to stand there with the
others for almost four hours in the downpour.

I was lucky to find and meet one of my father's most
trusted after-the-war friends, John Ciecko. He had also been a POW,
in another camp. Because of Ciecko's own first hand POW
experiences, my father confided in him many of the horrific stories
about what had happened to him at Stalag VIIA. I interviewed John
several times, hearing a great many stories about my father's POW
experience. Most of them made me cry in sadness. Ciecko explained
to me that after arriving at the prison camp my father's rebellious
streak emerged in full force. Nothing, not any person or event, was
going to break his spirit. He would resist the Nazis at all costs,
never giving them any of the critical information they sought from
him.
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