
New  Nonfiction  from  Thomas
Donovan: “After the War”

Marines Walk Over Hills, Guadalcanal, 10 January 1943

There was a heavy snowfall that February night in 1946. A six-
year-old  boy  watched  from  his  bedroom  window  as  the  big
snowflakes slowly covered everything. The  intrusive sounds of
my Uncle Ray’s raspy cough and talking to himself sounded
louder than usual.

When  World  War  II  ended,  my  father’s  brother  Ray,  after
serving 27 years in the Marine Corps, retired as a Master
Gunnery Sargent and came to live with us. Ray saw action on
Guadalcanal, Tarawa, Midway, and the Philippines. Hidden in
his  dresser  drawer  was  a  box  of  combat  medals  including
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several Purple Hearts, none of which he ever talked about.

Three weeks of every month Ray walked around the apartment
like he had a ramrod up his back. Never talkative or loud,
always clean-shaven and neatly dressed.    But the arrival of
his monthly pension check was the start of a tough four days
for the family. Ray kept just enough of that check to finance
his monthly four-day bender. Surrounded by enough beer and
cheap whisky, he stayed almost legless for those four days.
Eating very little, he just sat at the kitchen table, drinking
around the clock.

Usually a somber and quiet man, during the daylight hours our
drunken  uncle  suddenly  became  a  talkative,  funny  and
entertaining guy. At night, not so much. Ray raved, sang and
talked all night to his buddies who lost their lives on those
South Pacific islands. Nights like that always seemed longer
than usual. The mornings always smelled of stale beer and
spilled whiskey. The family tried to somehow adjust.

Along came that pristine snowy night in February ‘46 when the
snowflakes fell

like in one of those snow globes that people shake. That night
Ray crossed over some mental bridge into a land where things
were not what they seemed. At 2 AM he barged into Mom and
Pop’s bedroom. Loudly he insisted they both needed to get up
and come into his room where he had this guy Martin Block in
the dresser drawer.

Dad worked three jobs; Mom worked one. They got little enough
sleep, so I was surprised to see them follow Ray down the
hallway to his bedroom.

Being six years old and by no means at the top of my class, I
still knew a few things. One  was that this guy Martin Block
was a radio personality who hosted a music show on WNEW called
“Make Believe Ballroom.” I was also pretty sure this Block guy
wasn’t anywhere to be found in my uncle’s bedroom, let alone a



dresser drawer. I crept into the hallway where I could watch.

The voices grew louder and took on a harder tone. My hands
began to sweat. Ray shook the dresser, yanked open drawers and
pulled clothes out. He shouted, “Damn it, Block, they’re here.
Where the hell are you?”

Pop turned to leave. Attempting to stop him, Ray slipped and
knocked Mom down. Seeing she was OK, Pop flew into a rage. He
slammed Ray against the wall and threw him on the bed. “That’s
it. I’m finished with you. First thing in the morning, I want
you the hell out of here.”

Ray tried to get back up on his feet and slipped down on the
bed, “You want me

out of here, I’ll leave right now.”

“Good, and take your cheap whisky with you.” With that my
father led Mom to their bedroom and closed the door.

Ray, using the dresser for support, slowly pulled himself to
his feet. Still cursing Martin Block, he staggered over to his
closet and pulled out a ratty old suitcase. He crammed in
whatever he could grab. Struggling out of his undershirt, Ray
stood there naked from the waist up.

His misshapen body was covered with scars. There were long
lacerations, incisions, and signs of wounds that had been
crudely  stitched  up.  Having  never  seen  him  shirtless,  I
suddenly realized the price he paid for those Purple Hearts.

Ray slipped into a fresh undershirt and took a clean-pressed
khaki Marine Corps shirt from the closet. After some trouble
locating the armholes, he finally got it buttoned and tucked
in. He pulled on an old coat and placed his Marine Corps hat
on his head. Straightening up, he looked at himself in the
mirror, and saluted.

When he shuffled down the hallway I stepped into view. Barely



upright, Ray leaned against the wall. “Uncle Ray, don’t go,” I
pleaded. “Wait until tomorrow. It’s snowing hard out there.”

“Sorry kid. Not staying where I’m not wanted.” He stumbled out
the apartment door into the cold. Bare fingers pulled the coat
collar around his neck in the blowing snow.

From my bedroom window, I watched Ray leaving tracks through
the deep drifts. He stopped and turned, as out of nowhere in
the deserted street someone came running up behind him.

Falling snow made it hard to see. The two figures grappled,
and the man ripped the suitcase from Ray’s hand. Then he put
his arm around Ray’s shoulders and steered him back towards
the apartment.

That’s when I spotted the dark grey pajama cuffs sticking out
from the bottom of my father’s coat as he led his brother back
through the snow. Mom was waiting by the front door as Pop led
Ray into his bedroom.

My father never cried — never. But the snow must have left
some dampness on his face as Mom reached up with her ever-
present Kleenex and wiped away the moisture. Pop stammered as
he tried to tell her not to worry. He would do something about
Ray; he’d take care of it. Mom cupped both her hands on his
face. “It’s OK, Frank. Come to bed.”

Still  at  my  bedroom  window,  I  watched  those  large,  soft
snowflakes slowly fill up the tracks on the sidewalk. Soon
they’d be no sign that anything had ever happened out there.
It’d all be gone. Except for the memories — those memories
remain.



New  Fiction  by  Rachel
Ramirez: “The Witness”

I am in the grand room of the High Commissioner’s Residence in
Manila. A crystal
chandelier  hangs  from  the  ceiling,  intact.  Not  even  one
crystal looks to be missing. The building itself didn’t escape
the war. I saw the damage as the car approached. The right
wing  must  have  been  bombed.  Blackened  walls.  Blown  out
windows. The building lost its symmetry. But this room looks
untouched. It still has its high ceiling, its big windows, its
fancy chandelier. How can this be when my own home was burnt
to the ground? Now I live with my wife and children in a
makeshift dwelling built on its ashes.

Captain Pace calls me to the stand.

The  room  is  wall–to–wall  with  Americans,  soldiers  in  tan
uniforms. An audience of
white faces is staring, quiet, except for the odd cough, the
clearing of a throat. They are waiting for me to speak into
the microphone. Sitting at a long wooden table, facing the
audience, are five men—the Commission. I am close enough to
see their sunburnt foreheads. One of them has his head propped
up on his hand like he’s bored. Maybe he’s just not used to
the heat. To my right, a dark–haired woman sits at a small
desk. Behind me, a large map of the country is pinned up onto
a  board.  There  is  a  stenographer,  his  hands  curled  into
position.

I do plan to tell them the truth about that day. At least most
of it. Some details are too
horrid to repeat. I see those details most nights, wake up
sweating, sometimes screaming. Belen, her body turned away
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from me, pretends to be asleep. In my ears, there is still a
constant hum. And during the day, the details drift into my
mind like dark clouds.

I see them now, the pair in black uniforms, sitting opposite
me at the end of the room.
The Accused, they call them. I find myself looking away from
them, looking down at my shoes. My shoes match my borrowed
Americano and tie. The Americans dressed me for the occasion,
in a suit too big for me. It’s like my body inside it has
deflated. I want to leave this place. I want to run out the
door. But each door is guarded by a soldier. Each soldier
wears a hard white hat and stands with their hands behind
their back. I wipe my wet palms on the sides of my trousers. I
straighten my tie.

Captain Pace also stands with his hands behind his back, his
pelvis leaning forward.

“Give me your name, please.”

“Dr. Fernando Reyes.”

“Where do you live, Dr. Reyes?”

“Bauan, Batangas.”

I  almost  don’t  recognise  my  own  small  voice.  I  hear  the
captain’s thick accent and wonder where in America he is from.
I wonder if he was something else before all this. He has the
look of a school principal, like my father. He is tall, taller
than me, and older. There is grey mixed in with his straw
coloured hair. He has kind eyes, perhaps deceptively so. His
eyes are the brightest blue I’ve ever seen. I’ll try my best
to answer each of the questions, I tell him, without the need
of the translator.

I begin. “On February 28, 1945, while we were having our
breakfast…”



I heard the town crier on the street outside the house. He was
telling everyone—men,
women, children—to gather at the church. There had been many
meetings like this. Some of them held in the Plaza, hours
spent standing beneath the scorching sun. At least, I told
Belen, we’ll be in the church, out of the heat. Belen wanted
to bring baby Dedeth with us—our youngest. In the end, we left
her behind with the maid. It’ll be easier without her, I told
her, and hopefully we won’t be long. We headed out without
finishing our breakfast, three children in tow, all dressed in
church clothes. Miguel, our eldest, had recently had a growth
spurt. He was proudly wearing my old linen trousers.

“We went to Bauan Church around 9:30 in the morning,” I say
slowly into the
microphone.

It wasn’t long after we got to the church that the women and
children were told to leave. They were being sent to the
Elementary School. Before she left, my wife bowed at the Holy
Cross and blessed herself, just as she always did. Then she
held my hand and squeezed it. She took two of the children
with her. Miguel, passing for a young man in my trousers,
stayed with me at the church.

We sat in the pews, eight in each pew, and waited. It was
strange to see even the
priests sitting amongst us. Then the Japanese soldiers told us
to stand so they could search us. One soldier padded me down,
looked through my pockets. In my back pocket, he found money,
Mickey Mouse money we called it, neatly folded. He told me to
take  off  my  watch,  my  wedding  ring.  He  took  it  all.  He
searched my son too. Miguel looked worried although I knew he
had nothing on him. Then the soldiers told us to sit again and
wait. As we sat there, I looked around at the people in the
church. I knew most of them—neighbours, friends, patients. I
could hear my son’s stomach growling. He told me he wanted to
go home. He told me he wanted his mother. I put my arm around



his shoulders to comfort him.

Then we were sent out in two groups. We were in the second
group. They told us we
were going home but led us about 300 yards away, to Sebastian
Buendia’s house. I knew the house well, had admired it for
years, the finest house in the town, beautifully made. Mr.
Buendia, I knew, had left years ago for Mindoro, just after
the Japanese had invaded. People said he was afraid they would
think he was an American sympathizer. He did a lot of business
with the Americans. In the good days, before the war, I’d
visit Mr. Buendia’s house with my wife, to attend his lavish
parties. I’d admired the tastefulness of his home’s interior,
the dark wood furniture. My wife tried to decorate our own
modest home after his. It cost me a fortune, only to have much
of it taken away, bit by bit, by the Japanese. By the end our
house was like an empty shell.

Mr. Buendia’s house had also been emptied. Most of what I’d
admired, all but the hardwood floors, had been removed. There
was a Japanese sentry standing outside the door where Mr.
Buendia would have stood to greet his guests. He’d be holding
a cigar in one hand, his other hand resting on his big belly.

We were told to walk through two doors, down to the basement
of the house, where there was already a group of men. We were
ushered  into  the  space  by  soldiers  armed  with  rifles,
gesturing with their pointy bayonets. It was dark inside the
space. We were packed inside like sardines. I was glad for the
dark—at least my son wouldn’t see my fear. I was truly afraid
then. The windows were shut. The doors were locked. There was
no way to flee.

I could hear shouting upstairs. They were shouting words I
didn’t understand. I held
my son close to me, up against my chest. He nestled his head
into the nape of my neck like he used to do as a child. I
could feel his heat and a heart beating, not sure if it was



his or mine.

The familiar bells of Bauan Church rang out at noon, followed
by a sizzling sound.
Then, an explosion. It must have knocked me out. When I opened
my eyes, I was on the ground. I heard people—grown men—calling
out for their mothers. Miguel was no longer in my arms. I
desperately  crawled  around  looking  for  him.  Then,  another
explosion.  A  splash  of  flesh.  I  was  half  naked,  my  ears
ringing, hell all around. Bodies tangled in shards of floor.
None of them my son’s. I shouted out his name. I couldn’t hear
my own voice. I froze when I saw the soldiers. One of them was
pouring kerosene. Another was bayoneting bodies on the ground.
I panicked. I saw a gap where there once was a wall. I crawled
to it. Then I ran. I didn’t stop until I got to the bomb
shelter. There were people inside the shelter already dead,
covered in blood. I called out my son’s name. I cried out. I
was shaking, ashamed, too much of a coward to go back for him.

“Did you help the guerrillas?” Captain Pace asks. His question
takes me by surprise. I
feel my heart quicken. I try to stall. I thought of the houses
I visited in the dead of night, outside the town, the injured
men I treated. I couldn’t just let them die. Belen said it was
the Christian thing to do. I was a doctor after all. I cleaned
and dressed their wounds. I removed bullets, bits of metal
from their flesh. I didn’t ask how they got them.

“There are no guerrillas in Bauan.”

“Just answer the question, Dr. Reyes. Did you help them?”

I take a deep breath, “No, Sir, I did not.” I look away from
his piercing blue eyes. A
lie and an omission. I don’t tell them about my son.

“Did you go back to Mr. Buendia’s house later on?”

“Yes, Sir…on March 28. I was appointed by the Colonel to bury



the dead.”

The Colonel sent me along with the mayor, the policemen and
labourers. He told us
to gather the bodies and bury them. It was like God, disguised
as an American colonel, was punishing me for leaving Miguel
behind.

We found bodies on the roads, outside houses, in buildings, in
the shelters, on the
outskirts  of  town.  We  carried  them  in  ox–drawn  carts.  We
wheeled them to a mass grave—a large hole the labourers dug at
the back of the local cemetery. We buried them there. No
funeral. No priests. Most bodies already blackened. We wore
handkerchiefs on our faces to cover our noses and mouths. We
still got sick, most of us vomiting from the sight and the
smell.

“How many dead persons did you find?”

“I think 250.”

“Can you give me their names?”

I list the names I can remember. I start with the priests.
Then I begin to name the
civilians.  Pablo  Castillo.  Jorge  Magboo.  Jose  Brual.  Aldo
Delgado. We found Lolo Aldo in his chicken shed. Nothing left
of  the  chickens  but  stray  feathers.  We  found  Lolo  Aldo’s
white–haired head on the ground a few feet from his body.

Belen told me that she waited for hours at the school with the
other women and children. She said some of them ran outside
when they heard the explosions. She stayed in the school, hid
with  the  children  under  a  teacher’s  desk.  She  said  she
eventually heard planes flying above. She thinks the planes
saved them—the Japanese soldiers fled. She found bodies in the
playground—the women and children who tried to run. There were
more  bodies  in  the  streets.  The  streets  were  filled  with



smoke. She walked by the church—burning but still standing,
its tower untouched. She said when she reached home, our house
was on fire. Just inside the gate, she found our maid. Beneath
the maid, she found our baby girl. Both bodies were covered in
blood. I didn’t tell Belen what I heard—the Japanese soldiers
threw babies up in the air, catching them as they fell, on the
tips of their bayonets.

Captain Pace interrupts me before I can finish my list. “That
is enough Doctor.”

I watched the labourers dig out the bodies from Mr. Buendia’s
house. I almost
couldn’t bear it. But I forced myself. I sifted through the
remains. I never found my son. Belen said I should have died
that day along with him. If only Captain Pace was armed, I’d
lunge forward and grab his gun. I’d shoot myself here in front
of everyone.

“We have no further questions.”

 

New  Nonfiction  from  Philip
Alcabes: “Peppina”

1. A Child

A neglected box in the back of my closet contains a contain a
collection of items from my father’s apartment, I find. In the
midst of a stack of curling black-and-white photo prints there
is one that I don’t remember having seen before. About two
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inches by three, it’s a photo from the war. My father’s war,
the one he referred to as “the” war. It’s a picture of a girl
of eight or nine or ten, a bow on the right side of her dark
hair, her mouth wide, dark eyes squinting slightly into the
sun. She’s wearing a pinafore that is just a little too big
for her. She is sitting tenuously—posed?—atop a low wall. On
the back of the print, written in cursive in a feminine hand,
is one word: “Peppina.”

Who are you, signorina?

The  photo  is  clearly  from  Italy.  My  father  had  been  a

bombardier-navigator on a B24 crew in the 15th US Army Air
Force, based at Pantanella, east of the Apennines. It would be
1944, then. In the photo, the sun is shining bright, casting
onto Peppina a shadow of the trunk and limbs of a tree that
must have been behind the photographer. In the background, an
American enlisted man in a flight cap and leather jacket is
leaving a building, oblivious to the photographing going on
nearby. He’s also squinting against the Italian sunshine.

Who took your photo? Definitely not my father: he hated taking
photographs, all his life. From the war, he kept photos of
himself,  his  plane,  his  crew,  some  pictures  of  bombing
targets,  a  few  shots  taken  through  the  right-side  waist
gunner’s window of the other B24s of his squadron, up above
the Alps.  But why did my father have your photo at all? And
why did he keep it for so long—for the sixty-eight years
remaining to him?

I wonder if you were one of those poor bambini Pugliese, the
ones whose hunger and misery he mentioned often during my
childhood, especially when I wouldn’t finish my supper. But in
the photo you look clean and your clothes aren’t ragged. You
seem healthy.

Were you the daughter of someone who worked at the base, maybe
a  cook  or  a  cleaner?  My  father  was  always  at  ease  with



children (far more so than he ever was with adults; he always
seemed to feel that adults had some racket going). Children’s
openness to the world matched his. Children are ever on their
way to becoming something but never there yet.

Or were you the younger sister of an Italian girl he loved? My
father  grew  up  speaking  Ladino  (or  Judaeo-Español),  late-
medieval Spanish with some Hebrew, Arabic, and sometimes Greek
or Turkish mixed in. His parents were Sephardim born in the
Ottoman Empire, who had come to New York in the 1910s as
teenagers.  Speaking  what  his  family  called  Spanyol,  he
understood enough Italian, and could make himself understood.
And he looked Italian: black hair and olive skin, a slim boy
with  kind  eyes  (and  a  handsome  uniform).  So  was  there  a
girlfriend? Other, I mean, than the young woman back home in
Queens who would become his wife and my mother. Were you the
sister  of  a  Laura,  a  Rafaella,  an  Antonella—someone  he
couldn’t speak of?

Or had your photo originally belonged to an unlucky buddy of
my father’s? Did one of the bombers miss the landing strip?

Was the photo retrieved after the men of the 777th Squadron
brought in the bodies of the dead, after someone went through
the pockets of their charred uniforms and gave the snapshot to
my father for safekeeping? Did he keep it for so long because
it was a memorial to a dead friend?

2. Fate

Early on, I learned that a person in war needs luck. The
belongings of the dead signal something about luck in the
drama of Fate. To discard what the universe has touched is to
play with Fate. When I was growing up, my father had no
patience for men who proclaimed their heroism in WWII. His
treasure was, forever, a specific commemoration of the play of
Fate: eating real (i.e., not powdered) scrambled eggs after
returning from a mission. Eating scrambled eggs was not just a
pleasure for him, but a kind of celebration of good luck. Call



it grace.

My father said he had been lucky to be on a crew whose
commander was a competent pilot. The man was a “son of a
bitch” (the third most disparaging epithet my father could
bestow, after “bastard” and “prick” but before “schmuck”), but
he was a good leader. My father was also lucky not to have
been a gunner. He was 5 foot 6, there weren’t too many men who
were  shorter  than  he  was,  and  the  shortest  gunner  was
generally assigned to the ball turret. Even before I read
Jarrell’s poem, I knew what happened to ball-turret gunners.

He was lucky that his plane didn’t malfunction, drop out of
the air, skid off a runway. He was lucky when cloud cover hid
his plane from radar. He was lucky that the flak (he tended to
refer to it with the onomatopoeic “ack-ack”) never brought his
plane down. He was lucky that, after his crew came back over
the  Alps  into  Italy,  fighter  planes  piloted  by  Tuskegee
Airmen—the  Red  Tails,  as  he  called  them,  whose  record  of
safely escorting Army Air Force bombers was the best of all
fighter groups—brought him back to base safe.

He was lucky that he didn’t fall out through the open bomb bay
doors. Sometimes a bomb would get fouled on the rack and fail
to drop. It was the bombardier’s job to walk out on the narrow
catwalk (no parachute because he couldn’t fit through the
hatch with it) and finagle it loose with his boot, the terrain
of Czechoslovakia or Romania rushing past a few thousand feet
below,  just  a  skinny  young  man  in  a  lined  flight  suit,
freezing air, wind, gravity, and luck.

He was lucky to be a Jew. The story, which he told more than
once, was that a flight-training commander, a Southerner whom
he knew to be an anti-Semite, had flunked him out of pilot
training after only one trip up in the open-cockpit trainer.
You were supposed to get two chances, he said, but this guy
(“the bastard”) had learned that he was a Jew and failed him
after only one flight. The Army sent him to navigator and



bombardier training instead, and then shipped him to Italy.
The luck of it, he said, was that if he had become a fighter
pilot, he was sure, the Messerschmitt 109s would have made
short work of him.

My father’s universe was thoroughly perfused with mystery,
although nothing made him like religion, not even being shot
at. He never prayed in any conventional way. Religious rites
to him were a kind of farce: people put on costumes and bow or
kneel, fast or feast—putting on the agony, he always called
it,  from  a  1920’s  music-hall  song:  “puttin’  on  the
agony/puttin’ on the style.”  Making too much of yourself. As
if, for you, the universe cares.

Fate is the universe’s lack of interest in you. You do your
best, you live your life, and the universe either looks after
you,  or  it  doesn’t.  My  father’s  mother  died  of  a  heart
condition when she was 23 years old. His mother’s father had a
heart attack on the stairs to the Third Avenue Elevated not
long after that. He died, too. My father’s aunt Fortunée, who
had moved from the ancestral home in Edirne, Turkey, to France
in the 1930s, survived the Nazi occupation in Paris by passing
for a gentile. Her brother, his uncle Gabriel, died in the
camps. My father was not yet 4 when his mother died, but he
lived to age 89.

When my father did die, in a hospice in the Bronx, Hurricane
Sandy blew into New York. Trees fell. The seas overtopped the
land. It has made me feel that he was probably right about the
universe and Fate.

3. Children

Even  before  I  knew  anything  about  fighters  and  bombers,
battles, missions, weapons, camaraderie, uniforms, or luck in
battle, I learned that war is about children. I learned that I
was fortunate beyond measure to live without either war or
poverty. I was a child myself, probably 5 or 6 years old, when



my father first told me about the ragged children of Apulia. I
had decent clothing and I didn’t know real hunger. My father
had been poor as a child—raised, as he liked to remind me, in
a walkup tenement whose residents shared toilets, one water
closet in the hallway on each floor, near the stairs. Those
Italian children around his base were even poorer than he had
been.

That my father was barely more than a child himself when he
flew on bombing missions, that the bombs he dropped from his
airplane onto oil refineries or marshalling yards must have
injured or killed people and that some of those people were
children—those things only dawned on me later. That his airman
buddies would also have been barely out of childhood. The
girls in Naples, where he went once on leave, must also have
been  children,  too.  Sexually  knowledgeable,  but  still
children.

When I was in my teens, “the war” was the one in Vietnam. To
my view, it involved American children, not much older than
me,  killing  Vietnamese  children,  as  well  as  adults,  with
horrific weaponry. The son of my mother’s friend, a boy two
years older than me, flew with a Medevac helicopter crew; they
shipped  his  remains  home.  When  I  played  second  base,  the
shortstop was a classmate whose older brother had died in

Vietnam.  Among  us  9th  and  10th  graders,  arguments  for  and
against that war were so personal. War seems like something
that 14- and 15-year-olds shouldn’t have to know about. Yet so
often it’s their whole world.

Morally outraged by the war in Vietnam, preoccupied with it,
and of course mortally frightened that I might be drafted and
forced to fight it, I asked my father what had prompted him to
volunteer for the military in his war. At first, the answer
was  that  he  had  always  been  fascinated  by  airplanes,  and
wanted to be a flier. Another answer was that he didn’t want
to be drafted; once the war broke out, he knew that draftees



would go into the infantry or a tank unit. Later, he said that
he had had to “fight Hitler.” By the time he was in his
eighties, the reason had been that he had felt he had to stop
Hitler from killing Jews.

I’m sure he meant all of those. Motivations are complex, after
all, and elusive. The poignant one, never expressed to me but
always evident, was his connection to a universe that was
magically  full  of  possibility.  America  should  stand  for
something—something that Europe had lost, or reneged on. Not
freedom,  which  everyone  talks  about.  Something  more  like
fairness. Or just beneficence, spread as widely as could be.
Which amounts, I suppose, to hope. Strange as it sounds, I
think my father fought for hope.

I watched the 1968 Democratic National Convention on the TV in
our living room with my parents and their friends Stan and
June. The set was tuned to CBS; the avuncular Walter Cronkite
was in the broadcasting booth in Chicago. I remember the night
air, the August humidity, the front and back doors open in
hopes of catching a breeze, all of us drinking the lemon-
flavored iced tea that my mother let me prepare from a Lipton
packet and tap water, poured over ice into tall glasses. Maybe
the green floor fan, much older than I was, was moving some
air around the room. The adults were talking about Hubert
Humphrey and LBJ; about Allard Lowenstein, a friend of friends
of theirs and a delegate at the convention; about the war.

The televised coverage cut to scenes on Michigan Avenue, where
policemen  were  pushing  young  demonstrators  to  the  ground,
clubbing them—even the girls, to my astonishment— and hauling
them into vans that would take them to jail. Beating American
children on live television. Not Black children in Alabama,
which my parents decried but seemed to attribute to a system
that they were sure would soon collapse, but whitechildren.
Kids who looked like me, just a few years older (indeed, some
of them were the older siblings of friends of mine). Beating
children not in Montgomery but Chicago.



I stood up from the floor, where I had been sitting, my mouth
fallen open, speechless. My father stood from the sofa where
the adults were seated. “No!,” he cried out in the hot night.
“Not in America!! This is America! We don’t do that here! It’s
not what we fought for!” Anguish was in his voice, heartbreak
on his face.

White kids beaten by police and arrested, Black kids beaten by
police and arrested. In our largely Jewish neighborhood of
small private homes with neat yards, my father was among the
outspoken upholders of civil rights for Black Americans. I
know  he  was  furious  at  the  Jim  Crow  laws  down  South,
lynchings, assaults on civil rights demonstrators. Among all
the disturbing news in the papers in the 1960s, it was the
brutality of Southerners toward Black citizens to which he
always drew my attention. Separate water fountains. Beatings,
dogs, and fire hoses. We studied the civil rights movement
together, he and I. He explained to my friends the civic and
moral value of social programs, why they weren’t just for
“freeloading” by “the Negroes.” He complained to our local
civic association about their pressuring homeowners in the
neighborhood not to sell to Black families. When he finally
moved out of the house, he sold it to a Black couple.

Yet, it took police violence against white kids to break his
heart. My father and his buddies, all those middle-aged men I
knew who, in their late teens or early twenties, had waged the
Second World War—Irv on a PT boat, Gene in a tank, Cousin
Willie with the infantry landing at Normandy, my father in his
B24, and others—they saw the campaign for Black rights as akin
to their own. Akin to, but not of.

4. Becoming

I sensed that my father and his friends had always known what
they were fighting against in WWII. But if they thought about
what they were fighting for—and I’m not sure it was ever a
conscious thought, perhaps just a kind of embodied drive—they



would have said that they aimed to uphold something that was
inchoately American. Hence my father’s anguish at the police
riot in the streets of Chicago in 1968. But also something
still incomplete. This incompleteness of the American project
distinguishes it from the fully fleshed-out process that makes
Germany German, France French, or Hungary Hungarian, or can
seem to. An Englishman might yearn for the “sceptered isle”;
Americans have nothing to yearn for, so we must hope.

I’ve never seen the dialectical nature of hope that white
Americans, including those WWII fighters whom I came to know,
have so clearly as I do today, with marches for Black Lives
Matter. It’s never been so clear to so many white Americans
that  the  double  edge  of  the  hope  we  harbor  needs  to  be
examined. We who have been admitted to the club of whiteness
are  free  to  wonder  whether  the  political  norms,  cultural
traditions, and economic verities of American life really do
constitute  progress  toward  a  more  justice  society,  and
therefore grounds for hope—or if no republic and no set of
mores can withstand the ruthless demolition of civilization by
the historical engine of capitalism, and therefore that hope
is  beside  the  point.  This  dialectic  is  a  luxury,  however
lugubrious the debate sometimes feels.

If hope is the residue of an inner sense that the American
project is incomplete, then the failure to extend that project
to Black Americans—the unwillingness of the Army to integrate
until it was forced by Harry S. Truman; the persistence of Jim
Crow in the South despite America’s ostensible victory over
tyranny in the war; the even longer persistence (to this day)
of  unequal  opportunities  for  education,  housing,  and
employment between Black and white Americans; and the mass
incarceration  of  Black  men—has  amounted  to  a  refusal  to
include Black Americans as fully worthy of considering hope.
That is, as fully American. To say that Black Lives Matter is,
in this sense, to assert not merely the simple truth that the
count of Black bodies slain by police ought not to exceed that



of white or other bodies, but that the meaning of American
life, which is supposed to be to question whether there are
grounds for hope, has been denied systematically to Black
Americans.

I think it was hard for my father and his liberal friends to
see how to complete the American project. I think it was hard
for them to acknowledge just how excluded Blacks were, and how
systemic that exclusion was. They were young, for one thing.
My father and many of his friends were highly educated by the
time I got to know them in the ‘60s, but back when they had
been in the armed forces during WWII, they were just out of
high school. Most had never been outside of New York, let
alone North America. They thought they wanted the best for
everyone,  but  the  “everyone”  they  knew  were  Jews  who  had
struggled,  Italian-Americans  who  had  struggled,  Greek-
Americans who had struggled. People who were in the process of
becoming white. That Black Americans were still struggling
meant, I’m sure they believed, that things would eventually
turn out well for Blacks, too, just as things had turned out
well  for  their  parents,  their  friends’  parents,  and
themselves.

To my father, that was the luck of being born in America:
things could work out. You had to be on guard for hate, but
the Constitution and the laws would spread justice. The system
would  work  for  Black  Americans.  (The  truly  unlucky,  to
liberals of my father’s crowd, were the ones born in Russia,
Poland, Czechoslovakia, and so forth: even those who hadn’t
been extinguished by the Nazis were impoverished by the broken
postwar  economies,  subjugated  by  authoritarian  governments,
sentenced to the Gulag for crimes they weren’t aware of, etc.
Theirs was the bad luck of birth.) Black Americans, to them,
had been as lucky as they had. Their time would come. “Their,”
not “our.”

There is also the naiveté. Not just of those boys fighting
WWII who couldn’t quite see that they were not fighting for



all Americans, but the necessarily naïve illusion behind the
whole  American  project.  There  is  only  one  way  to  accept
America as a work in progress: that the country is essentially
ahistorical,  that  America  has  no  historically  constituted
Truth,  only  the  remnants  of  yesterday  and  a  weird,  often
unsatisfying, and hotly debated vision of tomorrow. To include
Black  Americans  means  recognizing  multiple  visions  of
tomorrow, differently burdened by yesterday. To include all
Americans is to act like a small child, making new friends at
the beach or playground, naïve to differences of upbringing
because of a focus on rebuilding the sand fortress or taking
turns on the slide.

To  my  father,  the  world  was  populated  by  beings  who  are
continuously becoming, never fully complete. Did this come
from his experience in WWII? From observing the play of Fate,
the  universe’s  mocking  of  human  self-importance,  the
seriousness  of  small  children  with  too  little  to  eat?

Beings who are always becoming. I haven’t known war first-
hand. I envisage it as an elemental state, a naked encounter
with  an  unforgiving  universe.  If  you  are  not  becoming
something, you are dead. If you are lucky, you are alive.
Nobody gets to be who they aren’t, but if they’re lucky they
get to keep becoming. You live your best life and the universe
does what it will.

Is this why wars are always about children? Because children
are always in the act of becoming and war separates becoming
from being? I still wonder why my father, believer in Fate,
spoke of children and not of death. Peppina, enigmatic child
of war, what were you becoming in 1944? Did Fate, in the form
of war, deal you a favorable hand? If you had the luck to
survive, then you would be 85 years old today, or thereabouts.
What  do  you  tell  your  grandchildren  about  the  war,  the
American airmen you met, their naïveté, their hope? Knowing
what you know, what are you becoming now?



Uncrossable Borders: A Review
of Patrick Hicks’s New Novel,
‘In the Shadow of Dora’
As Patrick Hicks’s novel In the Shadow of Dora opens, it is
July 1969 in bright-and-sunny Cape Canaveral, Florida. In just
a few days the United States will send astronauts to the moon
for the first time, hopefully with success, and, because of
this, Dr. Wernher Von Braun is all over American television.
Dr. Von Braun has been a familiar face, to some extent, for
years – on a popular Walt Disney space series, for example, in
which he held up model rockets and enthusiastically explained
them to children between lively cartoon segments; and, now, on
an evening talk show, filling in the fawning host on the big
upcoming event. Von Braun is all winning smile, salt-and-
pepper hair, double-breasted suit. He has become a celebrity,
the “Columbus of Space”: explorer, educator, friendly tour
guide to the majestic world of the stars.

At least one viewer, however, is not buying it. Watching from
his couch after a day of work is NASA engineer Eli Hessel,
nursing a beer and a sore back and considering the man on the
screen. He has known this man, or known of him, for decades,
longer than have most Americans. Von Braun was not always an
American  science  celebrity.  In  Germany  he  had  been  chief
developer of the V-2 rockets – precursors of the ones powering
Apollo 11 — built secretly underground, using concentration-
camp labor, at the site called Dora-Mittelbau.

Von Braun’s V-2 design was a last-ditch attempt at victory for
an already slowing Third Reich, but its development injected
the Nazis with new, if short-lived, energy. If it did turn out
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to be the game changer they hoped, V-2s might soon rain down
on New York, Chicago, and more.

Eli knows all of this very well because, long before his NASA
engineering  career,  he  survived  Auschwitz  and  later  the
tunnels of Dora-Mittelbau, where he was forced to work on Von
Braun’s V-2 rockets. When he could, he sabotaged them. Most of
the time he just tried to stay alive. And now here’s Von Braun
himself, all over the television; the next day he and some of
his former cohort will show up at Eli’s workplace where he
will be forced to see them, like startling visions from the
past, made Technicolor.

The very sight of them makes Eli’s blood run cold. But, of
course, they’d never remember Eli.

Why hasn’t someone shot one of them? One of us survivors? he
wonders, thinking of his own gun in the hallway closet, which
he has purchased – when? Why? Perhaps be owns it out of some
persistent inner fear. He is not a violent man, but suddenly
he can hardly believe the simple fact that no one has tried
it. Those criminals are out in the open, just walking around!
If someone were to assassinate a big name like Von Braun,
Americans  would  have  to  wonder  why,  and  the  media  might
investigate, and then maybe the truth about him would finally
wash out from beneath this absurd scrubbed-clean façade. Some
former prisoner like me, he thinks – why haven’t they just
done it already? It seems, suddenly, like a question that
requires an answer.

“Whoever was tortured, stays tortured,” writes Jean Améry in
his  superb  essay  collection,  At  the  Mind’s  Limits:
Contemplations by a Survivor on Auschwitz and its Realities.
Améry examines what happens when the human intellect is placed
against  such  unthinkable  entities  as  death  camps,  de-
humanization, torture. “The intellect nullified itself,” he
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writes, of his time in Auschwitz, “when at every step it ran
into uncrossable borders. The axes of its traditional frames
of reference then shattered.” What do we do when our former
frames of reference no longer work? How can we make sense of
the  fact  that  the  Third  Reich  lasted  twelve  years,  that
millions  of  people  were  active  participants  or  quiet
bystanders  in  mass  extermination?

And on a smaller scale, how can we transmit, or translate,
unthinkable  personal  experiences  to  a  listener,  even  a
sympathetic one? An experience like Auschwitz, like torture,
can be described, Améry says, but never clarified: “All the
attempts at clarification, most of which stressed a single
cause, failed ridiculously.” Eli has a similar thought when he
recalls being asked by an American what “lessons” he might
have learned from surviving Auschwitz and Dora. Lessons? he
thinks, blankly. How could there have been lessons? How does
one take a lesson from sadism?

For  that’s  what  it  was,  according  to  Jean  Améry:  sadism.
“National Socialism in its totality,” he writes, “was stamped
less with the seal of a hardly definable ‘totalitarianism’
than  with  that  of  sadism…[which  is,  according  to  Georges
Bataille] the radical negation of the other.” He goes on:

A  world  in  which  torture,  destruction  and  death  triumph
obviously cannot exist. But the sadist does not care about the
continued existence of the world. On the contrary: he wants to
nullify this world, and by negating his fellow man, who also
in an entirely specific sense is ‘hell’ for him, he wants to
realize his own total sovereignty.

The act of being tortured, Améry says, is to have the human
social contract breached in every way, so that the victim
feels  themselves  negated  by  the  other.  Améry  calls  it  an
“astonishment” – “astonishment at the existence of the other,
as he boundlessly asserts himself through torture…That one’s
fellow man was experienced as the anti-man remains in the



tortured person as an accumulated horror…

Torture becomes the total inversion of the social world, in
which we [normally] can live only if we grant our fellow man
life, ease his suffering, bridle the desire of our ego to
expand. But in the world of torture man exists only by ruining
the other person who stands before him. A slight pressure by
the tool-wielding hand is enough to turn the other – along
with his head, in which are perhaps stored Kant and Hegel, and
all nine symphonies, and The World as Will and Representation
– into a shrill piglet squealing at slaughter.

This “horrible and perverted togetherness” between torturer
and tortured is what follows Eli in the decades after his
“liberation,” all the way to Kennedy Space Center when he sees
his former tormentors strutting along metal walkways. Hicks
takes the psychological links described in Améry and, in a
smart novelistic twist, makes them physical.

“It  is  impossible  for  me  to  accept,”  Améry  writes,  “a
parallelism that would have my path run beside that of the
fellows who flogged me with a horsewhip.” But, when Von Braun
and his cohorts show up in Eli’s very place of work, that is
exactly what is happening to him.

Would we expect Eli not to think about his past? The people
around  him  seem  to  either  suggest  that  he  ruminate  on
“lessons,” or forget his torment entirely. In fact, he has
done very well for himself, considering. He has a wife, a
grown daughter at Berkeley, a job to be proud of. In the
evenings  he  assembles  jigsaw  puzzles  of  classic  paintings
(he’s on Vermeer now). All is well, he tells himself. All is
well. Still, when he looks in the mirror, he is startled by
how quickly he’s aged. “One ages badly in exile,” Jean Améry
notes.

Améry  might  say  that  Eli  is  suffering  from  resentment  –
suffering in resentment, perhaps, because he describes it as a



state,  one  which  he  both  apologizes  for  and  defends.
Resentment is “an unnatural but also a logically inconsistent
condition. It nails every one of us onto the cross of his
ruined past. Absurdly, it demands that the irreversible be
turned around, that the event be undone. Resentment blocks the
exit to the genuine human dimension, the future.”

The burden of resentment seems, in this way, nearly as cruel
as the original harm itself. Like torture, Eli did not choose
it, but here it is. How could he not want “the event” to be
undone? Eli Hessel endured the complete negation of his own
humanity as the price of enlarging another’s, and here those
others are now, still, somehow, enlarging themselves. (Hicks
painfully, but effectively, re-creates this complete negation,
often through the SS guards’ dialogue at Dora, where the novel
opens. “You pieces of SHIT!” one guard screams – in fact, the
prisoners are called “pieces of shit” at least three times in
the  opening  pages  –  while  another  refers  to  them  as  “my
assholes.” An unnamed guard beats a prisoner with a pipe –
possibly to death – for dropping one of the materials, all the
while bellowing at him, “Be gentle with that! Gentle! Gentle!
Gentle!” The bodies of the dead prisoners are referred to as
“rags.”)

The  Second  World  War  is  all  around  Eli  in  commemorative
magazines and TV shows – Hogan’s Heroes, The Great Escape –
but  represented  in  a  triumphant  manner  he  can  hardly
recognize. After all, we won! The Third Reich lasted “just”
twelve years (Eli would not have had Wikipedia, but that’s
what today’s entry says). The cultural amnesia that both Améry
and Hicks point out in modern society can feel staggeringly
glib (for Hicks’s writing definitely points fingers, subtly,
at disturbing current trends). Are we collectively glad that a
despot  was  allowed  to  rise  to  power,  slaughter  millions,
incite a world war, and continue to inspire copycats with
perhaps rising influence even today, because Hitler was killed
after “just” twelve years?



(When I look at my son, I think: twelve years has been his
whole lifetime.)

In any case, Eli is the one with the conscience, not his
tormentors. Their actions occurred out of the context of any
morality, turning them into (Améry): “facts within a physical
system, not deeds within a moral system.” “The monster…who is
not  chained  by  conscience  to  his  deed  sees  it  from  his
viewpoint only as an objectification of his will, not as a
moral event.”

It is a deep unfairness that Eli’s conscience, his role as
victim in a massive cultural and personal crime, continues to
mark  him  with  guilt  throughout  his  life.  When  CIA  agents
descend on Kennedy Space Center in a Communist witch-hunt (how
the Soviets would love to sabotage Apollo!, they think), they
single Eli out immediately. Was he with political prisoners at
Auschwitz and Dora? Communists? Maybe they gave him ideas?
What  happened  to  him  there,  anyway?  Maybe  he’s  not
trustworthy. He makes some other people uncomfortable. He is
not “clear”; he is an insoluble dilemma. Eli is thrown into a
surreal second tunnel where the victim has become the blamed.
“He embodied something…dangerous,” he realizes, with a new,
dawning grief, “something that needed to be buried.”

“I am burdened with collective guilt,” Jean Améry writes. “The
world, which forgives and forgets, has sentenced me, not those
who murdered or allowed the murder to occur.”

The question, for Hicks as a novelist, is now what Eli will do
with his resentment.

It’s true that much of Hicks’s In the Shadow of Dora is a
literary account of crimes against body and memory, and that
they are hard to read. They are things that happened. They are
not the only things. Hicks is very careful to hold Eli apart
from  the  sort  of  feel-good,  “wow-this-guy-really-overcame!”
narrative that lines bookshelves, probably because you can



tell that he cares so much about the character he’s created.
The morality of Hicks’s novel is a carefully considered one:
realistic, fundamentally opposed to cruelty and to use of
force, and dedicated to exposing these but not letting them
block out all light.

As far as the book itself, it manages admirably to balance the
dark and the light. His use of language is cinematic and rich.
Hicks’s description throughout – perhaps keeping in mind that
when something is beyond the intellect, all we can do is
describe – keeps the reading riveting: the SS guards hold
their rifles “lazily at their sides, like baguettes.” An air
raid is “blossoms of fire” and “a steeple [sinking] sideways
into the ground.” Then there’s this apocalyptic image: “An SS
guard stood on top of a truck and fired a machine gun at the
approaching bombs. Huge orange asterisks erupted from the end
of his weapon.”

The novel is exquisitely researched; Hicks has visited ten
concentration camps including the tunnels at Dora, which he
detailed in an earlier Wrath-Bearing Tree interview. Those who
are fascinated by WWII and Cold War history will find much to
learn. As for period details, Hicks could probably tell you
the ratio of metals in the rocket pipe, and the brand of TV
dinner Eli’s eating in 1969. Television shows (and only three
TV channels!), clothing, even smells (of course the work area
smells like hairspray and pomade – all the ladies were wearing
beehives!) add texture without showing off or overwhelming the
heart of the book, which is its story: Eli’s life.

Initially, when he arrives at Dora, any scrap of mental energy
Eli may have left is devoted to food: imagining the look, the
smell, the taste of lamb chops, green beans, bread. Later,
small  snippets  of  his  family  show  through.  These  are  too
hurtful to dwell on, but he can’t keep them all away. They are
wedded inexplicably to his sense of self, of potential. (He is
only  twenty-one  years  old:  sometimes  that  is  hard  to
remember.) In one brief, pleasant memory, Eli recalls doing
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calculus at his parents’ table. “He thought about his hand
unspooling an equation of stars. Yes. His little life did have
meaning.”

Somehow, amazingly, in 1949 his daughter is born. He will hold
her, and later his granddaughter, so that they cover the blue
tattoo on his forearm. “We are who we love,” he whispers into
his daughter’s newborn ear. “Do you hear me, little one? We
are who we love.”

And, last, the moon. In “Secrets,” one of the most unique
chapters  in  Hicks’  novel  (or  partial-chapters,  more
accurately), the author decides to tell the history of the
moon. I have never in my life read a book that included a
chapter on the history of the moon, and I found the notion
delightful and the chapter itself charming. It opens in 1969,
and Eli is out looking at the night sky, as he often does. The
moon is perhaps the one thing that’s been with him throughout
all of his trials – in Dora, it often seemed to reflect his
state of mind — and now here he is, part of the engineering
team that’s sending the first astronaut to walk it.

Five billion years ago, Eli muses, we didn’t have a moon at
all. Then, it was created when a planetoid the size of Mars
hit Earth.

The cores of these two planets were wrenched apart and the
molten  debris  twisted  around  each  other,  caught  in  an
unbalanced  dance  of  gravity.  Over  millions  of  years,  the
cooling matter created a larger and a smaller orb. We may not
think of the moon as a companion planet, but it is one. It
came from us, and we came from it.

The moon is our closest neighbor at 240,000 miles away, and
reaching it, Eli believes, is “the biggest adventure mankind
has ever undertaken.” He plays with words, thinking about
honeymoon, lunacy, moonstruck. This brief, sweet flight of
fancy is a fun inroad into Eli’s mind. He is a quiet, self-



protective  man  out  of  necessity,  but  he  still  has  his
beautiful mind. And what could be more self-contained, more
silent than the moon? Lonelier than the moon?  “The experience
of persecution,” Améry has written, “was, at the very bottom,
that of an extreme loneliness.”

As a reader, it’s odd to think of the moon having a “history”
– or maybe I’m just a typical human who simply can’t imagine
history without or before us – but the moon has one, or at
least it has a past, if there is a difference. And this past,
still, in 1969, untouched by man, must be appealing to Eli,
though the moon has obviously been a touched thing. It’s full
of craters and dry pools, it’s been bombarded — but not by
humans. It’s been touched only by blameless things. Perhaps
there is no “lesson” in that, either, but there is also no
lasting pain.

And in a few days, men will land there. Eli is in awe, but not
exactly jealous. Surely, though, it’s not lost on him the
immense effort that’s going toward getting these three men to
his favorite satellite and back again in eight quick days. The
whole world is watching. Over 25 billion dollars (about 152
billion, by today’s standards) were dedicated to ensure that,
no matter what, these men – the bravest men in the entire
world — come home safe.

In the camp, Eli often wondered if anyone was coming to save
them. Six million dead. Would anyone come for them? Here is
Améry:

In almost all situations in life where there is bodily injury
there  is  also  the  expectation  of  help;  the  former  is
compensated by the latter. But with the first blow…against
which there can be no defense and which no helping hand will
ward off, a part of our life ends and it can never again be
revived.

The  men  headed  out  on  Apollo  11  can  rest  assured  that



mountains will be moved to get them back again. No obstacle is
too physical, no amount of care is too much. Hell, America
knows their vital signs. Should one man’s heart rate drop, the
highest-level  experts  in  the  world  will  scramble.  These
astronauts have an expectation of help unmatched in history.

Eli doesn’t begrudge them. He wants, deeply, for the mission
to be a success.

Later, in 1972, Eli’s one regret will be that the American
moon program ended so soon. Only six manned visits? How much
can we know, from that? And this may be our clue into what
memory is, for Eli, as well as love: they are knowledge. Eli
is a man of the mind and his knowledge is his own. Perhaps the
men who hurt him thought they knew him, or knew something of
him, but they didn’t know anything at all. No Nazi thug who
put a boot in his back will ever get to see the curl of his
newborn daughter’s ear. They will never have his particular
view of the moon. They cannot know what his father and mother
said to him as they sat around that kitchen table, joking, and
while he did his homework. Love is an incalculable knowledge.
And so that is why he feels just a little indignant about the
idea, in 1969, that one moon landing could tell us so much.

How much can we learn from such brief contact?, he wonders. We
put our boots on it once, and we think we know a thing.

*
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New  Fiction  from  Jennifer
Orth-Veillon:  Marche-en-
Famenne
The following is an excerpt from Jennifer Orth-Veillon’s work-
in-progress, The Storage Room. Here, she intersperses real
letters from her grandfather (italicized), an American soldier
who fought at the Battle of the Bulge, with her own imagined
accounts of the stories behind the letters.

The Battle of the Bulge, which ended 74 years ago on January
25,  1945,  was  the  largest  and  deadliest  battle  fought  by
Americans in WWII and the second-deadliest battle in American
history.

All photos provided by the author. – WBT Editors

Three  American  soldiers  in
Europe, WWII, taken by the
author’s  grandfather.  Photo
courtesy  of  Jennifer  Orth-
Veillon.

January 12, 1945
Somewhere in Belgium

My Darling,                                                 

You are probably sore at me as you read this. I’m sorry. I
write as often as I can, and even then, Uncle Sam doesn’t
handle the mail service over here like he does at home. I
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admit I laughed at the way you gave me hell in one of your
letters. In fact, I read the letter to the boys.

To bring you up to date: we are fighting with the 7th Corps in
the north who are using the pincer maneuver. “Pincer” is just
like  it  sounds—a  military  tactic  that  actually  “pinches,”
meaning we flank the enemy on both sides and press in. We
pinch them. It works beautifully. We are planning to trap some
Jerries in the drive.

I hate missing holidays with you. Did I ever tell you about
our  Thanksgiving  Day  in  Geronsweiler,  Germany?  It  was
Roosevelt’s best T-day yet. Jerry had an artillery observer in
the town, and we hit him hard. Still, we took a pounding for
the several days we were there. We were stationed in a central
building that the Jerries bombed so regularly we timed our
trips to the john according to their schedule.

Often, I daydream about you. Sometimes it’s so real that I can
almost feel you in my arms. Dreaming of you is one of two
things I do other than work. The other is dreaming about good
food. Incidentally, the Christmas cookies and peanuts arrived
in good shape.

The November wave of muddy battles around the Siegfried Line

that  carried  Brillhart  and  the  Railsplitters,  the  84th

Infantry, east in December 1944 turned to ice at the Belgian
border.  They  had  to  blink  to  keep  their  eyeballs  from
freezing, but the cold muted the smell of rotting. A few
Christmas lights hung in some little town squares, softening
the browns and greys tracks from tanks that stained the new-
fallen snow. Frozen mud and dirty snow, brown and brown-grey
stains dominated the colors of the Bulge landscape, blurring
the contours of quaint villages with pointy church spirals and
red clay roofs so they almost looked intact after the intense
bombing.

Unfrozen mud could swallow bodies and fill holes, but against



the backdrop of snow that spanned the flat fields and streaked
the  Ardennes,  nobody  could  completely  disappear.  The  cold
preserved the dead in seconds, the look of horror or peace
seemed almost chiseled on their faces by the precise hands of
ice. The bodies reminded Brillhart of sculptures he saw in the
Paris Tuileries Gardens and he caught himself studying corpses
as the snow dusted their bloodied clothes. Wounds frozen in
time.  The  snow  would  never  stop  falling,  blanketing  the
bodies, until spring turned the statues into fertilizer, humus
for revitalizing the battle-ravaged soil.

Brillhart and his men shuffle-kicked and stomped their way
through the Ardennes forest moonlit snow towards a Belgian
farmhouse in the distance. Translucent smoke poured from its
great stone chimney. The more the soldiers pounded the ground,
the less likely that Brillhart, the battalion surgeon, would
have to cut frostbite away from their feet, with amputation
the  eventual  outcome.  The  thermometer  registered  thirteen
below Celsius. They had to find a warm place for the night or
freeze to death by morning.

I am sorry you cried at Christmas. I felt a little low myself.
I can imagine the menu and it must have been wonderful. You
should see me – I look like a coal miner, judging from the
slack in my pants. But don’t worry. It won’t take long to get
my figure back once I start eating your cooking.

 

Snow! When I was a kid, I always loved the snow. It’s nearly a
foot thick in the fields here. There’s less in the forests,
which  are  beautiful  but  show  battle  scars.  Belgium  is  a
beautiful  country.  The  Belgian  people  are  simple  and
homegrown. They live quiet lives and never seem to be in a
hurry. All along the way they gave us delicious apples. You
want to fight to help these people. Already, they have been
invaded twice by the Boches — we are here to prevent a third.



Over  their  thick  wool  uniforms  and  insulated  helmets,
Brillhart and the other Railsplitters were still wearing the
long white winter underwear to camouflage themselves in the
snow. During the past few days of the Bulge, wearing long
underwear on the outside of their clothes became protocol. The
disguise had helped them win the last yards of the town of
Marche-en- Famenne, a three-day fight. The story told through
the ranks was that, a few nights prior, the Railsplitters,
wearing the outer layer of long, ghostly underwear, spotted
two  Germans  cowering  behind  leafless  trees  in  the  winter
forest lit by the full moon. Hunching over in the dark, the
GIs first thought they were frightened bears. “Hände hoch!”
one of the battalion sergeants had called, apparently mangling
the German order with his strong Texan accent. The Krauts must
have heard them coming but made no effort to run or fire. They
raised  their  hands  without  protest  as  the  Railsplitters
surrounded  them.  Both  Germans–now  prisoners–  had  officer
status. What were they doing alone in the woods in enemy
territory? Rumors surmised that Krauts were tired and wanted
to get caught by any ally before they had to confront the
Russians  again—  American  POW  camps  were  said  to  be  more
humane. The two captured Germans had led the entire ghostly
American battalion unnoticed away from five enemy squadrons
and into the heart of a strategic Belgian village.

The rest of the Krauts didn’t see the GIs coming at them from
all sides and were forced to capitulate. Brillhart tried to
get the American generals who implemented the rule to honor
the insignificant private from his company who came up with
the idea, but his superiors refused to admit that a boy who
hadn’t been to military school or even college was that smart.

White soldiers on white snow. A small town, big victory. A
thousand men lost. The Bulge was far from over.

My birthday, Jan. 6, was spent in a town that I can’t name –
but I had French-fried potatoes (with salt!) and fried chicken
(with salt!). I also heard a Kay Kiser radio program. What a



treat! Kelly – the guy I told you about before – is still a
Lieutenant.  I  found  out  why  he  wasn’t  promoted  to  Major:
apparently,  he  hasn’t  got  the  guts,  brains,  foresight  or
desire. Personally, I have no respect for Kelly, but I play
along to get what I want. Then there’s the translator, Urban –
we call him “Burpin Urban”—who asks to be evacuated every time
he has some damned minor ailment. The whole regiment will
rejoice if he gets really injured and leaves.

We get decent food from time to time, but what we really want
is a bath, clean clothes, and a shave. I am glad to hear you
are working on a scrapbook of our relationship. I wish I could
send you something for it.

Brillhart and his men reached the farmhouse with the chimney.
As he prepared to knock at the door, he realized that the
orange light of the hearth would illuminate the blood and dirt
stains on the white underwear covering their uniforms. They
would look like murdered ghosts rather than American saviors.
Brillhart instructed the men to shed the outer layer, then
knocked. A toothless man with a hollow, dark-stained mouth
answered. He uttered something Urban couldn’t understand and
slammed  the  door  shut.  Brillhart’s  stomach  squeezed  with
hunger at the brief blast of heat and glimpse of the stove. He
ordered the men to put their frozen C rations on the ground in
front of them as a peace offering.

A  string  of  obscenities  rose  from  the  men.  Goddamn  frog.
Goddamn Belge.

Goddammit, there was booze in there. Brillhart kicked at the
door with his boot.  Urban was a wiry nineteen-year-old with
chronic indigestion and a Canadian mother. He tried to talk to
the  Belgian  man  when  he  re-opened  the  door,  but  the  man
shouted, waved his hands in the air, and slammed the door
again. Brillhart kicked harder, shoving Urban in front of him.
The Belgian opened again and gestured wildly. He held up all
ten fingers, made fists, held up two more, and pointed to his



crotch. Brillhart looked at Urban, his eyebrows raised. “What
in the hell is he saying?”

Urban,  useless,  shook  his  head.  “I  can’t  understand  this
accent, Doc. I get one word out of ten.”

The Belgian man held his hands to his chest in the shape of a
woman’s breasts. Still speaking quickly, he pointed to his
crotch again and thrust towards the door as if he was taking a
woman from behind. Then ten fingers, fists, and two more. More
thrusting.

Oh!  And  I’m  glad  you  like  the  perfume  I  bought  you  at
Guerlain. Tell Aunt Bessie she’d better stay away from it,
that cow!

The further along you get with the pregnancy, the more I
wonder about whether you are taking care of yourself and if
you  are  being  careful.  I  wish  I  could  have  seen  you  at
Christmas. We would have had so much fun together—shopping,
packing, mailing presents.

Belgium at the present is wrecked with war. I don’t know what
kind of Christmas they had, but the people don’t seem to mind.
They  realize  that  there  must  be  some  destruction  in
liberation.

“What’s he saying, Doc, that he’s a woman?” shouted Lt. Kelly,
the short redhead Irishman from Chicago. “He wants to fuck us?
What the hell? Tell him, sure! We’ll make sweet love to him in
exchange for a bed and some booze.”

Brillhart turned around and drew his finger across his throat,
looking at Kelly and the others. He shoved Urban forward to
the door again. “Ask him to speak slowly. And ask it slowly.”

“Nous  comprenons  rien,  Monsieur.  S’il  vous  plaît,  nous
comprenons rien. S’il vous plait, parlez plus lentement. We
don’t understand you, Sir. Don’t speak so fast, please.” Urban



held up a can of C rations and a pack of cigarettes. He
knocked the can against the house’s stone wall to show that it
was frozen. The man held up his palm and said slowly “Att-en-
dez. Stop.”He pulled the door partly closed but left it open a
crack. Brillhart moved closer to the sliver of heat coming
from the house.

“Wait, he says wait,” Urban said.

The Belgian man appeared at the door again, offering Brillhart
a framed photograph. Twelve somber-eyed children dressed in
white stood between a younger version of the man and a plump
woman  in  black.  Her  lips  were  pressed  so  tightly  that
Brillhart  wondered  if  they  could  soften  into  a  kiss.

“He has twelve children sir,” Urban said, “Douze enfants,
c’est ca, Monsieur? Pas de place, c’est ca?” The man nodded
vigorously and smiled, revealing several brown teeth lingering
at the back of his mouth.

“Doc, we can’t stay here. He’s got twelve kids. No room. No
food.”

“Thank him and let’s move out,” Brillhart said. All twelve
were  probably  sick  and  undernourished.  He  had  dealt  with
enough  depressing  scenes  over  the  last  days  and  couldn’t
fathom caring for anyone else without a few hours of sleep.

Brillhart felt his men’s disappointment and reminded them to
keep rubbing their hands together to keep blood flowing.

“Son of a bitch.”

“Merci,  merci  Monsieur.  Au  revoir.  Bonne  nuit,”  Brillhart
said, mangling the few French words he learned.

“Et merci. Merci à vous, nos sauveurs. Que Dieu soit avec vous
jusqu’à  la  fin,”  said  the  man,  bowing  his  head  and  then
saluting.



The  door  closed.  The  emptiness  of  moonlight  in  the  snow
silenced them. Their hunger deepened, but they left the C-
rations for the family in front of the house. When you talk
about buying diapers for Junior, I wonder about the name we
should choose for him when he’s born. I’m at a loss. I have
considered every single name in and out of the family, and
even some girl names just in case. Belgian names like Colette,
Therèse, Jeanne, but I still can’t hit it. I think about
cigarettes, too. I’ve got more than a carton left, but I give
so many to civilians. They need them more than I do.

Still stomping and kicking at the snow, Brillhart felt the
heat at the bottom of his veins dwindling. His blood was
slowing. Little knives of cold dug in. He was minutes from
frostbite. Nothing could stop the necrology of frozen tissue.

When the Railsplitters first arrived in the region, he found
the rolling mountains of the Ardennes comforting. They brought
back pleasant memories of snow-covered hills in Kentucky after
football practice when he would walk home to the wood stove
and hot food. As the star of the team, he ran miles, back and
forth on the practice field, crushing himself against other
players  and  smelling  dirt  as  he  hit  the  ground.  After
practice, he stayed in the hot shower longer than the others,
feeling the gentle pull of his muscles recover. He knew that
he wanted to spend his whole life studying the body’s power.
Back then, all he knew of war were the medals his grandfather
won in 1917 from the Meuse-Argonne. His grandfather was strong
and quiet although he cried at odd times.

While  poor,  he  was  a  nobleman  in  the  coal  mining  town.
Everyone respected him. Before the Bulge, it had never crossed
Brillhart’s  mind  that  his  grandfather  saw  things  like
uncoiling  intestines.

But within days of the Battle, the Ardennes appeared squat and
bulbous under a gray sky that faded or darkened according to
the amount of smoke rising from arms fire and shelling. Only



at night could Brillhart see a few stars. Now, in leading his
freezing men in search of another house, Brillhart decided he
wanted to live in an isolated, beautiful place like pre-war
Belgium, alone with June and Jr., away from everyone, away
from the cities and people. He would build a beautiful Belgian
stone house from the rubble.

Since you always ask, I’ll tell you about the old farmhouse in
Belgium we stayed in. It was typical of Belgian farmhouses in
that  the  barn  and  house  were  located  together,  but  the
Belgians are very clean people. It was clear that Jerry had
used the house as an aid station a few short hours before we
arrived. Fresh piles of dirt indicated that a few dead Jerries
were buried outside.

The men almost passed by the next farmhouse. There were no
lights, and no smoke rose from the chimney, but it was quiet.
Brillhart switched on his flashlight and shone it across the
stone walls. Bullet marks dotted the façade, but no other sign
of significant structural destruction was visible. He knocked
on the door, prepared to wait, but the it swung open. The men
stepped inside and swept their flashlights across the rooms.

A Belgian farmhouse during
WWII,  perhaps  the  one
mentioned in these letters,
or another. Photo courtesy
of Jennifer Orth-Veillon.

As their eyes grew accustomed to the dimness, they saw soiled
gauze, empty morphine ampoules, discarded scalpels, and shards
of disinfectant tubes littering the floor. Sofas, chairs, and
a piano with missing keys had been pushed towards the wall and
the large kitchen table had been dragged into the center of
the living room. The top of the table was slick with frozen
blood and icy bits of flesh.

https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Belgianfarmhouse.jpg


“All clear Doc,” called Kelly from the kitchen. “Not even any
dead ones lying around. Think they’re all outside already,
buried and frozen, so they won’t stink us out. God, I love
German efficiency.”

Though it was a hygienic disaster, the house would do for the
night. Brillhart and his men decided to light a fire in the
stove, eat, sleep a little.

The  soldiers  found  enough  logs  stacked  in  the  small  barn
adjoining the house to make fires in the kitchen stove and in
the living room fireplace. Slowly, their hands and C rations
thawed. A few portraits hung on the wall, but the subdued eyes
and high-buttoned collars inspired little empathy from the
hungry men, who were more concerned about the unpleasant taste
of  canned  rations.  The  flames  revealed  details  of  their
physical condition— all the fat chiseled from their cheeks,
chins peppered with dirt and stubble, eyes like dull moons.
They looked to Brillhart like the coal miners limping into a
diner in Loyall, Kentucky after days underground. Brillhart
remembered thinking that no amount of sunlight could erase the
miners’ ashen pallor as they drank coffee and ate toast with
pork gravy. The color was stain, not dust.

Every meal for Brillhart and the medics had become a guessing
game  since  the  labelling  disintegrated  in  the  wet  snow.
Tonight, they opened three cans of meat and potato hash, two
meat stew, four meat and beans, and five cellophane-wrapped
fudge bars. They added two instant coffees and nine pressed
sugar cubes. Except for the chocolate and sugar, all had the
same soft, morbid taste of over-salted metal. They had eaten
the same range of things for almost two months. It calmed but
never vanquished their hunger.

Kelly stubbed his cigarette out in the viscous film of meat
hash left in one of the cans. “Well, that was disgusting, as
usual. Anyone want to go with me to find the cellar? They’ve
always got something stored away in those basements. Maybe



even booze.”

Urban followed him. Brillhart stayed upstairs and smoked one
of his last cigarettes.

Kelly’s trip to the basement reminded Brillhart of Christmas
when he and some other Railsplitters had spent the holiday
with a Belgian family in the town of Comblain La Tour. During
the meal, Monsieur Colson, the father, recounted the town’s
proud history. It was famous for its picturesque houses along
the quais of the river Ourthe, and for its steep granite
cliffs, called Le Rocher de la Vierge. After dinner, when
Brillhart thought he had eaten and drunk everything the family
had to offer, Monsieur Colson stood up and announced he was
going to the cellar for the rest. He disappeared and then re-
emerged with one arm full of dried sausages. In the other, he
carried a bucket sloshing over with a thick dark red liquid.
“C’est du boudin. C’est du sang. Pour le nouvel an.” He set it
in the middle of the kitchen, rolled up his sleeves, and
pulled out strings of sausage links. “Blood sausage. For New
Year’s.

As he stared into the bucket of blood, Brillhart his eyes
swirled. In the messy pail, he saw intestines spilling out of
downed men. Blond curls belonging to a private he lost back at
the battle at Geilenkirchen in December swirled together with
the intestines. His vision blackened and he fainted, falling
off of his chair to the floor. He came to as Kelly pinched his
cheeks and announced to everyone that Brillhart had never been
able to hold his liquor. He hoped that Kelly would come back
from the basement in this deserted house with something more
appetizing than blood sausage.

In the basement of the house, we found two girls— one around
18 and the other 8 – and a smaller brother who was blind and
badly crippled. Jerry had locked them down there. They hadn’t
eaten for four days, it was very cold, and upstairs, the
parents had been shot dead. The mother and father were still



in bed under the covers. We brought the kids upstairs and gave
them food and hot coffee and blankets.

“Doc, you’d better get down here,” Kelly called from the top
of the basement stairwell, breathless. Urban panted behind
him.

The soldiers’ flashlights made a flickering kaleidoscope of
yellow dots as they thundered down the stairs, then formed a
bright circle around three children, two girls and a boy,
propped against the far end of the basement wall. Pale and
shivering, tears traced lines down their fear-pinched faces,
but they didn’t move. The younger girl whimpered as the men
moved closer.

Brillhart pointed to the red cross on his sleeve and then to
the sleeves of all the other medics as he approached. He
motioned to Urban, who said, “We’re doctors. We’re here to
help you. Don’t worry” and then, “Nous sommes médecins. Nous
sommes là pour vous aider. Ne vous inquiétez pas.” Despite
their tears and dirty faces, he noticed the two girls were
beautiful, with heart-shaped faces and thick wavy brown hair.
They huddled around the boy. Brillhart elbowed Urban in the
back when he fell silent. “Keep talking, Goddammit. They need
to know they can trust us.”

Urban jumped and repeated “We’re Americans. We’re allies,”
several times.

Finally, the girls unlocked themselves from around the boy and
the young girl looked at the men with a faint smile. Nous
sommes Américains.

The eldest girl began to get to her feet as if to move toward
them, then fainted, her hand sliding down the wall as she hit
the floor. The other two children bent over her, screaming,
Germaine, Germaine! 

“Sh, shhhh. It’s ok.” Kelly moved forward and gently slid his



arms under Germaine, while Brillhart took her feet. Despite
the  fullness  of  her  face  and  lips,  her  body  was  almost
emaciated. She seemed to weigh almost nothing. Together, they
made their way up the stairs. Urban stayed with her as she
recovered in the kitchen while Brillhart and Kelly went to get
the other sister and the boy, who could barely walk.

Brillhart put more C rations on the fire and melted clean snow
for drinking water. The children brought the food and water to
their mouths in swift, jerky movements, and it was gone in
minutes. The men searched their bags for more cans. Brillhart
saw a bit of color return to the childrens’ faces and realized
they  were  more  beautiful  than  he  thought.  With  a  bit  of
regained strength, the girls looked tearfully around their
devastated house.

Brillhart felt grateful when he learned the boy was blind. At
least he couldn’t see the blood and dirt covering his family
home, or how the lace curtains had been torn from the windows,
probably used for tourniquets.

The younger girl, Colette, sprang up from the table and ran
toward the stairs leading to the second floor.

“Non!” Germaine cried. She lunged forward but teetered and
gripped  the  table  for  balance.  “Please,  stop  her.  She’s
looking for my parents are up there. She can’t see that.”

Brillhart caught Colette and lifted her up as she kicked her
legs in protest. He set her by Germaine, who enveloped her
sister with her arms. Colette shuddered and buried her head in
Germaine’s shoulder.

“Maman, Papa,” she sobbed.

Germaine,  who  had  begun  to  cry  again,  dug  her  lips  into
Colette’s  hair  and  muttered  quick,  soft  French  until  she
calmed. Brillhart dug in the rations and pulled out all of the
pressed sugar cubes that the men used to make the terrible



coffee somewhat drinkable.  

“Look,” he said, holding a cube up to Colette’s face. “It’s
magic.” He stuck out his tongue and placed one of the white
squares. He pulled his tongue back in, scrunched his face for
a  few  seconds,  and  stuck  it  back  out.  The  square  had
transformed into a smaller, rounded lump. He stuck his tongue
back  in  again  and  repeated  the  process  two  more  times.
Finally, the sugar cube disappeared and his clownishness had
drawn a weak giggle from Colette. He offered the box to the
girls, who mimicked him. He gave one to the blind brother,
Jacques. He had steadied them enough for now. He would give
them the chocolate at the next outburst if necessary.

While Jacques and Colette sucked and played with the pressed
sugar cubes, the older girl, Germaine, who spoke excellent
English, stood in a corner out of earshot of her siblings and
quietly told Brillhart the story of the last few days. The
Jerries had arrived in the middle of the night, kicking open
the front door, waking the whole family, but it was too late
for them to hide. The children ran to the room where the
parents slept, and they hugged each other in fright as the
soldiers climbed the stairs. The soldiers kicked the bedroom
door open, ordered the children out, and shot the parents.
They made the children take them to the cellar. The Jerries
were tired of their own rations too. When they found nothing,
they locked the children inside. That was four days ago.

According to Germaine, the cellar had done little to muffle
the  sounds  of  battle  that  raged  around  them  and  of  the
makeshift  hospital  the  Germans  had  made  in  their  home.
Shelling shook the house for hours at a time and the children
were sure they would be buried alive when the walls caved in.
The screams they heard came in waves, followed by silence.
“Either  they  died,  or  the  morphine  kicked  in,”  Brillhart
explained. Germaine had heard someone calling for his mother.

The scene was a tear jerker. Unfortunately, I’ve seen things



like it several times.

What can you do? Curse Jerry and carry on. When we left, we
notified civilian affairs and made sure the children had some
food. And then we looked to our next job.

Brillhart made a bed out of the Army blankets next to the
dwindling fire in the stove for the children, who had barely
slept while locked in the cellar. Germaine sung to Jacques and
Colette until they closed their eyes.

“It’s a miracle,” Germaine said. “I can’t believe they’re
sleeping. Thank you.”

“You should sleep too. We’re not going anywhere right now.
It’s safe.” Brillhart handed her the blanket he was going to
use for his own bed. She wrapped it around her shoulders.
Colette whimpered in her sleep. Germain placed her hand on her
sisters head to soothe her and then closed her own eyes.

Once the children were all asleep, curled in their blankets
next to the stove, Brillhart went upstairs, harboring the
stupid hope that the mother and father had somehow suffered
only surface wounds, and were still alive. When he found them,
he understood why Kelly overlooked the scene. He was surprised
to find the parents’ room neat, untouched, except for minimal
bloodstains on the floor and the pungent odor of decomposition
that they had all gotten used to. Under a pristine white
blanket  two  figures,  a  set  of  shadowy  lumps  dappled  with
moonlight appeared to sleep.

Once, when his father had rare a day off from the railroad and
slept the whole night at home, Brillhart woke before sunrise
and tiptoed to watch his parents sleeping. They snored in
soft, cacophonous bursts. His mother’s snore was deep and
throaty, while his father exhaled shrill, nasal blasts. He
watched them hopefully, willing his father to get up and go
outside to the pond with him to catch the early-biting fish.



That morning, his mother awoke to her young son standing in
the doorway of her bedroom. Instead of shooing him away, she
lifted the covers, and Brillhart crawled over her into the
warm space between his parents. He pressed his back into his
mother and let the snoring lull him back to sleep.

When he pulled back the blankets on the bed in the Belgian
farmhouse in Marche- en-Famenne, Brillhart was relieved. The
gunshot  wounds  on  their  heads  were  dried.  The  blood  had
drained from the backs of their heads into the pillows and
mattress.  The  Germans  had  made  a  perfect,  thorough  shot.
Madame and Monsieur Jacques Bourguignon. A mother, a father
asleep  with  the  knowledge,  Brillhart  hoped,  that  their
children had been spared.

It had only taken a few months of combat for Brillhart to
understand what he now called German logic. Unlike the French,
the Germans were exacting, methodical. When he checked German
medical  bags  left  on  the  field,  he  found  them  to  be
impeccable, well- stocked, with clean instruments. The tanks,
the weapons, the burp guns fired precisely. The Germans spared
no one, not even animals got in the way of the mission or the
order.

Few traces of life sprouted back after their destructive path.
The rumor was, though, that they were also tired. Americans
were  fresh  from  two  decades  of  peace.  It  was  their  main
advantage.

Brillhart couldn’t understand why the Jerries had let the
children live. This bedroom looked like someone had tucked the
parents in. If the parents were trying to protect the children
or vice versa, some kind of struggle must have ensued. Sheets
on  the  floor,  nightstands  knocked  over  blood  and  brains
everywhere. Someone had taken care to clean up, to recreate a
peaceful diorama. Given his take on German behavior, the scene
both dumbfounded him and made perfect sense. He placed the
covers  back  over  the  couple’s  head,  went  downstairs,  and



ordered Kelly and Urban to take the bodies to the barn outside
before the children woke up.

I read your letters over and over to make them last longer. It
is darned nice of you to write so often. Mother never writes,
but I guess she is busy with her sister and can’t find time. I
should be in bed right now, but I wanted to write to the
dearest person in my world.

A few hours later, in the kitchen, they were awake, hovering
over the stove to keep warm. Jacques plunked away on a piano
with  a  few  keys  missing.  Colette  was  the  only  one  still
sleeping. Brillhart and his men talked intermittently with
Germaine.

In 1914, the girls’ father had stopped trusting Germans after
losing his entire family to the first World War. As soon as
Hitler annexed Austria, the father dug a hole in the basement
floor, barred it with a wooden plank, and covered it with
dirt. Day after day, he filled it with his hunting rifles,
ammunition resistance, yards of dried sausage, pork fat, dried
potatoes, jars of apples, bottles of beer, and candles. He was
determined to see his family survive the second coming of the
Germans. That’s why, at first, the children weren’t worried
when the Germans locked them in the cellar. But when they
tried to get to the supplies, they found that the ground was
hard and frozen. They didn’t have the strength to dig all the
way through.

“Why didn’t you tell us when we were serving you that horrible
army crap?” Kelly cried.

Germaine shrugged her shoulders and blushed. “It wasn’t that
bad.”

In minutes, the GIs were chopping away with axes they found in
the barn. Within two hours, pork fat and potatoes sizzled in a
heavy pan. Apples bubbled beside them. The soldiers drank the
thawed  beer  and  gnawed  on  the  sausages,  giddy  that  they



outsmarted  the  Germans  with  this  treasure  trove  of  food.
Thanks to their father, these children would survive on the
surplus through the rest of the war. Colette started to cry
again and run to the stairs, but Brillhart brought her back
and  gave  her  chocolate,  which  she  had  never  tasted.  The
novelty quieted her briefly.

For the second time, Brillhart entertained the idea that June,
his wife, might give birth to a girl. If so, he would name her
Germaine. Jacques felt his way to the piano and played a song
resembling Yankee Doodle Dandee on the remaining keys. Blind
and crippled, he seemed the least affected by the parents’
death or perhaps he was just used to other people taking care
of him so he trusted the soldiers. Brillhart, Kelly, and Urban
laughed as the boy sputtered the words to the song. How did he
know? they asked. “Papa taught it to him and told him to play
it as soon as the Americans got here,” Germaine explained.

“Well, shit,” Ramsey, a medic from Georgia said, “Your Pops
had his damn head too far up north. Shove over boy, let me
play you the real song.” Ramsey sat next to the boy and
pounded out Dixie. Even with the missing keys, Ramsey managed
to render an accurate version. After hearing it that one time,
Jacques replayed it perfectly.

“He’s a goddamn Mozart,” Ramsey said.

His sisters smiled shyly “He can do it with almost any song,”
Germaine said.

The GIs all sang the southern hymn of Dixie together and then
returned to the food.

After  more  apples,  potatoes,  sausage,  beer,  and  coffee,
Brillhart sat down and talked to Germaine again. Germaine told
them how Monsieur Bourguignon had put away money for at least
one of his children to go away and study something other than
farming. Since his only boy was blind and crippled, he decided
Germaine would be the best educated of his two girls. The



schools nearby didn’t have a spot for her, so instead, she
spent six months in Amsterdam studying to become an English
teacher, which explained why she hardly needed any translating
from Urban. She had a second cousin in Amsterdam, who lodged
her in exchange for housecleaning and goods from the farm in
Marche-en-Famenne  that  Monsieur  Bourguignon  brought  once  a
month.

The mention of the Netherlands made Brillhart remember the
package  nestled  under  his  coat.  He  had  been  carrying  a
slightly-torn Dutch comic book that he found in another house
weeks ago. He understood none of the words – he just knew it
wasn’t German – but the pictures of the animal characters made
him smile. He ruffled Colette’s hair and pulled it from his
leather satchel, spreading the pages out on the newly-clean
kitchen  table.  Colette  seemed  transfixed  by  the  critters
jumping over the pages and giggled when Brillhart snorted like
one of the pig characters. When she pointed to a horse, he
neighed and stuck his upper teeth out. She giggled again.
Germaine leaned over the table, too, smiling at the comics and
at her little sister.

Brillhart announced that he would return in a few minutes.
Germaine nodded and waved. He heard Jacques still puttering
away at Dixie on the piano. He couldn’t see the children’s
faces when he said goodbye. Perhaps the first overwhelming
stirrings of fatherhood. Germaine, Colette, and the boy almost
felt like his children, as if he owned them, as if they owned
him. If he could wrap them up and send them to June, he would.
They would love America. He envisioned a bustling household
full of the adopted French-speaking children and his own.
Germaine could be the nanny and go to school. He pictured the
crippled boy sitting in the sun by the pool he hoped to build
one day. Water exercises would be good for atrophied legs. If
he  stayed  with  them  any  longer,  he  might  stay  forever.
Brillhart kept walking.

When he reached the main road, he saw the line of surrendered



German soldiers, many carrying litters of wounded. They filed
past Brillhart as he went to the battalion station in the
center of town. Kelly would have yelled obscenities at the
prisoners, but Brillhart kept his head down.

That afternoon, the Railsplitters moved on to another town,
another  battle.  A  few  days  later,  they  came  back  through
Marche-en-Famenne. Brillhart had let civil affairs know about
Germaine, the two younger children, and the dead parents.
Brillhart walked into the center of Marche-en-Famenne taking
photos for June, though few of the buildings rising out of the
icy rubble remained intact. The Town Hall with its Romanesque
and Gothic facades, the Mosan church and belfry, made of red
brick with ornate white trimmings, and the classical columns
of what had been a bank, represented Old Europe. This was what
June  would  want  to  see.  This  was  where  she  dreamed  that
Brillhart ate and slept each night. He tried to aim the camera
so that it didn’t capture the hungry townspeople or piles of
broken homes. Sometimes, without taking pictures, he let the
camera linger in front of his face to hide his eyes that
searched everywhere for Germaine and the children.

He paused in front of a modest, partially-caved-in church and
observed a small cemetery with a group of civilians gathered
by tombstones that had been knocked sideways by shelling. A
priest crossed his hands over the bodies of the dead before
closing their makeshift caskets. Brillhart recognized, among
them, Germaine’s mother and father. Next to them was a hole
that Brillhart knew had taken hours to dig in the hard ground.
He looked into the crowd for the children but still didn’t see
them. He hoped they were drinking Red Cross hot chocolate and
eating doughnuts under warm blankets.

Today, I saw townspeople burying bodies in a churchyard. Amid
the rubble and ruin, a small group surrounded a priest who was
quietly conducting the ceremony. Some of our boys helped to
dig the graves. The parents from the farmhouse were among the
bodies.



There is so much ruin. It’s hard to imagine the Belgian people
regaining the quiet lives they once had. And at the same time,
it’s easy to see how this destruction feeds all our hatred of
the Germans. It makes us want to kill more, and take fewer
prisoners, to grind every German deep into the soil. Sometimes
I am afraid of how you will react when I return. I hope and
pray that you’ll still know me, but that the memory of this
ruin will stay vivid enough that we will never let the German
or any belligerent nation get a foothold again.

We thoroughly enjoyed the cookies and the Readers Digests you
sent,  as  well  as  the  tuna  fish,  knackers,  sardines,  and
saltines. Thank you. My darling, I must stop now. I have a big
day  ahead  of  me.  I  will  try  to  write  more  often,  but
regardless of how busy I am, I’m never too busy to remember
you and the things we’ve done together, to think about our
plans for the future. I love you more every day. Brillhart.

 

Brillhart’s  wife
upon  the  birth  of
their first child, a
girl,  in  April  of
1945. Photo courtesy
of  Jennifer  Orth-
Veillon.
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New  Nonfiction  from  Kiley
Bense: Tell Me About My Boy
Here’s an empty grave, where a body that had been a boy became
bones beneath a wooden cross. They buried him with one set of
dog tags hanging against his bloodied chest.

He bled in a field hospital bed not far from here, shrapnel
buried in his skin. Is that what killed him—hot metal melting
flesh, an unseen severing? Or was his body tossed limply from
a jeep seat as it crossed the desert, the crush of cargo
snapping ribs, a crackle of tinder at dusk?  “Morale is very
high,”  the  morning  reports  said,  on  the  day  the  boy
disappeared into the horizon. The next day he’d be dreaming
under several feet of sand. They couldn’t have known. They
couldn’t have. They couldn’t.

When he died, the boy was twenty-three and dark-haired, all
shoulder and grin: my grandmother’s little brother. It’s one
thing to consider his photograph on a mantelpiece, a charming
kid wearing a tilted cap; another to imagine him becoming
broken, hollows purpling beneath his eyes and a bloody bandage
wrapped around one thumb where a cactus thorn was entombed in
the soft pad of his finger. One thing to read “artillery fire”
on  a  typewritten  government  medical  form  (death  requires
paperwork); another to watch a German gun spitting shells,
coughing  up  sounds  that  rattle  across  time  and  sky.  How
fragile is a human body in the path of such certainty.

Here  is  that  body:  one-hundred-sixty-two-pounds,  down  from
one-hundred-and-seventy since he’d filled out his draft card
in an office in Philadelphia one year before. Seventy-five
inches  tall.  Gray-blue  eyes,  like  his  father’s.  Freckles
across the top of his nose blotted out by five months of
sunburn and grime. One thumb now scarred. One uniform crusted
with sweat, salt, blood and smoke, one rosary and an American
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flag  stuffed  in  the  pockets.  Feet  stiff,  callused  and
blistered.  Lean  jaw  and  face,  angles  cut  sharper  by
sleeplessness  and  fear.  Shrapnel  lacerations  unfurled  like
tattered red-black lace over his left arm and chest. This is
the body they buried in Tebessa with a gunshot salute and a
chaplain’s murmured blessing.

Bury him at Gettysburg, his father said, when the government
wanted  to  know  where  to  leave  his  son’s  bones  for  good.
There’s no room in Gettysburg, came the reply, that meadow’s
already crammed with dead American boys. Choose another tomb.

Here is a letter about nothing: “Dear Sir,” it begins. “Will
you kindly change my address on your records? My son, Private
Richard H. Halvey, 331356641, Headquarters Co. 18th Infantry,
1st Division, was killed in action in North Africa, March
21st, 1943, and I am anxious to have your records correct so
that  I  may  receive  future  correspondence  regarding  the
returning of his body. Thanking you for your attention, I am,
Very  truly  yours.”  Signed,  Brendan  H.  Halvey,  my  great-
grandfather. Here is pain, laid out on one creased sheet of
paper.

He bled for us. But he will not rise. Here in Algeria the air
is still, the night is silent. There is no weeping. The only
cross at his grave was the slatted thing they stuck in the
dirt above his head, one set of dog tags looped around its
arms. He hated those dog tags. The cord bit at his neck, a
reminder that the Army was trying, every day, to convert him
from a person into a number. It took all of one day for him to
die. Then he was inked into a serial code in some forgotten
notebook. 331356641. 331356641. 331356641. Repeated till it
stays.

Across the ocean from the skeleton his son had become, his
father wondered where to bury what was left. Here is what the

https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Arlington-national-cemetery-washington-dc-veterans..jpg


government said: We can’t tell you much about your boy, other
than that he isn’t coming back. They took his blood and his
body, and all that’s left is bone.

Maybe Brendan asked for Gettysburg because the government was
bold enough to parrot Lincoln in the pamphlet it mailed to
stricken fathers. “Tell Me About My Boy,” the pamphlet was
titled, though really it told nothing. The dead were valiant
and  heroic,  said  the  pamphlet,  they  “gave  the  last  full
measure of devotion.” There was no mention of Lincoln’s next
line: “We here highly resolve that these dead shall not have
died in vain.”

Arlington, Brendan decided, finally, in 1947. So they shipped
Dick Halvey’s body (which was jumbled bones and dog tags) to
Virginia, where the Army shrouded him in stripes and etched a
cross on marble above his name. Not blood-soaked Gettysburg
but Arlington, everything green and white except the roses
laid on headstones. Here, across the river from the capital,
we buried our boys in neat rows. “Our boys,” they said back
then, pleading with o-mouths at news reels for a glimmer of
truth. Our boys aren’t coming back the same.

Note: Tebessa, Algeria was the site of a temporary American
cemetery during World War II. Starting in 1947, soldiers’
remains  were  moved  from  Tebessa  either  to  the  American
cemetery in Tunisia or brought back to the United States,
according to the family’s wishes.

New  Fiction  from  Patrick
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Hicks: Into the Tunnel
Editor’s  Note:  “Into  the  Tunnel”  is  the  first  chapter  of
Patrick Hicks’s new novel, ECLIPSE.

“The  rocket  will  free  man  from  his  remaining  chains,  the
chains of gravity which still tie him to this planet. It will
open to him the gates of heaven.” 

—Wernher von Braun

He was tired and cold when they arrived from Auschwitz. The
moon hung above him, battered and beaten, as he trudged down a
long concrete road with thousands of other men. The train that
had carried him across Germany huffed in the night. A whistle
pierced the frosty air—it was a single note, strangled into
silence. The huffing engine took on water and he licked his
dry lips. He tried to swallow. Searchlights paced the dark as
dogs strained against their leashes, their front paws wheeling
the  air.  Guards  stood  along  the  road  and  yelled  at  the
prisoners to move faster, faster. Behind him, bodies were
tossed out of the railcars. They hit the pebbly ground in
sickening thuds. Stones skittered away.

Eli Hessel glanced at the moon. It looked like it had been
pistol whipped, wounded.

“Move it, you pieces of shit!”

Another voice chimed in. “March in unison! Your left . . .
left . . . left.”

He had no idea where he was or where he was going. The shadowy
bulk of a hill was on his right and, in the moonlight, he
could see that a haze of pine trees lined its ridge. To his
left were strange metal cylinders with nozzles on them. They
were stacked on flatbed rail cars.

The men kept moving, trudging, schlepping. Their wooden clogs

https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2018/09/03/new-fiction-from-patrick-hicks-into-the-tunnel/


clacked against the concrete road. Dogs continued to snap and
bark. There was the smell of wet fur. And there was something
else too, a smell he couldn’t quite place at first. It was a
mixture  of  oil  and  creosote.  There  was  also—he  breathed
deeply—there was also the smell of decaying bodies. It was the
stink of rotting meat and grapefruit. That’s what a corpse
smelled like. During the past few months he had plenty of time
to familiarize himself with it.

But where was he?

The journey from Auschwitz had been hard. They’d been stuffed
into wooden cattle cars and, as they rocked and clattered over
hundreds of miles of tracks, these men, who had been crammed
in cheek by jowl, had to relieve themselves where they stood.
The weakest slipped to the floor. Many of them never got up
again.

Eli stumbled. He was woozy. His lips were chapped and his
tongue was leathery. It hurt to swallow. He couldn’t make
spit. On his lower back, at that place where the spine meets
the pelvic girdle, he had a perfect bruise. A hobnail boot had
kicked him into the cattle car a few days ago when he left
Auschwitz, and although he couldn’t see it, he knew it must
look like a horseshoe with studded dots. Whenever he twisted
his waist, a sharp firework of pain sizzled up his spine. He
worried that his vertebra was shattered but there was nothing
he could do about it. He had to walk faster. He hobbled. He
tried to stay at the front of the line because prisoners were
being beaten with metal rods behind him. The road beneath his
clogs was splashed with oil. Or maybe it was blood? It was
hard to tell at night.

“In unison, you pieces of shit! Left . . . left . . . left.”

He ignored the nipping pain in his stomach and watched his
feet move on their own. The blue and white stripes of his
trouser legs swung in and out of view beneath him. He wondered



if they were being taken to a gas chamber. He’d seen it happen
at Auschwitz many times before. He’d seen whole families walk
down a gravel path to a gas chamber and he’d seen the black
tar of their bodies rumble up from a crematorium at night.
Flames shot out from the chimney and the whole sky above
Auschwitz was stained a dull orange. The heat from thousands
of bodies made the moon shimmer.

He focused on his swinging legs and didn’t think about his
mother or father, his younger brother, or his grandparents.
They were gone. They’d been turned into ash long ago. And yet,
against all odds, he was somehow still alive.

“Faster, you sons of bitches!” a guard yelled. “We don’t have
all night.”

Maybe he could run away? Maybe he could slip into the night?

Barbed wire was on either side of him—he could see that—and
there  was  the  shadow  of  a  wooden  guard  tower  illuminated
beneath  a  searchlight  up  ahead.  No  doubt  the  fence  was
electrified. To run would mean—what, exactly? All of Germany
was a concentration camp.

“Move it you useless eaters, you pieces of SHIT!”

The guard was from Berlin. Eli could tell from his accent. How
could he be so angry, so full of venom? And while he was
thinking  about  this,  something  surprising  and  alarming
appeared up ahead.

The rail tracks curved into a mountain. There was a tunnel. A
huge one. Two massive sodium lights sparkled overhead like
twin stars and they cast long shadows on the ground. A cloud
of moths jittered in the lights and, for a long moment, he
wondered what they might taste like. Dusty, he thought.

When it became obvious they were going into the tunnel, Eli
looked around in wild terror for a chimney or a vent. Were gas



chambers in there? Underground? His muscles tensed and he
almost stopped walking. He had to force his legs to keep on
moving even though he was shakingly afraid of what he would
find up ahead.

Calm down, he told himself. It didn’t make sense to ship them
halfway across Germany only to kill them. The Nazis could have
done that at Auschwitz.

“It’s okay,” he whispered to himself. “Yes, all is well.”

But the claws of fear continued to scratch at the inside of
his skull. His asshole tightened and his eyes darted to the
left and right. If this was a work camp, where were the other
prisoners?

The moon was swallowed by a cloud and this made the dark
beyond the searchlights absolute. The moon had been snuffed
out, choked. Two enormous iron gates on either side of the
tunnel were wide open, and camouflage netting was strung above
the entrance like an awning. A white wooden sign was suspended
from the ceiling and someone had taken the time to get the
calligraphy just right.

Alles für den Krieg
Alles für den Sieg

Eli looked around. It was understood by everyone that German
was  the  only  language  that  mattered  in  the  Reich.  If  a
prisoner was confused or didn’t understand something that was
shouted at him, well then, he would learn soon enough.

When they entered the tunnel, a sudden dampness fell over his
skin. It felt like a heavy wet cloak had been placed over his
shoulders. He began to shiver. And somewhere up ahead, metal
banged  against  metal—it  was  deep  and  rhythmic—double-
syllabled—bah-wung—bah-wung—bah-wung. There was also the low
hum of a generator to his right. Floodlights cast grotesque
shadows  on  the  wall.  He  looked  around  and  realized  that



everything he could see must have been hewn out of the rock by
hand.  The  floor.  The  walls.  The  curved  ceiling.  How  many
prisoners had died making this place, this cave?

Modern-day view of the tunnels where the V-2s were made. Photo
by Patrick Hicks.

They passed a cluster of SS guards who stood around laughing
at some joke. They smoked and paid no attention to the column
of prisoners that shuffled past them. Bright balls of orange
glowed at the ends of their cigarettes. They pushed each other
playfully and talked about roasting a wild boar. For a moment,
Eli allowed himself to imagine what it might taste like. The
fibrous meat, the juices, the sucking of the marrow from bone.

“Keep moving!” someone shouted from the rear. Surprisingly, it
was a French accent.

Steel pipes were bolted to the walls and he wondered what they
were for. When he looked up at the high rounded ceiling he
felt claustrophobia run though his chest like spiders. For
several long moments he had to fight a wild urge to run. What
if the ceiling collapsed? How many thousands of tons of rock
were above him? Eli looked for support beams but couldn’t see
any. The air around him was thick and oppressive and cold. It
crowded his lungs. His nose was chilly.

He focused on his wooden clogs. They were badly stained from
the mud of Auschwitz and he counted his steps as a way to
control his fear.

One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . .

All is well, he told himself. Yes, all is well.

When he looked up, he saw a winch and two dangling chains. The
rhythmic  banging  got  louder.  Bah-WUNG.  Bah-WUNG.  Bah-WUNG.
There were hundreds of prisoners working in the tunnel up
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ahead. They were dressed in blue and white striped uniforms
like him. The light was weak and this made the underground
world feel sunken and submerged. What were they doing? Mining
for gold?

As he got closer, he realized they were hunched over tables
and assembling something that looked like gearboxes. Others
worked  on  metal  tanks.   Down  a  side  tunnel,  a  group  of
prisoners carried a huge nozzle. It was the size of a church
bell.

“Drop it and you get twenty lashes!” a voice roared.

It was a kapo. This man was given extra food if he agreed to
do the dirty work of the Nazis. In exchange for beating his
fellow prisoners, he was given a good night of sleep and a
full belly. The nozzle suddenly teetered sideways, the metal
cone slipped against the wall, and when it bounced onto the
ground—sending out a low ringing sound—the kapo immediately
began hammering a prisoner with a stick. The blows rained
down. Bloody stains formed on the man’s back.

“Be gentle with that!” the kapo shouted. “Gentle! Gentle!
Gentle!”

An  SS  officer  watched  all  of  this  with  bored  curiosity.
Cigarette smoke vented from his nose. Eli studied this man’s
clean face, his manicured hands, and he couldn’t help but
notice the high polish of the man’s jackboots. They twinkled
in a perfection of night. Eli turned away when the guard
looked at the parade of arriving prisoners. He knew better
than to look the SS in the eye. Surely the rules of Auschwitz
must apply in this place too.

“Fresh rags,” the SS guard yelled out. He took a long drag on
his cigarette. “Welcome!”

As they marched deeper into the tunnel, Eli saw that many of
the prisoners didn’t have shoes. Their feet were bloody and



caked with grime. He also became aware of the overpowering
smells around him: diesel, the sulfurous burn of arc welding,
and there was something else too. He recognized it from that
factory at Auschwitz. His teeth tasted of iron. There were
pools of water on the floor and he wondered if he could bend
down  and  cup  some  into  his  hands.  A  kapo,  however,  was
marching next to him. The man twirled a metal rod.

All  around  him  were  the  scrapping  of  spades  against  wet
rubble. The floodlights of the tunnel gave way to carbide
lamps. Soon everything flickered and it was hard to see. He
stumbled  over  a  thick  cable  and  nearly  fell.  Others  were
having trouble too.

When they rounded a corner, he decided to chance it. Eli bent
down for a handful of water. It was beautiful and wet and
primal against his skin, but when it passed over the dry seal
of his lips he spit it out. It tasted of urine.

A moment later, they came to a halt.

The sound of hundreds of clogs coming to a stop filled up the
tunnel. It was like horses clattering to a standstill.

At first, Eli couldn’t tell what was before him. He squinted
and waited for his eyes to adjust. A skirt of light fanned
onto—he wasn’t sure what, exactly. There, in a long line, were
giant metal tubes that looked something like torpedoes. Maybe
they  were  for  a  secret  submarine?  Maybe  they  were  for  a
massive  U-Boat  and  they’d  be  sent  across  the  Atlantic  to
attack New York or Boston?

A high-pitched voice came from the edge of the light.

“Mützen…ab!”

Eli and the others immediately took off their caps and slapped
them against the seam of their trousers. They stood at stiff
attention.



There was a long pause and, during this silence, Eli felt a
sneeze coming on. He wriggled his nose in the hopes he could
fight it off. In Auschwitz, he once saw a prisoner get hit in
the face with a crowbar for sneezing. It killed the man. He
fell  to  the  ground  like  a  sack  of  wheat.  The  tingling
continued deep in his nasal cavity, so he held his breath.

A man in a business suit stood before them. He wore a white
smock and, even from this distance, Eli could see the sparkle
of a Nazi pin on his lapel. Lurking in the distance were SS
officers. They stood back, smoking.

“You’re in the heart of it now,” a kapo yelled. He extended
both arms as if he were a magician. “Welcome to Takt Strasse.”

Eli had grown up in Berlin and he knew that a takt was a baton
used by an orchestra conductor.

The kapo, who had the green triangle of a criminal stitched
onto his striped uniform, pulled out a wooden club from behind
a metal cabinet. He paced back and forth before adding, “On
Takt Strasse, I keep time on your heads if you don’t move
quickly enough. Do you understand, my assholes?”

He brought the club down onto an imaginary head.

“In  this  place  we  build  rockets.”  There  was  a  deliberate
pause. A knowing smile. “Yes, my assholes, we create machines
the  Americans  and  the  British  cannot  even  imagine.  Our
technology is going to win this war. You’re standing in the
future.”

Eli looked at the torpedoes and nodded. Ah, he understood now.
They weren’t designed to fly through the water. They were
designed  to  fly  through  air  and  come  crashing  down  onto
cities. His eyes opened in the horrible realization of what
was around him. Each one of these rockets could kill…how many?

“You are enemies of the Reich and in this kingdom beneath the



mountain you will work to destroy your own countries. Do you
understand me?” There was another wide smile. “In this place
you will build wonder weapons the likes of which the world has
never seen.”

He held the club and moved it like a scythe. “This is your
last home, my assholes. The only way out of this camp is
through  the  chimney.”  He  opened  is  arms.  His  voice  was
suddenly bright and friendly. “Welcome to Dora!”

Eli didn’t know what any of this meant, but he had a good
idea. In Auschwitz, after his family had been sent into the
sky, he had come to understand such speeches. In this place
called Dora, death was a way of life. There would be death in
the morning. Death in the afternoon. Death in the evening.
Death would be everywhere, like oxygen. Death. Death. Death.

“Listen up,” came another voice. It was deeper and darker.
“Approach the table in groups of five. We need to process
you.”

And so it was that hundreds of starving men entered the most
secret concentration camp in the Nazi empire. When it was
Eli’s turn, he held his cap in both hands. He decided this
made him look like a beggar, so he stood at attention. He
stiffened his back.

“Age?”

“20.”

“Do you speak German?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Occupation?”

He needed to make himself useful because the Nazis believed
one simple and ironclad rule: only valuable workers stayed
among the living. Everyone else was wheeled into the darkness.



“I’m…an electrician,” he lied.

The prisoner behind the desk stamped a green work order and
handed it to Eli without looking up. There was a number with
an inky swastika punched over it. 41199.

Eli Hessel, a Jew from Berlin who hoped that many decades of
life still lay ahead of him, turned from thoughts of the dead
and let his mind focus on clear, clean water. Yes, he thought,
he’d love a tall glass. There would be ice cubes, big ones,
big enough to sting your upper lip when you took in the cool
wetness. It would flow down his throat, wet and pure.

And with this image hovering on his tongue, he stepped into a
sub-tunnel.

He went to work.

*    *

The official name of the camp was KZ Dora-Mittelbau. The KZ
stood for Konzentrationslager and work began on the tunnels on
August  28,  1943  when  a  hundred  prisoners  from  nearby
Buchenwald were ordered to dig into the hardened rock of an
abandoned  gypsum  mine.  By  the  end  of  1943,  some  11,000
prisoners were hammering and blasting their way through a
stubby mountain called the Kohnstein.

“Mountain” is too grand of a term, though. It was a ridge that
lifted up from lush farmland, jack pines sprouted up from its
hump, and it was home to a rich variety of wildlife. Beneath
the soil was a tough rock called anhydrite. It was so hard, in
fact, that tunnels didn’t need supporting beams, which is
precisely  why  the  Nazis  decided  to  create  a  factory  deep
inside its heart. Huge internal spaces could be chiseled into
the center of this mountain and, as a result, no American
plane would ever spy the assembly line of V-2 rockets hidden
inside. The Nazis knew the enemy would fly on, seeing nothing,
suspecting  nothing,  and  even  if  they  found  out  what  was



happening in the cool depths of the earth, no bomb could ever
punch its way down to the factory floor. It was a natural
fortress. It was bomb proof. The war could never touch it.

In the early days of the camp’s existence, the growing cavity
of rock was a place of constant noise and dust. Emaciated
prisoners blasted holes into anhydrite around the clock. They
hunched  against  walls  before  each  deafening  explosion—they
pinched their eyes shut and held their breath—and as they
crouched  there  with  their  hearts  racing  they  must  have
wondered if the ceiling would collapse. Would the tonnage of
rock suspended above continue to hold?

While they imagined a waterfall of rocks tumbling down onto
their  bodies,  that’s  when  the  cracking  detonation  of  TNT
happened up ahead. A huge cloud of rolling white covered them,
it  submerged  them.  Dust  particles  filled  up  their  lungs.
Whenever they spit, their saliva became like paste.

Once the dust settled they were ordered to clear away the
largest chunks of rock. The prisoners were ghosts that tossed
huge jagged pieces into rail cars called grubenhunten and
then, by sheer force of will, these men muscled the carts down
a track and out into the sunlight. There, they tipped out
their load, turned around, and went back into the tunnel for
more.

These  withered  men  with  burst  eardrums  slept  inside  the
mountain.  And  because  there  was  no  plumbing,  this  meant
sanitary  conditions  were  beyond  disgusting.  Men  relieved
themselves  into  barrels  of  diarrhea,  they  walked  across
streams of excrement, and they were given hardly any drinking
water. As a result, disease spread at a fearsome rate and
prisoners fell to the ground in unrelenting numbers. Still,
the work continued. It went on day and night.

For the Nazis, they didn’t care who lived and who died. It was
slave labor. The bodies of these men were the property of the



Reich. Even now, we’re not entirely sure how many prisoners
perished from all the blasting and hauling but the numbers are
thought to be in the thousands. We do know that the dead were
hauled  away  to  Buchenwald  where  they  were  burnt  in  a
crematorium.  The  SS  at  Dora-Mittelbau  felt  this  was  too
inefficient—all those trucks traveling back and forth, wasting
gasoline—so they requested their own oven for burning the
dead. This wish was granted.

By early 1944, Tunnel A and Tunnel B were finished, along with
rail tracks that led out from their gaping mouths. Some 35
million  cubic  feet  of  space  was  now  available  for  rocket
assembly.  If  we  think  of  Tunnel  A  and  Tunnel  B  running
parallel to each other—with a slight S curve to both—there
were forty-six smaller tunnels that connected them. In this
way, seven and a half miles of space had been chiseled into
the Kohnstein. The world’s largest underground factory was
finally ready for use and, if everything went according to
plan, the Nazis would soon rain warheads down onto cities in a
way the world had never seen before.

One thing was certain: the idea of a rocket was about to move
from the realm of science fiction into the realm of science
fact. What would soon rise up from blueprints would not only
change the course of the twentieth-century, it would rumble
down through the years to come. It influences us still. It
threatens us still.

*    *

Eli knew none of this when he arrived because the prisoners
who built the tunnels were all dead by the summer of 1944.
However,  even  if  he  did  know  how  Dora-Mittelbau  had  been
created, would it really matter? Not to Eli. He only cared
about  the  narrow  road  to  survival.  This  was  part  of  the
literal  and  figurative  tunnel  vision  that  existed  in  the
underground camp. All living prisoners felt this way. The
present and the future were all that mattered. The past? The



past didn’t matter. It was a place of pain and loss. The past
held images of happier times and of family members who had all
been murdered. And so, Eli didn’t think of the past. It ceased
to exist. It was a weight that threatened to drag him down.

He was housed in Barrack 118 along with 400 other men. It was
a clapboard shack with thin windows and a dirt floor. It was
one of many barracks that had been set up outside the tunnels
and the whole outdoor complex was surrounded by electrified
wire. Searchlights roamed the night. In the distance, dogs
barked and he could hear classical music drifting out from the
SS camp. Occasionally, laughter sliced the night air and, once
or twice, he heard the sound of gunfire. The SS at Dora
consisted almost entirely of men who had long careers at other
concentration camps. They knew what they were doing. They were
stone faced professionals.

Triple layered bunks had been shoved into Barrack 118 and it
was  here  that  shivering  men  nuzzled  into  each  other  for
warmth.  As  the  curfew  siren  wailed  out,  Eli  searched  for
sleep. After sixteen hours of work—during which time he’d seen
five  men  collapse  from  hunger  and  another  beaten  to
death—getting  a  good  night  of  sleep  took  on  existential
importance. A night of sleep might repair the damage that had
been done to his joints and ligaments, it might help clot
wounds, and it might allow his back to heal.

His uniform was infested with lice and, whenever he tried to
slip into the syrupy void of rest, he could feel little mouths
walking  across  the  landscape  of  his  body,  nibbling  here,
nibbling there. If he thought about it too much it seemed like
his skin was on fire, like he had already been shoved into the
crematorium.

He scratched his eyebrow and felt a white speck moving beneath
his fingernail. The man next to him twitched in sleep. His
breath stank and, gauging from the smell of shit that was on
the man, he obviously had dysentery and hadn’t made it to the



barrel in time. While the man snored, Eli studied his skeletal
face, how the eyes darted back and forth beneath papery lids.
Maybe  this  man,  this  stranger  with  a  homosexual’s  pink
triangle on his uniform, would magic into a corpse in the next
few hours? Such things happened. Just yesterday the kapos woke
up Barrack 118 for morning roll call and seven men had died
during the night. One of them had hanged himself.

Eli  glanced  out  the  window.  The  moon  was  pock-marked  and
brilliant. He saw that it was bleached white, just like the
walls of the tunnels of Dora. In the drowsy chambers of his
imagination, he wondered if the moon and the tunnels were made
from the same rock. He saw himself quarrying into the moon,
digging down, down, down, deep into its belly where he could
sleep in peaceful glowing warmth. Sleep, he thought. To drift
away…

A gust of wind rattled the window.

He adjusted his wooden clogs beneath his head. They hurt the
base of his skull but that was far better than waking up to
find that someone had stolen them during the night. Imagine
walking into the tunnels with bare feet, he thought. He could
almost feel the cold against his toes.

When he was kid, he loved feeling grass beneath his feet. July
sunshine trickled down through oak leaves and the warmth was
delicious. He imagined stopping at a café for a slice of
chocolate gateaux. Maybe he’d sink a finely polished fork into
frosting and lift the crumbling goodness to his lips where—

He opened his eyes and felt a hundred mouths on his body.
Stop, he counseled himself. Go to sleep. Go to sleep so that
you may live.

And with that, he drifted into the abyss.

The lice, meanwhile, continued to feed.



*    *

Unlike other camps in the Nazi system, Dora didn’t have a
grand gatehouse that prisoners marched through on their way to
forced labor. In places like Auschwitz, Sachsenhausen, and
Dachau, the phrase Arbeit Macht Frei was emblazoned over a
main gate. By contrast, the gate at Dora was simple, artless,
and had no such phrase. There was, however, an unofficial
slogan in the camp that everyone knew. It hung silently in the
air. Sometimes the SS even said this phrase during roll call.
“Vernichtung durch arbeit.” Extermination through work.

This was the essential element of Dora and we should note that
between the years 1943 and 1945, one in three prisoners died
there. Work camps like Dora realized they didn’t need a gas
chamber: they simply had to work prisoners to death and, by
doing so, they could extract as much useful labor as possible.

In his first week there, Eli came to know Dora well. There
were the tunnels, of course, where he and thousands of others
were forced to work. This underground area of camp was called
Mittelbau, and this is where the world’s first rocket was
built. In the years to come, the designer of the V-2, Wernher
von Braun, would shed his Nazi past and go on to create the
thunderous Saturn V for NASA, which lifted American astronauts
to the moon. The bargain for the United States was simple:
ignore von Braun’s past and in return he would deliver the
most  powerful  rocket  the  world  had  ever  seen.  Whenever
questions about Dora-Mittelbau did come up in later life, von
Braun  would  simply  smile  and  talk  about  Apollo,  and
Tranquility  Base,  and  the  bright  pull  of  the  future.

To the west of the tunnel entrance was the SS camp. This was
off limits to the prisoners and yet, whenever they marched
past, they could see fine homes, a fancy pub, dog kennels, and
vegetable gardens. Just to the south of the SS camp was the
rail yard where the V-2s were loaded onto trains and sent to
launching pads across Germany. Further to the west was the



gatehouse of the prison camp. Aside from a horrible stench
lifting into the air—a stench that stung the eyes—the first
thing a visitor might notice would be the guard towers, the
searchlights, and the barbed-wire. The prisoners were woken at
four in the morning by kapos. They entered the barracks with
rubber truncheons and flayed away until everyone was assembled
for roll call. Thousands of striped uniforms had to stand at
attention  while  the  SS  strolled  among  them,  roaring  out
commands. Dogs strained at leashes. Men in guard towers yawned
and smoked cigarettes. They lifted their machine guns and took
aim while a swastika on a flagpole snapped and rippled in the
shadowy blue of sunrise.

Roll call lasted for hours. The prisoners stood at attention
with their caps off while a kapo read off their numbers in
German. Eli listened for his new name as a soft breeze moved
through his uniform. He was no longer Eli Hessel. He was
41199.

The numbers were always shouted out.

“VIER EINS EINS NEUN NEUN!”

“Jawohl!”

He raised his hand and was counted among the living.

As the count went on, crows circled overhead. They wheeled
around and landed on barrack rooftops. They cawed and hopped.
Sometimes, if the wind was right, Eli could hear church bells
bonging in the valley below. Wisps of smoke lifted up from
unseen  chimneys.  He  wondered  what  they  were  eating  for
breakfast. Eggs? He liked to imagine eggs. Boiled. Poached.
Fried. Scrambled. Thick with butter.

When they were dismissed, everyone rushed for rutabaga soup, a
slice of moldy bread, and coffee that tasted of acorns. When
Eli drank the soup for the first time, he noticed that it
tasted of petroleum. Blobs of oil floated on top. The soup



arrived in fifty gallon drums—they probably held fuel once—but
he didn’t care about this. He poured the soup into his mouth
and tore at the green bread. The coffee too disappeared. When
it was all over, he looked at his dirty hands and ached for
more. Many of the prisoners went over to the empty metal drums
and began to lick them clean with their tongues. One of the
cooks, a burly man with thick forearms, hit them with a ladle.

“Stand back. That’s all for today!”

Some prisoners ate lice off their shirt. Others ate snails off
fence posts. Others tried to eat leaves or tufts of grass. Eli
watched all of this and wondered if he, too, might do the same
thing in a few weeks. Yes, concluded. Yes.

An  announcement  crackled  out  from  the  camp  loudspeaker.
“Attention . . .” There was a shriek of feedback. “Return to
the  roll  call  square.  Return  to  the  roll  call  square
immediately.”

They moved back and lined up. A brass band started to play
and, in this way, thousands of men marched out of Dora for the
tunnels of Mittelbau. The work day had begun.

As they moved for the tunnels, and the rockets, and all that
the future might bring, Eli glanced at the guard towers. The
wind picked up and the trees began to rustle. Birds soared
overhead, riding the currents into quieter valleys. Behind the
prisoners, the crematorium rumbled softly. The tall chimney
looked like an inverted rocket. It belched up tarry exhaust,
staining the bright blue sky with the fuel of flesh and bone.

His arms were heavy and he shuffled carefully to keep his
clogs from falling off.

They turned for the tunnel. It was a gigantic black opening, a
wide  mouth.  Soon,  the  long  column  of  starving  men  were
swallowed by the mountain. Eaten.



Eli focused on what lay ahead. No matter what happened, he
told himself, he must not give up. He must fight to the death
to live.

 

Shining  Light  on  the
Darkness:  An  Interview  with
Patrick Hicks
Andria Williams: Patrick, thank you so much for taking the
time to talk with me. I’ve just finished reading “Into the
Tunnel,” the first chapter of your new novel, Eclipse. I was
struck as always by what an immersive, detailed world you
create,  the  tension  you  achieve,  and  the  beauty  and
specificity  of  your  language.

As  the  novel  opens,  we’re  accompanying  Eli  Hessel  as  he
arrives from Auschwitz — where his whole family was lost — to
a vast, mysterious Nazi project deep in a mountain. The change
does not bring relief. As he’s led into the dark, underground
tunnel, observing the familiar cruelty of SS officers and the
smells and tastes of punishment and broken bodies and death,
he tries to piece together exactly what this horrible and
mysterious project is and what it will require him to do.

We are learning along with Eli just what the deal is with this
place,  and  that  approach  creates  not  only  tension  in  the
story, but an empathetic dread as we cringe along with each
new  shade  of  understanding.  Did  you  always  know  that  you
wanted to open the novel this way, with the reader learning
Eli’s situation along with him, almost in real-time?
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Author Patrick Hicks

Patrick  Hicks:  The  beginning  came  to  me  very  quickly,
thankfully. I could see it all in my head: the arrival at
night, the huffing train in the background, the gaping mouth
of the tunnel, the guard towers. I think there’s something
deep inside us as a species that recoils at the thought of
going underground, and I wanted to tap into that. Many of our
legends and myths revolve around a fear of caves, and the
underworld,  and  buried  rivers.  That  natural  dread  of
journeying  beneath  the  soil  must  have  been  amplified  a
thousand  fold  for  the  prisoners  of  Dora-Mittelbau.  Being
underground? During the Holocaust? Can you imagine?

AW: No, I cannot imagine.

PH:  It  must  have  been  a  unique  horror  to  be  in  that
concentration camp. Imagine entering that warren of tunnels as
slave labor and seeing the high technology of these new things
called “rockets”, and now imagine knowing that you could shot
or beaten or hanged at any moment. I wanted the reader to feel
that sense of horrified amazement.

It also seemed like a good way to get at what I call “the
moment of crisis”. That’s what drives all stories—a moment of
crisis. It’s that moment in a character’s life when everything
could change, the stakes are high, and the outcome is anything
but certain. If a writer can find that moment, the tension
will naturally follow. I wanted the opening chapter to unfold
in real time, as you say, to make everything feel immediate
and dangerous. It also makes the reader feel closer to Eli.
He’s a likable man. We want him to live.

AW: Yes, from the very first line of Eclipse, the stakes feel
incredibly high. My investment in Eli’s safety only grows as I
read on.
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Partway  through  the  chapter,  however–without  at  all
diminishing the momentum–the reader’s granted a small measure
of relief from in-the-moment dread when Eli’s narration is
briefly  replaced  by  a  more  authoritative  narrator,  who
explains  some  of  the  history  of  the  project  inside  Dora-
Mittelbau. (That relief is short-lived as the nature of the
project becomes known.)

“One thing was certain: the idea of a rocket was about to move
from the realm of science fiction into the realm of science
fact. What would soon rise up from blueprints would not only
change the course of the twentieth-century, it would rumble
down through the years to come. It influences us still. It

threatens us still.”

Can  you  explain  the  project  at  Dora-Mittelbau,  and  the
influence it still has? I’d be interested to hear more.

PH: We forget about it now, but the Third Reich had very
sophisticated technology. The Allies had good reason to worry
that they were quite literally being outgunned. The Nazis were
developing an atomic bomb, they built the first jet plane,
they had stockpiles of chemical weapons the likes of which the
world had never seen before, and they also created the world’s
first mass produced rocket—the V-2. Wernher von Braun, who
would later move to America and build the Saturn V that got us
to the moon, was the mastermind behind the V-2. He tested his
prototypes at a military base called Peenemünde. The Allies
bombed this site in 1943—we totally destroyed it—and this led
von Braun and others to realize that a secret underground
concentration camp was needed, it would be an underground
factory that would churn out V-2s at a dependable rate. Hitler
hoped it would change the course of the war.

Tunnels where the V-2s were made. Photo by Patrick Hicks.

And so, deep in the Harz Mountains, prisoners had to blast
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tunnels into the earth to create this factory. Thousands of
lives were lost and, today, no one really knows about Dora-
Mittelbau because what was built there—the rockets—were top
secret when America discovered the camp. It was hidden from
the press. We didn’t want the world to know much about the
V-2s, so the horrors of this camp weren’t put in the public
eye the way that Dachau, Auschwitz, Buchenwald, and Bergen-
Belsen were. Even today, the name “Dora-Mittlebau” means very
little to most people.

I wanted to change that. I wanted to show that this place
created the blueprint of the latter half of the twentieth-
century.

Those rockets became the ICBMs that exist today. They were
built  by  German  scientists  who  would  go  on  to  work  for
NASA—they’d get Apollo 11 to the moon—and in return we cast a
blind eye on their crimes against humanity. That’s why the
novel is called Eclipse. It’s about darkness and light. The
horror of the Holocaust is directly tied to the wonderment of
the Apollo program, and my main character, Eli Hessel, is
involved in both events. While everyone is cheering for a
successful moon landing in 1969, Eli Hessel is thinking about
what happened in Dora. What would it be like to see your
tormentors holding positions of high rank at NASA?

One  reason  some  people  think  the  Holocaust  and  the  moon
landings are hoaxes comes down to one irrefutable emotion:
they both seem impossible. And yet, they both happened. We as
a species did both of these things. There is ash at Auschwitz
and there are bootprints on the moon. For me, they represent
what we are capable of doing to each other, and they also
represent what we are capable of doing with each other. Eli
wrestles  with  all  of  this,  and  I’ve  rooted  everything  in
strong historical research.

AW: I’d love to hear about your approach to research. Both in



this novel and The Commandant of Lubizec, I’ve been amazed by
the absolute grounding in place and time you achieve, the
attention to specific terms and images (carbide lamps, sodium
lights, gypsum, kapo, Tranquility Base). What sort of reading
and travel does your research involve?

PH: I really appreciate this question and I’m so pleased you
felt that sense of grounding. As you know yourself with The
Longest Night, all fiction is rooted in a particular time
period, and it was important for me to make the reader feel
they were in Nazi Germany. I wanted them to feel this in their
bones, but I can only achieve this if I do a lot of research.
So, in the case of Eclipse, I went to Dora-Mittelbau on two
separate occasions and I spent many hours wandering around the
camp,  talking  with  curators,  and  getting  into  the  ruined
tunnels with a guide. I read eyewitness accounts of being at
Dora, I did research on von Braun, the V-2s, and the Apollo
program. This meant visiting the Kennedy Space Center, the
Johnson Space Center in Houston, and the Marshall Space Flight
Center in Alabama where von Braun developed the Saturn V. Did
you know they have a V-2 on display at Marshall but there
isn’t a plaque or really anything that explains the crimes
committed at Dora? Those who were murdered have essentially
been erased from the story. Seeing that—or really not seeing
that—made me want to write about this all the more.

I  did  the  same  type  of  thing  for  my  first  novel,  The
Commandant of Lubizec, which is about a fictitious Nazi death
camp in Poland. I did three separate research trips to the
real life camps of Treblinka, Sobibór, and Bełżec. I spent
over 30 hours in Auschwitz. I interviewed survivors. I have
strong  feelings  that  if  I’m  going  to  write  about  the
Holocaust, I have to get the history correct. I mean, I just
have to. It would be an insult to the survivors and the dead
if I didn’t get it right.
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AW:  What,  then,  do  you  think  is  the  relationship  between
politics and art?

PH: They’re braided together very tightly. Art isn’t created
in a vacuum and artists have opinions which invariably come
out. If you’re going to write or paint or make music, it’s
because you have something to say, and that “something” will
be a statement on the world around you. We may not see the
politics embedded in Shakespeare today, but they’re there. He
was a man of his era and he wrote about the world he saw.

One of my jobs as a literary artist is to shine light into the
darkness. If I can illuminate new ideas and nudge readers to
consider new things, then I’ve done something that goes beyond
just  entertainment.  Good  writing  provokes  us  to  think
differently. It challenges us to care and it forces us to see
the world through the eyeballs of another human being. The act
of doing that is immediately political because you have to
take in the world from someone else’s perspective, and biases,
and  joys,  and  fears.  I  love  how  literature  forces  me  to
consider the world anew.

AW:  Alexander  Chee  has  said  that  “writing  fiction  is  an
exercise in giving a shit—an exercise in finding out what you
really care about.” With several books under your belt, have
you figured out, or distilled, what you really care about?

PH: Oh, wow, what a great question. A complicated one, too.
Writers tend to orbit around the same issues and approach them
from  different  angles  in  different  books.  I’m  deeply
interested in how the forces of hatred and racism can turn
into violence, and I feel a responsibility to help readers
understand the Holocaust better. How we remember the past
matters  to  me  and  I’m  drawn  to  the  idea  that  previous
generations aren’t that much different from us. I care about
cheating time and hauling the past into the present so that we
might understand a particular era better, and maybe placing it
into dialogue with our own concerns and values. That idea of



“giving a shit”…if the writer cares, the reader will probably
care too. We tell beginning writers to “find their voice” and
while that’s important, it’s equally necessary to find out
what you care about. Intellectual passion matters in writing.
It’s the energy that propels narrative.

AW:  One  of  the  most  moving  passages  in  your  previous
novel, The Commandant of Lubizec, comes right before a group
of prisoners decide to attempt escape.

“…As much as the guards wanted these prisoners to be faceless
and anonymous, the very opposite was true. The prisoners were
all  individuals.  Some  had  freckles.  Others  had  crooked
teeth…Many of the prisoners had ghostly pink indents on their
fingers where a wedding ring once sat. Such a thing proved
that they were beloved, once…At some point in time, the hot
words of love had been whispered into their ears, and once,
long ago, in what seemed like another life, they had all been
the center of someone else’s universe. They were the sun.
They were the stars and light. They were the molecules of God
himself.”

In much of your work, fictional characters are given all the
careful specificity and individuality of real people, until we
feel that we know them. Why do you undertake this painstaking
work, and why do you think it’s important?

PH: In order to write about a death camp, I knew that hundreds
of minor characters would vanish into the gas chamber and
never  be  seen  again.  But  of  course,  they  weren’t  minor
characters in their own lives. These were people just like you
and me. During these scenes of mass murder, I wanted the
reader to feel wounded that they were being taken from us. I
wanted the reader to gasp at the monumental injustice of it
all and see these people as fully realized lives. That’s the
thing about genocide: it’s often viewed just as statistics,
and I didn’t want that for The Commandant of Lubizec. I think



that’s  one  reason  why  it’s  made  such  a  connection  with
readers. They see people dying in my novel—not numbers—people.

There’s a chapter called “Numbers” in The Commandant where all
of these innocent souls are being forced to run towards the
gas chamber and, in each case, I wrote pages of notes on who
was in that crowd. My feeling was that if I didn’t care about
these characters, than how would the reader care about them?
In  nearly  every  case,  I  had  more  information  on  these
individuals than I put into the novel. I needed to see each of
them, and I refused to make them faceless. That’s what the
Nazis did. I wanted to see people—mothers, wives, fathers,
uncles, piano players, poets, plumbers, book store owners,
rabbis, children. They all had lives. And those lives were
stolen from them.

Present-day site of the crematorium at Dora-Mittelbau, where
over 20,000 souls were lost. Photo by Patrick Hicks.

AW: How do you maintain perspective, and avoid slipping into
despair  —  if  that  is  possible  —  when  writing  about  and
studying the Holocaust?

(I keep thinking of the way Eli tells himself, “All is well.
Yes,  all  is  well,”  to  cope  with  the  constant  threat  and
strain. Has such an intense working relationship with one of
the darkest parts of human history ever felt like too much?)

PH: I’ve done research at ten camps now and…sometimes I feel
too close to the Holocaust. When this happens, I back up and
focus on the goodness around me. It’s always there though,
hanging darkly in my imagination. For example, whenever I see
the  Yankees  play  baseball  on  television,  their  striped
uniforms remind me of the prisoners at Auschwitz. Or whenever
I see freight trains clattering across the prairie, I think of
Poland. The same goes for smokestacks or crowds shuffling in
the same direction. I teach at Augustana University, which is
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abbreviated  on  t-shirts  as  AU.  That’s  what  Auschwitz  was
abbreviated to. AU. Konzentrationslager Auschwitz. KZ AU. If
you go to Auschwitz today, you can see that stamped onto
certain items. I don’t know…the Holocaust flits through my
brain all the time. At least I’m removed from it by the safety
of several decades. How on earth do survivors cope with what
they saw? How?

AW: Oh, wow – I never thought that about the Yankees uniforms,
and I don’t know enough about the Holocaust to have picked up
on the AU reference — but if I had studied it as much as you
have, I can see how it might permeate all my perceptions. Like
you, I have no idea how survivors are or were able to cope
with what they have seen.

Which leads me to my next question, in the hope that we have
learned from history: A common refrain, under the current
presidential  administration,  is  that  many  of  its  messages
smack of fascism, or sound eerily authoritarian, or seem to
endorse white supremacy. As a scholar of one of the worst eras
of white supremacy and genocide human history has known, do
these claims ring true for you?

PH: The Trump Administration is one of the most corrupt and
reprehensible  in  our  nation’s  history.  He  is  certainly  a
damaged human being who is a racist, a misogynist, and his
narcissism—not to mention his unmoored relationship to the
truth—all  make  him  an  ideal  candidate  for  dictatorial
aspirations. This is a man who does not like criticism and
demands absolute loyalty. I have no doubt he will go down in
American history as a thug and villain to our democracy. After
studying  white  supremacy  and  fascism  for  so  long,  Donald
Trump’s language has disturbing echoes with what happened in
the Third Reich for sure. These comparisons can only be taken
so  far,  though.  Trump’s  political  savvy  and  acumen  is
thankfully well below Hitler’s own rise to power, and I take
comfort in the fact that, unlike Hitler, Trump does not have a
private army like the SA or SS at his command.



While  I’m  concerned  about  the  state  of  our  republic,  the
majority of Americans reject Trump’s toxic viewpoints. We also
don’t yet have widespread political violence in the streets
with men chanting his name and beating up bystanders. If that
happens—if  something  like  Charlottesville  happens  regularly
and  routinely—that’s  when  the  claims  of  Trump  being  like
Hitler take on a more ominous and deadly tone. Nazism was
forged in the furnace of post-Great War Europe. Germany wanted
a  strong  leader  in  the  1930s.  Americans?  Our  nation  was
founded on rebellion. Sooner or later Trump will be tossed
aside. Until that happens, it’s good to study how one man came
to power in Germany and what his dark charisma unleashed. One
of my favorite quotes is from John Fowles’s novel, The Magus.
In it, he says that the tragedy of the Third Reich is “not
that one man had the courage to be evil. But that millions had
not the courage to be good.”

It’s necessary to keep such things in mind. Raise your voice.
Get out there. Demonstrate. Vote. Our nation is greater than
one man.

AW:  Finally:  I  am  a  huge  fan  of  your  collection  of
poetry, Adoptable, about the building of your family: your
wife and your sweet son Sean, adopted from South Korea. Each
of these poems is so tender, so lovingly observant. You talk
about  your  son’s  arrival,  as  a  toddler,  and  his  initial
terror; his mastery of the English language; and you imagine
very movingly the birth mother who surrendered him mere hours
into his life.

You write:

“what catches my eye is the gap

between when he burrowed into this world,
and when he was given to an orphanage.

In these missing hours, I imagine his birth mother
cupping the grapefruit softness of his head.



She breathes in his scent,
kisses his nose, memorizes

the topography of his face.
And then, reluctantly,

she lets him go.”

You’re  able  to  turn  your  remarkable  empathy  and  gift  of
language to almost anyone you choose. Can you talk a little
about your journey to fatherhood and how it has influenced
your writing and your art?

PH: I’m so happy we’re ending on this note, a note of love. I
also want to thank you for these thoughtful questions, Andria.
It’s been a fun conversation.

I wrote Adoptable at the same time that I wrote The Commandant
of Lubizec, and although I didn’t realize it back then, I
really needed to do this. I couldn’t write about the Holocaust
without occasionally turning away to focus on the good things
in my life. Adoption is complicated and beautiful and messy
and confusing. My son will have plenty of questions about his
birth country and his birth family—I won’t be able to answer
these questions—but I’m looking forward to walking next to him
as he searches. Aside from all the normal things a father
worries about, I’m also thinking about racial issues, and
belonging, and what it means to be an American. Since becoming
a dad, I’ve realized all those clichés about being a parent
are true. They exist for a reason. The toughest job you’ll
ever love. Being a parent changes you forever. You don’t know
love until you have a kid. They’re all true, at least for me.

I sometime wonder what my son will make of my writing when
he’s older. One of the reasons I wrote Adoptable is because I
wanted to capture the forgettable moments of his childhood—the
day to day stuff. He already has huge missing pieces about

https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Adoptable.Cover-Image.jpg


background, so the least I could do was write about things he
did as a toddler and try to explain how much we love him.

Being a parent has changed me as a writer for sure. I’m now
totally  aware  that  my  need  to  write  means  that  I’m  not
spending time with him. When you’re single it’s okay to be
selfish and lock yourself in an office but, when you’ve got a
child, that compulsion to get ideas onto the page takes on a
new dimension. I’m a more focused writer now. I don’t flaff
around like I used to. My writing time is more intense and
disciplined. And when I do write about the Holocaust, I now
see all of my characters as someone else’s child. I see the
timeline of a single life more sharply. Maybe it helps me to
remember how fleeting our time on this planet really is. And,
when I think about how temporary our bodies really are, it
makes the crime of genocide all the more monstrous, all the
more important to write about.

World War Two Never Ended
World War Two never ended. It sounds like the plot of a
dystopian science fiction novel, right? Either the bad guys
won, or the good guys didn’t win, and either way, history as
we know it isn’t right. You can hear the Hollywood producer
saying “great premise, kid, get a star to sign on and we’ll
run it on Netflix for a couple seasons, see if it sticks.” Or
some kind of click-magnet bait-and-switch b.s., like “well,
technically Germany only signed a ceasefire…”

 

This essay is about an astonishing thing that I discovered
while traveling in Eastern Europe, where much of the worst
killing took place during the World War Two. What I discovered
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was this: for some people—mostly in Ukraine—WWII is still
going on. It never ended.

 

This first occurred to me as a possibility while traveling
with NATO forces in Poland for Foreign Policy. There was an
intense  moment  when  the  Poles  observed  German  armored
vehicles,  tanks,  and  bridging  assets  crossing  the  Vistula
River.  A  shadow  crossed  the  faces  of  Polish  Generals  and
civilians, I saw it happen: it started off as shock, then
anger, then, over time, a kind of understanding. The Germans
were  back,  yes,  but  as  partners  and  allies.  In  other
words—until that intellectual confrontation with the German
military in their present-time, World War Two had not ended
for the Poles.

 

About a month later, while interviewing a couple from Luhansk
Oblast,  the  Ukrainian  couple  mentioned  their  91-year-old
grandmother.  The  elderly  woman,  a  supporter  of  Ukraine,
continued  living  Luhansk  after  the  separatists  took  over
because (like many from her generation in Ukraine’s east) she
was simply too frail and poor to pick up and move. Fuzzy on
the math, I asked them what she’d seen in her lifetime. Their
answer? Holodomor, the Nazi Occupation, the Holocaust, the
undeclared war with Poland, the Soviet recapture and plunder
of Ukraine, the destruction of Ukraine’s anti-Soviet rebellion
by 1954. This was the first thirty years of one human’s life.

 

Later, conducting analysis on the heavily industrialized east
of Ukraine, along the contact line (where millions are at risk
of shelling or attacks), I saw many elderly civilians confined
to their homes, I became curious. How many people would have
known about World War Two from their childhood? I used 1934 as
a starting point, because (excluding Holodomor) WWII began for
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Ukraine in 1941, and I can remember being 7-8 years old pretty
clearly. Being 10-15 is even clearer in my mind’s eye. Well,
according  to  numbers  from  2014,  there  should  be  between
900,000 and 1.2 million Ukrainian citizens alive today who
(judging from the things my grandfathers remembered after they
slipped into senility) remember WWII. All of them understand
that their country is at war. Tens of thousands of them live
in the area directly threatened by hostilities.

 

Memory is a powerful tool. What, whether, and how a thing is
remembered determines a lot about whether it stays active in
the present. A woman broke my heart in college, and it took me
years  to  get  over  it.  That  event  was  my  present.  People
suffering from PTSD relive the trauma of the stressful event
over and over—without medication, often, for the rest of their
lives. Which explains why people who are traumatized are at
greater risk for alcoholism, drug abuse, and suicide.

 

So we have a population that grew up suffering under Stalin,
the actual (not metaphorical) Hitler, and then Stalin again,
which is currently being re-traumatized by Putin’s Russia.
This brings us to the reason that World War Two never stopped.

 

World War Two never stopped because it was a war fought over
whether  repressive  anti-englihtenment  totalitarianism  would
rule Europe and the world, or whether humanism and western
values  (even  those  espoused  haphazardly  as  in  republican
oligarchies like the United States) would hold sway. And while
we have said that we won WWII and the Nazis lost, or that the
Soviet Union won WWII and the Nazis lost, the truth is, the
intellectual and ideological conflict at the heart of WWII
never  disappeared.  On  the  one  hand,  it  didn’t  disappear
because the Soviet Union was basically a more enthusiastic and



popular  if  less  well  organized  version  of  Nazi  Germany
(especially  after  1945,  when  ethno-linguistic  nationalism
drove Russian ethnic cleansing)—and the USSR lasted well into

the  20th  century.  So  all  the  places  that  we  neglected  to
liberate from the Soviet Union were basically places where
WWII didn’t have a chance to end, at least until the USSR’s
collapse.  Because  of  active  wars  today,  to  some  of  those
places (like Ukraine), we might as well have never fought WWII
in the first place.

 

After  all,  even  though  we’ve  moved  on  and  successfully
contained our understanding of World War Two

The Old Woman of World War Two – still traumatized after all
these years

to  kitsch  movies  or  good-timey-grandpa  television  series,
there  are  people  in  every  country  who  still  aver  that
nationalism and race are ethically valid (even necessary) ways
of organizing people, that constant war against cultural nor
national enemies should inspire praise or enthusiasm rather
than anger or condemnation. These people exist in America, and
in Russia, in Ukraine, Poland, and Germany. In Syria, Iraq,
Afghanistan, and Yemen, and Pakistan, and China and India. In
Japan, of all places (proving that even nuclear weapons are
not as powerful as human endurance).

 

We tell ourselves that World War Two ended because we have bad
ways of understanding conflict—we speak in legal terms. A
declaration of war means that the budget is spent certain
ways, and that other types of medals become permissible for
killing human beings. War is a state of being, where one lives
in more or less constant anxiety that one’s life will be
taken, or that one will be hurt so badly that one will wish
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for death. War is rape, and murder, and looting, and lies—war
is everything that’s horrible about humans, brought out from
the darkness and celebrated. War is also a legal state of
relations between nation-states that become committed to each
other’s destruction—between ideas, and ideology.

 

But World War Two didn’t end. Not in victory for us, nor in
defeat for the Nazis, who somehow spread their way of thinking
into other countries around the world, their vile attitudes
toward religious and ethnic minorities, their appalling lack
of humanity and contempt for post-enlightenment human rights.
WWII did not end in victory for the Soviet Union, either,
because  the  Soviet  Union  ended  up  incorporating  the  most
meaningful platforms of Nazi Germany (ethnic nationalism based
around Russia, rather than Germany, and victimizing minorities
like Jewish people). For the UK’s part, it lost its empire
trying to stand for the things that might prove that it really
had  won  WWII,  or  at  least  been  on  the  winning  side.
Emancipating its former colonies was a decent gesture, but
ultimately irrelevant, as Brexit has demonstrated—eighty years
after the conclusion of WWII, it’s likely that today’s England
would have allied with Hitler’s Germany, or at least managed
to  stay  neutral.  From  an  economic,  ideological,  and
geopolitical  position,  the  only  country  to  come  out
conspicuously  ahead  after  WWII  was  the  United  States  of
America.

The Old Woman of World War Two – still traumatized after all these years

World War Two lives on in the memories of those who survived
the Holocaust, in places like the USA, France, Russia, and
Israel. It continues in the daily shelling endured by eighty-
five-year-old  women  who  live  too  close  to  the  artificial
border of the republics of Donetsk and Luhansk, and who are
still drawing water from the wells of their grandparents. The



ideas that compelled Europe to tear itself to shreds twice in
three decades are still alive and well. The job begun of
clearing darkness from Europe, the night of pre-enlightenment
thinking, has yet to be completed.

Dunkirk: the Bravest British
Retreat
Whatever one might think about the United Kingdom’s recent
behavior  toward  Europe—its  antagonism  toward  the  European
Union,  willingness  to  undermine  international  markets,  and
everlasting search for the best possible deal—you can’t say it
didn’t help beat the Nazis. Regardless of their unwillingness
to participate in the collective European post-war experiment,
you can’t say the UK didn’t help rescue Europe from the night
of Nazi totalitarianism. That the UK didn’t stand for European
values in Europe’s darkest hour.

An upcoming movie, “Dunkirk,” might change that. “Dunkirk,”
which appears to be a movie about the fear of death, seeks
to reevaluate the UK’s role in WWII, as well as its role in
European affairs. In the current context. It’s possible that
“Dunkirk” will cause audiences to question whether the UK is
capable  of  long-term  alliance  or  partnership  when  its
interests  aren’t  at  stake.

Most  WWII  movies  confirm  what  people  already  know  about
WWII—who was good, who was bad, and why it was important to
fight.  The  ideological  stakes  were  unusually  clear  during
WWII and it makes for a great dramatic setting. Few WWII
movies  communicate  any  urgent  questions  about  life  (a
phenomenon called kitsch by some on this site). Instead, WWII
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becomes a superficial and emotionally vapid garden of thematic
consistency, a circus freak-show of predictable actions and
reactions. See! Conspicuous bad guys (the Nazis). Marvel! At
clear-cut  good  guys  (as  told  here,  the  British,  the
Americans). Cry! For hapless allies in need of rescue (the
French and the poor Jewish folk in the Holocaust). Laugh! At
dopey enemies who are easily dispatched (the Italians and,
paradoxically, the Germans). At the end of the exhibit, a
happy ending.

Whenever  an  established  filmmaker  decides  to  tackle  an
unheroic corner of the war, they take a big risk. Awkward
stories don’t fit with audience sensibilities, especially when
it comes to WWII. Two of the best WWII movies—The Thin Red
Line directed by Terrence Malick, and Cross of Iron directed
by Sam Peckinpah—represented big gambles, which impacted both
directors  in  the  short  term.  These  movies  take  unusually
honest  looks  at  war,  without  glamorizing  it.  Both  movies
encountered skeptical or hostile critics and audiences when
they were released.

Now, the Christopher Nolan who directed Batman has undertaken
to tell the story of the British Expeditionary Force’s (BEF)
retreat from France. From the West’s perspective, this was one
of the most significant actions of the war, and basically
guaranteed a Nazi victory when the outcome of the struggle was
still very much in doubt. Rather than stay and fight as they
had in WWI, pinning down the German flank and giving the
French  Army  time  to  regroup  while  landing  reinforcements
further down the coast, the BEF fled, and essentially doomed
the  French  and  continental  Europe  to  four  years  of  Nazi
occupation, as well as the Holocaust. Adding insult to injury,
barely a month later the Royal Navy bushwacked and sank great
portions  of  the  French  fleet  in  North  Africa  without
provocation  or  warning.
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THE HISTORICAL EVENT OF DUNKIRK IS
EMBARRASSING
To  say  that  Dunkirk  was  an  embarrassment  would  be  an
understatement. By any honest measure of evaluation, Dunkirk
was a catastrophe. In other areas, the British fought doggedly
to protect their Imperial interests, dedicating extraordinary
resources to defend Egypt, Africa, and India. Where France was
concerned, though, Great Britain was just as happy to watch
its economic and colonial rival burn.

This is not to suggest that there was a British conspiracy to
lose France—they committed significant soldiers to keeping the
Germans out, and were legitimately hoping to avoid strategic
defeat in Europe. This is only to point out that where Britain
dedicated itself to fighting Nazi Germany, it did not lose
(Egypt,  England,  India)—and  places  it  saw  as  expendable
(France,  Norway,  Greece)  or  where  racism  was  involved
(anywhere facing the Japanese), it did. The battle of Dunkirk
is filled with incidents of apathy and inattention, missed
opportunities,  inaction,  and  half-hearted  effort.  The  only
time British officers dedicated their unmitigated attention
during Dunkirk was when it came to loading their boats as
quickly  as  possible  to  return  to  Great  Britain.  Had  they
applied a quarter of the energy expended in leaving France to
staying there, it’s entirely possible that World War II could
have turned out differently. The French might have had time to
rally, as they had in WWI. The Italians might have thought
twice about entering the war on the side of Hitler (unknown to
many, Mussolini did not actually commit to the Axis cause as a
belligerent  until  10  June,  after  the  British  flight  from
France).

Many, many things could have turned out differently—had the
British not decided (after a week of skirmishing) that it
wasn’t worth defending France. Granted, this is counterfactual
history (which in clumsy hands can be worse than useless), but



Hitler did not cancel the invasion of Great Britain because of
the British Army—they had left most of their equipment in
Normandy and were viewed as already defeated. It was cancelled
because the Luftwaffe and the Kreigsmarine were unable to
secure a crossing of the English Channel. Had the BEF been
defeated  (worst  case  scenario),  the  Nazis  could  not  have
invaded the UK.

Of course, that’s not how the narrative goes. The way most
people read history is that the British barely avoided total
destruction  at  the  hands  of  the  Germans—that  the  German
victory was inevitable, so they had to run away. In this
context, the retreat was not a disaster, but some kind of
miraculous  victory.  Viewed  in  its  appropriate  context,
however, the Battle of Dunkirk reads as the version of Monty
Python’s Holy Grail where Brave Sir Robin was the only one who
survived  to  tell  his  version  of  the  encounter  with  the
confused three-headed ogre.

But  everyone  knows  that  our  grandfathers  weren’t  pussies.
Unlike the current generation of me-first baby-boomer handout-
for-free wantniks, our grandfathers were honorable and hard as
nails. The ultimate proof of this, beyond teary stories of
sandwiches earned by chopping wood, is how they comported
themselves  in  WWII.  Our  grandfathers,  you  see—British  and
American—beat the Nazis. It was the least morally ambiguous
war we’d ever seen, and the hardest war, and they were lucky
to get to fight in it, and every vet since—from Korea to
Vietnam to Iraq and Afghanistan—understands that we owe an
unpayable debt to those great, titanic figures looming over
our shoulders. And the retreat from Dunkirk is part of that
exciting, dramatic story.
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CHRISTOPHER  NOLAN  DOES  WELL  WITH
MORAL COMPLEXITY
Christopher Nolan’s success as the director of the Batman
trilogy should not be understated. The Dark Knight is worth
watching and rewatching, filled with interesting and well-
presented  individual  and  philosophical  clashes.  And  while
Batman: The Dark Knight Rises veers into parody, it is still
far  superior  to  most  of  the  other  superhero  offerings  of
today—it is not superficial in places where the Spider Man
franchise has always bowed to temptation, it is not wanton or
spuriously  violent  where  Marvel’s  Iron  Man  and  Avengers
franchises embrace violence as a justifiable means to an end.
Nolan  may  or  may  not  be  consciously  aware  the  Hegelian
dialectic, inevitable conflict between ideas, and the ways in
which competing ideologies twin and intersect and depend on
each other for definitional integrity but he espouses those
themes with admirable consistency.  If you’re going to make a
serious movie about serious heroes, Nolan’s the person to do
it. His Batman villains were tasteful and appropriate as these
things go (Raz-Al-Gul, The Joker, Two-Face, Bane). The heroes
were  complex  and  accessible.  This  is  likely  true  in  part
because  Nolan’s  world  is  a  human  world,  not
supernatural—episodes  have  logical  (if  unexpected)
explanations.  The  enemy  is  not  a  silly  robot  or  a  magic
alien—the enemy is us, an exaggerated, intentionally distorted
vision of our potential for causing harm to each other, for
making mischief on a grand scale.

Hence Nolan’s unique suitability to direct a great WWII movie.
The  way  we  read  about  it  in  the  history  books,  WWII  is
basically a superhero fairy tale, starring knowable humans in
the heroic roles, and engagingly inscrutable humans as the
villains. Our grandfathers don’t (or didn’t if, like mine,
they’re dead) talk about what they did, except when they get
drunk, and then the stories are a mixture of horrifying and
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pathetic, comical. In graphic novels and movies, though, as I
mentioned earlier, WWII is a morality tale—the good, handsome
officer. The loyal sergeant. The conflicted soldier. The bad
officer. And—of course—the strong and untrustworthy SS guy to
be defeated at any cost. Even—especially—if it means turning
into the SS guy. That’s the lesson we learn from WWII movies.
Weakness is bad. Killing is necessary. Necessary is good. An
elliptical  but  pleasant  logic  that  generates  the  same
satisfaction  in  English  and  in  Russian.

There’s another level to Dunkirk, and it’s worth mentioning,
because stories go deep when one pulls back the curtains of
history. All the significant British and German leadership had
direct experience with World War I, and were responding in
various ways to that war. The Germans and British leading the
fight in and around Dunkirk all recalled what had happened the
last time their armies had thrust and parried in a total blind
as to what was going on. Both sides had come of age during the
age  of  trench  warfare.  Both  craved  certainty,  needed  to
understand their lines—the destruction of which on both sides
(deliberate  on  the  part  of  the  German  blitzkrieg,
unintentional on the part of the Allies) had resulted in an
unseen  opportunities  and  great  anxiety.  In  that  chaotic
tempest, the British and Germans lost their nerve at the same
time, in different ways. When the French line collapsed and
the German armor started rolling south, flanks exposed, the
British leadership continued to decide against an unequivocal
and powerful counterattack (which might have defeated Nazi
Germany or at least given the beleaguered French a chance to
catch their breath) until flight by sea was the only option
left. And the Germans chose to allow the Luftwaffe an attempt
to destroy the British (not the last time a military would
hopefully  but  unwisely  and  unsuccessfully  entrust
operational victory to its Air Force). Both militaries were
led by veterans of World War I. Neither were willing to risk
everything against one another. Into this decisional vacuum,
the British High Command chose flight.
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It was possible to accurately and correctly review Fury from
its  original  two-and-a-half  minute  preview,  but  Dunkirk’s
preview  lasts  one  minute  and  seven  seconds  and  involves
precious little to evaluate save Nolan’s deft use of sound and
physical gestures to convey dread. It doesn’t look bad. In
another  director’s  hands,  I’d  worry  that  the  movie  would
retread  tired  tropes  like  Allied  heroism  (rather  than
cowardice)  in  the  face  of  inevitable  Nazi  victory  and
thousands of Nazis killed while stalwart British defenders did
their duty. I’d be waiting for that inevitable exemplar, a
brave NCO expiring on his dead crew’s hot machine gun having
single-handedly  saved  the  British  Empire.  Knowing  Nolan’s
accomplishments,  I’m  hopeful  that  he’s  going  to  pull  a
Peckinpah  or  Malick  instead.  Contrary  to  popular  belief,
humans don’t need unrealistic and ahistorical monuments to
psychotic  excess—no,  humans  seem  constantly  in  want  of
reminding that actions have consequences. The consequences of
Dunkirk  were  simple:  France  was  destroyed,  and  the  Jews
annihilated.

EMPIRES ALWAYS FALL
Then, within fifteen years, Great Britain’s empire collapsed
anyway. And no matter how much the current British would like
to deny it—their history, the world’s history—abandoning one’s
allies leads to horror, death, and bloodshed. The USA (mostly)
the USSR (some) and China (a little) stepped into the vacuum
created when colonialism collapsed, while those nations freed
from Great Britain attempted to make their way in the world
despite having been intentionally and systematically hobbled.
Many  of  those  countries—hundreds  of  millions  of
people—suffered through savage, bloody wars of independence,
accustomed as they were to the implicit and direct threat of
violence behind British rule. One British retreat occasioned
its most spectacular retreat of all—that which left the United
Kingdom a sliver of its former self, and its citizens pining
for independence from Europe.

https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2014/08/fury-a-realistic-but-stupid-useless-film
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=OGvZolrXpg
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=kes93ngu4IY


These sandy beaches are perfect for training. Can’t wait to race the Germans in France!

Whatever  direction  we  learn  Nolan  decided  to  take
Dunkirk—kitschy, hackneyed morality tale or counterintuitive
evaluation  of  a  desperate  and  rather  despicable  (again,
talking about the UK here) Empire on decline, it deserves a
well-educated  evaluation.  The  UK—or  Great  Britain—or
England—whatever it’s called—has a long history of interfering
with European affairs to its advantage when that interference
is unnecessary, counterproductive, or self-interested (Hundred
Years  War,  WWI),  then  taking  off  when  it’s  needed  most
(Dunkirk, Brexit). This movie is an excellent reminder of that
pattern, at a time when we’re watching it unfold again in real
time.

Killing is Easy
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Killing is the easiest thing in the world, easier than sex.
Easier than raising a family or bringing a child into the
world, or building a house. Easier than painting or writing or
music. Killing is easier than sleeping.

Before November 13th I couldn’t have told you how 9-11-2001
felt. Watching the attacks in Paris, the killing, I remembered
helplessness  and  a  physical  desire  for  vengeance,  like
fourteen years were gone. As I texted, instant-messaged, and
emailed friends in the affected zone, desperate for news of
their safety, I felt alternately overwhelmed by great sadness
and murderous rage. It was clear then, as it is now, who was
responsible for the injustice. And I wanted payback.

For those who have not felt the call to kill in the name of
humanity and justice, it is a godly thing. Reading through the
initial reports, I choked back tears, heading—where else?—to
the gym, hoping to direct this urgent compulsion toward the
noble  desire  for  blood  somewhere,  anywhere  else.  On  the



stationary bicycle and then at the weight machines watching
the  President  express  solidarity  for  France,  I  fantasized
about my phone buzzing with news from a friend in the military
calling me back into service. In the interests of honesty, I
must admit that this fantasy involved him telling me that the
time had come to clean the Middle East once and for all. From
the  Indian  Ocean  to  the  Mediterranean,  and  then  the  vast
Atlantic Ocean off North Africa, we would impose the final,
drastic justice this situation demanded. That’s what I felt.

That’s  what  the  ISIS  terrorists  in  Paris  must  have  felt
reading news of defeat after emasculating defeat for their
movement in Sinjar, in Syria, and in Iraq. We have to do
something, and the time has come to martyr ourselves. They
must have believed that they were correct to act, and enjoyed
the doing of the deed. Killing is the easiest thing in the
world.

That seems to be what Francois Hollande was feeling when he
implicitly  committed  France  to  military  action  against
ISIS, saying, among other similar things: “It is an act of war
that  was  committed  by  a  terrorist  army,  a  jihadist  army,
Daesh, against France,” and “we will lead the fight and it
will be merciless.” As the attacks in Paris unfolded, I felt
the same way.

And that’s the end of civilization. It’s popular to joke about
France  and  Europe  being  weak,  now,  being  militarily
incompetent in the aftermath of WWII, but things are stable in
Europe and mostly safe as a result of progress, the horror our
grandfathers felt when they saw the red gurgling aftermath of
their deeds stain their hands, uniforms, and relationship with
the natural world. Until 1945, Europe and Eurasia had been by
orders  of  magnitude  the  most  violent  place  in  the  world.
Mechanisms for killing on an industrial scale never imagined
anywhere  else  were  pioneered  in  the  USA  and  perfected  in
Europe. When it comes to violence, Europeans are not just
masters—historically, they transcended mastery, elevating it
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first to the realm of art, then, later, incorporating it. It
took  us  seventy  years  to  suppress  the  natural  European
inclination toward violence on a level that would make even a
hardened ISIS fighter’s stomach turn and head spin—seventy
years, which, in the balance, doesn’t seem like enough by
half.

The end of civilization is when one acts based on feeling, and
especially that low, barbaric feeling to hurt or murder. I
know, because I felt it last night—can still feel it in waves.
In Afghanistan, over 26 months, the two infantry units I was
with  killed  hundreds  of  Taliban,  Haqqani  and  Al  Qaeda
operatives (over 1,000?), taking 15 deaths in return—killing
is easy. But what gives me and people like me our reason for
being  in  the  liberal  West—the  evolution  of  liberal  arts
education,  pioneering  human  and  then  civil  rights,  the
components that make us superior to ISIS terrorists, dogs,
spiders, and lizards, is that we aspire to be reasonable—we
are capable of thinking out the logical conclusion of our
actions,  and  acting  differently  given  different  stimuli,
acting generously and altruistically although our bodies may
tell us that killing or hurting would be more satisfying. This
was the lesson the West drew in the aftermath of World War II,
on  the  bodies  of  so  many  Germans,  Russians,  Japanese
Ukrainians,  Polish,  French  and  more—enough  bodies  to  make
Syria again three times over. This is the lesson I drew from
war, as well. Killing is easy, but it only leads to more
killing. And there’s always more blood than you know. Blood
that’s sticky, and gets everywhere.

No, people who believe that France and Europe are weak because
they do not act sufficiently violently for their tastes (a)
don’t know the region’s extraordinarily bloody history, and
(b) don’t believe in biology. Civilization and modern western
society—cultural  constructs  that  encourage  cooperation  and
altruistic behavior—are fragile things, to be nurtured and
protected at all costs. They’re the product of peace—in times
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of war, people become callous, cease caring about others,
wantonly indulge in the brief satisfaction of vendetta. Small
acts of humanity and grace become acts of heroism.

After finishing my time at the gym and hearing from most of my
friends, I returned home, showered, and headed out to dinner
with a photojournalist friend to discuss the night’s events,
process what I was feeling. Fielding phone calls on the drive
into the city, drinking beers over Turkish kabab, then calling
other friends on the way back home, I was able to stabilize
the urge to hurt and hate, to ameliorate it with that greatest
benefit  of  living  in  a  developed,  safe,  modern
country—generosity.

Even though it feels now like hurting the people responsible
will provide satisfaction, will solve the hurt, logic as well
as a brilliant, counterintuitive moral imperative unearthed by
Christianity instruct us that the answer in this situation is
to open our arms wider, to “turn the other cheek” to the
despicable  insult,  rather  than  to  deliver  injustice  for
injustice,  which  other  cultural  traditions  and  tribal
societies would demand. The parasites that are ISIS feed on
blood and violence. Let us, by our actions, demonstrate our
moral and intellectual superiority. History instructs that we
can go down a very different path—we could, if we desired,
exterminate them—but then, wouldn’t we just be descending to
their primitive, animalistic level?

Some reactionaries in European and Western society would have
us do precisely that—would turn Europe back into the brutes
they were 70 years ago, or would indulge America’s more recent
penchant  for  “shock  and  awe.”  This  is  a  popular  anti-
intellectual idea on the right: we should do what feels good,
and to hell with civilization. To beat the thugs we must
become thugs ourselves. Here’s one such confused hot-take.
Suffice it to say, if someone is advocating for violence, that
person is not civilized, nor do they support humanistic values
like  charity,  magnanimity,  and  (ultimately)  the  precious
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elements that separate humans from apes or lower forms of
animals. They are the enemy.

On the other side are people who over-intellectualize the
problem, and would stifle any action-those of the extreme
left, who have already begun stating their belief that one
should experience a similar emotional reaction to the bombing
of Baghdad as one does to the terrorist attack on Paris. As a
humanist,  I  am  more  sympathetic  to  a  call  for  widespread
empathy than I am to kill (empathy is harder than killing),
but it is unsympathetic at best (and inhuman at worst) to
claim before the bodies are cold that one must feel for all
humans or for none at all. It is a truism among this group
that Westerners don’t react to tragedy outside their community
(this  type  of  reaction  is  already  common  on  Facebook  and
Twitter), as though feeling for anyone besides oneself were a
bad  thing  if  one  does  not  immediately  think  to  feel  for
everyone. Insisting that others should have to always feel
empathy for everyone all the time (that they should behave
like bodhisattvas or saints) or never at all (that they should
behave like sociopaths) exhibits an interesting symmetry, but
doesn’t seem like a useful or productive philosophical or
human stance, although I suppose it must make the claimer feel
satisfied on some level or they wouldn’t do it.

For the 95% of Westerners affected by the tragedy who aren’t
on the extreme left or right, it is okay to feel something
about this tragedy without needing to take on the problems of
the world. If you have a personal connection to Paris, as many
do, rage or grief is perfectly natural. If you don’t have a
personal connection to Paris but do to the event, rage or
grief is perfectly natural. And in either case, regardless of
how one’s natural and appropriate feelings on the subject (I
certainly felt like exerting violent vengeance on behalf of a
city in which I have lived, visited often, and to which I have
longstanding and deep cultural ties), the next step is to
divorce thought from feeling, and to act in keeping with our



cultural, humanist heritage: reasonably.

This means collectively and individually helping other humans
(the refugees of war, the migrants, the aspirational and the
cursed), because it’s within our power to do so. We of the
developed world are not infected with that ideological disease
one finds so often among the mad, the disaffected, and those
living in chronic poverty—the cultural imperative to kill—as
are these ISIS psychopaths. No—let us this once demonstrate
our laudable willpower and the unquestionable superiority of
our civilization by letting the sword fall from our hand—let
us show our strength by not doing what is easy, and easier for
Americans and Europeans than anything else (for we are the
best at that easy task of killing)—let us show the world
mercy. Otherwise we risk losing what was bought with an ocean
of our own blood.

Do  Nazis  Dream  of  WWII
Dystopian Future Pasts?
 

The tired, simplistic, bargain-basement Cold War narrative of
WWII sucks and it’s time we got over it. According to my
eighth grade history teacher, the USA won WWII by beating the
Nazis and the Japs. If we hadn’t beaten them, they would’ve
conquered the world. That’s how the story goes, and many board
games and video games embrace it. It’s comforting, comfortable
bullshit. That version of history—the $59.99 version where you
get to kill the bad Nazi colonel or fight buddies multiplayer

https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2015/10/29/do-nazis-dream-of-wwii/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2015/10/29/do-nazis-dream-of-wwii/


with  antique  weaponry—ignores  basic  facts  that  are  widely
available outside academia. Chief among those facts is the
near-pathetic weakness of Germany and Japan heading into WWII,
as well as the wholesale aggrandizement of our intervention
and participation in WWII in ways that make us feel good about
ourselves but also totally distorts how war looks and how
reality worked and works.

Being honest about how WWII went down and what was actually at
stake is important because history is important, and shapes
how we evaluate our surroundings, our present, our acts and
actions. This, as it turns out, is the thematic heart of
Phillip K. Dick’s science fiction dystopian novel “The Man in
the High Castle.” Dick, at his best when using strange and
challenging scenarios to interrogate the relationship between
individual and society, contrives an alternate reality where
America loses WWII when the Germans develop and drop A-bombs,
forcing  us  into  negotiated  surrender,  occupation,  and
servitude.  The  novel—and  the  series—is  an  incredibly
subversive take on how history operates, both in the logic of
the story, and in the logic of our own reality.

Amazon (not one to shy away from a sexy narrative featuring
Nazis)  has  taken  what  was  in  Dick’s  hands  an  interesting
meditation on the nature of perception and put together a
mostly-faithful  rendition  that  promises  to  entertain  and
educate viewers with a cautionary tale about what it feels
like to live under a totalitarian dictatorship in America. I
watched the first couple episodes using my Prime membership.
And I was mostly impressed.

The series is set in a counterfactual past—it seems to be the
1960s—and begins with a shot of two men in an old-timey movie
theater (the younger of which is Joe Blake, who promises to be
a major character in the first season) watching a lousy piece
of fascist, pro-status-quo propaganda. This is a subtle nod to
you, the viewer of the show. Films go on to play a big role in
the series, as well as peoples’ reactions to film—in fact, the
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single greatest threat to the “Nazi” led reality is a series
of subversive films showing a reality in which the Allies win,
and the Nazis and Japanese lose. Both in Dick’s novel and the
series, this is an honest and accurate idea of how Hitler
seems to have viewed narrative—a fact echoed in “Inglorious
Basterds,”  Tarantino’s  masterpiece  that  deals  with  similar
themes. People watching the film of Allied victory in World
War II are transported, blissfully and tearfully watching and
re-watching footage, in moments that are reminiscent of our
own reactions to this type of video on Memorial and Veterans
Day,  on  the  History  Channel.  Where  “The  Man  in  The  High
Castle” takes flight, however, and removes itself from just
another nostalgic retread celebrating victory of freedom over
tyranny is in its secondary or tertiary level, wherein the
critique ends up being not of the Nazis, but of ourselves and
our consumption of narrative history.

The series is filled with these double-scenes, moments that
have special resonance on multiple levels, which is true to
Dick’s vision and the intention of his fictionalized world.
Things in dystopian Nazi-America are a bit shoddier than they
should  be,  given  the  timeframe.  There’s  a  great  deal  of
factory labor that’s put front and center in the series as
part of the economic backdrop to the Nazi-occupied society,
and much of the show feels like noir. If the Nazis had won,
the show claims implicitly, things would be worse in America
than they are today.

But not that much worse. Noah Berlatsky noticed this same
phenomenon, watching the show earlier this year. In a review
for the Atlantic, he found the show to be subversive in its
claim that life would have been crummier, lousier, but not
*fundamentally* worse than it has been for our real actual
selves. There are no lines for food, no dead people lying in
the streets. Gangs of Nazis and Japanese police chase down
pro-democracy “resistance” advocates, but the people who keep
their  heads  down  and  work  hard  are  rewarded.  It’s  not
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difficult, in other words, to imagine that if there were a
group of pro-Nazi, pro-imperial Japanese agents running around
today with films showing how in *their* reality Hitler and
Hirohito won, our own government would be clamping down on
their activities, and would view them as a direct threat.
Would our real police be shooting them down on the streets?
Well—people who are devout followers of that violent brand of
Islam sweeping the Middle East aren’t exactly treated with
hospitality when the US security apparatus gets their hands on
them.

Suburbia in Nazi-America is inhabited by Nazi party members
and functionaries, but apart from kids having to wear silly
school uniforms, things are about the same. Kitschy television
shows the type of which people consumed in the 1950s and 1960s
are on the air, but with a Nazi twist. There seems to be a
functioning interstate system (Eisenhower is, after all, said
to have been inspired by Hitler’s autobahn, so this is not
totally surprising).

In the Midwest, the truck Joe Blake is driving blows a tire,
and he gets help from a Nazi policeman who offers him help and
part of a sandwich. During the exchange, Blake spots a tattoo
on the policeman’s arm, and the policeman self-identifies as a
veteran of the war against Nazi Germany—then claims not to
even remember what they’d been fighting for. White flakes are
falling from the sky, and Blake asks the trooper what they
are. The policeman cheerfully volunteers that “Tuesdays they
burn cripples, the terminally ill… [they’re a] drag on the
state.” In this series (and in the book), people in the south
and Midwest have adapted easily and enthusiastically to Nazi
rule.

The resistance, on the other hand, is made up of (frankly)
irritating  ideologues  who  rant  about  “freedom,”  which,
presumably, is the kind of thing Moderate Syrians wanted in
2011, or the kind the West enjoys today—contextual freedom.
“The Man in the High Castle” deserves huge credit for showing



the resistance critically, and giving them real weight, real
complexity, rather than simply having them be the sympathetic
heroes to whom everyone is accustomed. Even though many of the
resistance freedom fighters don’t know what freedom actually
is, it doesn’t stop them from expressing willingness to die
for the idea—to “do the right thing,” as Joe Blake says. Thus
the show subtly but undeniably reinforces the notion that
perhaps the world we see today—the real world—is not as we
imagine. This is not what our noble ancestors fought for.

Interesting side-note—in Europe, when you talk with people it
seems like everyone’s family was in the resistance in WWII.
I’ve  always  found  that  fascinating,  like,  if  everyone’s
grandparents were all in the resistance, how did the Germans
conquer so much territory? But I digress.

So  far,  the  series  has  decided  to  portray  the  Nazis  and
Japanese as brutal if thuggish occupiers, with an incredibly
sophisticated  and  all-encompassing  intelligence-security
apparatus.  The  Nazis  are  recognizably  Nazis—tite  uniforms,
imposing architecture, annoying habits, and superior military-
aviation technology. The Japanese, on the other hand, turn out
to be eastern spiritualists who do martial arts on the side
and are in the logic of the show (and the book) presented as
morally superior to the Germans. Gone are the massacres they
carried out against whites, Chinese, and “inferior” people in
the Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere—in this show, they
are unwilling puppets of the Germans, occupiers almost in name
only.

Which  is  where  the  show’s  deviation  from  the  book  and
challenge  to  History  as  we  know  it  begins  to  get  really
interesting—in the logic of the show, Hitler is the one who
insisted on détente with the Japanese at the end of World War
II, and who insisted on peace. Hitler, in other words, is the
peace-bringer. In the world of the show, Goebbles and Himmler
are jockeying to replace Hitler as the Fuhrer, and that’s seen
as a bad thing.



Another  decision  that’s  sure  to  bring  the  show  in  for
criticism is its handling of Jewish characters. One of the
main characters in the book (and thus far in the show) is a
Jewish worker with artistic aspirations named Frank Fink. To
begin with, he produces “degenerate” art, which is an odd
confirmation of Nazi propaganda (he appears in the logic of
the show’s world to be guilty of the thing that Nazis expect
him to be guilty of). Then, he’s captured and presented with
what appears to him to be a dilemma—save his girlfriend, or
save his family.

And this is where things get really strange, in the show. The
audience, at a certain point, understands that it doesn’t
matter  what  Fink  chooses—his  girlfriend  is  already  being
tracked by the Nazis. A member of the resistance, Randall,
warns Fink that if he gives her up, he’ll sacrifice his soul,
a point that is reinforced to the audience because viewers
know that whether Fink gives her up or not is completely
irrelevant to her fate. The Japanese don’t know this either,
though, so they threaten to kill Fink and his sister and her
family, for being Jewish. The Japanese claim not to be racists
like  the  Nazis  (as  already  described)  in  the  sense  that
presumably their racism is directed toward other Asians, and
not based on religious discrimination, so it doesn’t matter to
them whether they kill Frank or not. But they do end up
killing the family—Fink’s sister, his niece, and nephew, with
an  improved  form  of  Zyclon-B  gas.  It’s  an  accident,  bad
timing.  The  Japanese  apologize,  which  is  a  neat  bit  of
Holocaust-logic—this is how occupied people are treated, and
especially Jewish citizens, as essentially expendable.

In return, Frank’s character swears vengeance in the police
station. “If you need Jews, you know where to find me,” he
says, enraged and embittered at the Japanese decision to kill
his family (as they promised to do if he did not give over the
useless information, which he refuses to do). The Japanese
police chief looks him in the eye and says “I know.” Because



it’s a totalitarian society! OF COURSE they know that he’s
Jewish, and where to find him. The governments know almost
everything about almost everyone in their societies—much like
the totalitarian governments imagined in 1984. It’s also worth
pointing out that the entire city where this takes place is
under imminent threat of being destroyed by a hydrogen bomb
wielded by the Nazis.

The decision to use a Jewish character to unpack complicated
philosophical  questions  of  causality  and  moral  agency  is
dangerous  and  potentially  offensive—maybe  even  certainly
offensive. Because to do so puts the viewer in the role of
Holocaust victim—and the dystopian future imagined by Dick
(and  revisited  by  this  series)  means,  if  there  are  still
Jewish people alive in America or anywhere, that the Holocaust
is ongoing. It also makes the subtle point that we like or
should like Frank Fink, which implies that we ourselves are in
a sort of cultural Holocaust, an annihilation of identity,
which  is  an  interesting  thought  experiment  but  one  that
doesn’t seem like it’s welcome yet in popular culture.

Another way in which the series may provoke controversy is
that the basic premise—that America could have lost World War
II under any circumstances—plays on bad history. Our narrative
of  the  war  overplays  German  and  Japanese  strengths  while
underplaying the Allies’ economic and military might. Here’s
the truth: Germany and Japan were doomed to lose World War II
in  almost  EVERY  reality.  Their  military  accomplishments
despite  that  fundamental  weakness  were  extraordinary,  but
testify  more  to  the  astonishing  incompetence  of  American,
French, British, Chinese and Russian political leadership and
bad generalship early on than to any advantage enjoyed by the
Nazis or Japanese. In The Man in the High Castle, the Germans
have developed the Atomic bomb before America—we now know
that,  despite  provocative  History  Channel  specials  to  the
contrary, the Germans were nowhere near the bomb, although one
of their scientists (Werner Heisenberg) got about one third as



far as the entire Manhattan project with a hundredth of their
budget before crapping out due to bad math. On top of this,
the fact that WWII happened at all is due largely to greedy
and grabbing western politicians who fucked over Germany at
the end of World War I, hamstrung earnest diplomatic efforts
at  rapprochement  during  the  depression,  and  manifested  an
almost-willful desire to misunderstand Hitler’s intentions in
the mid- and late- 1930s. Knowledge of Nazi strengths versus
Soviet  and  Allied  strengths  leads  one  inexorably  to  the
conclusion that our dimension must be the only one in which
the Nazis weren’t crushed before 1943—it’s a minor miracle
they lasted until 1945.

An accurate characterization of Germany and Japan in WWII is
not that they almost won—it’s that they almost lost, over and
over again, until finally they didn’t not lose. That’s the
true history of World War II. We fucked around and fucked
things up until we decided, kind of, to sort things out, then
lazily and shittly continued fucking off and underestimating
the Nazis and Japanese until we eventually didn’t lose, as we
were always going to.

Sorry mom’s dad and dad’s dad. It’s the truth.

The real genius of Dick’s novel, and of this series, is that
there was and is a fascist threat in America, and it’s going
on every day. Where a physical dictatorship of Hitler and
Mussolini (and, later, Stalin) was defeated, the result of
that defeat was not freedom, actually. What we got is the
corporate dictatorship we enjoy today, the anti-intellectual
monopoly that began with LBJ and Nixon and the squares of
Philip K. Dick’s day. These happy Eichmann-types have been
replaced  by  well-meaning,  bright-eyed  Hillary  Clinton
supporters, Jeb Bush (wait does anyone support Bush?) workers,
and the hordes shouting Donald Trump or Ben Carson’s name.
They’re people developing apps or leveraging synergies in New
York City or Palo Alto, California in order to make a couple
bucks peddling the escapist farce that a human life should be



so easy and predictable that one must never encounter anything
unpleasant  or  inconvenient.  They’re  the  social,  corporate,
cultural and technological fascists who will doom and damn our
country more certainly than David Semel will direct himself
into a box of unmet expectations from which he cannot escape
by the beginning of Season Three.

End the series by (no later than) Season Two, David Semel.
Don’t you screw us again.

After  indulging  in  a  fantasy  where  one  gets  to  rebel
vicariously against Nazis in an alternate universe, viewers
may consider a more modest rebellion of not supporting the
shittiest cast of Democratic and Republican candidates since
Rutherford B. Hayes. Otherwise, the future dystopia imagined
in this series has already come to pass.

Curzio  Malaparte:  Great  &
Anonymous WWII Writer
How  World  War  II  gets  remembered  isn’t  accurate,  and  for
Curzio  Malaparte,  it's  not  even  true.  Not  the  American
version, not the Russian, not anywhere, really. At best, our
memory  of  WWII  has  become  a  lie  founded  on  emotional
connections to people barely known in life. A series of well-
intentioned miscommunications and words spoken (or not) in
German,  Italian,  Russian,  Japanese  or  English  across
untranslatable  generational  gaps.  The  product  of  the
optimistic if misplaced belief that one human could ever be
said to understand another without dreaming some part of one’s
own self and aspirations into them. Less good, our memory of
WWII is a thoughtless generalization, and ultimately, a stand-
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in for racism, nationalism, and all the worst stereotypes that
made anyone feel good about going to the War in the first
place. Worst case scenario, it’s a deliberate deception – the
product of malicious individuals or concerns eager to portray
the narrative in ways that advantage themselves and their
interests.

In the version of WWII I grew up with – the one popular here
in  America  –  here’s  how  it  happened.  This  comes  from  my
grandfathers, one of whom was an enlisted man in Europe with
the U.S. Army, and the other of whom was in the U.S. Army Air
Corps,  an  officer  (Lieutenant)  in  a  B-24  Liberator.  Nazi
Germany declared war on Europe and beat them, save for Italy,
which was Germany’s comically inept ally that was good mostly
for humorous tension-relief. Then they turned on their sort-
of-ally (more like Frenemy), the Soviet Union. Germany and the
Soviet Union were slugging it out, and England was on the
ropes, when in jumped America. D-Day, Battle of the Bulge,
game over – America: 1, Nazi Germany: 0. The Soviet Union
wanted Europe for themselves, but America said, “nope, not
gonna happen fellas, hang on while we beat Japan with our
other  hand,”  then  we  got  the  atomic  bomb.  Communists  and
peaceniks  stole  our  secrets  and  sold  them  to  the  Soviets
because they hated America, and the rest is history. Bottom
line: Britain? Weak. France? Super weak. Italy? Worse than
France! Japan? Sneaky, mostly. Russia? Strong, but sneaky.
Germany? Strong, but not as strong as America!

And America? Strongest of all. Just, and right, and boy did we
take it to the Germans.

One of the other editors of this intellectual initiative, Mr.
Carson,  gave  me  a  book  for  Christmas:  Kaputt,  by  Curzio
Malaparte, nee Kurt Erich Suckert, a northern Italian. While
as a "memoir" it falls under biography / autobiography, it's
the sort of memoir that can only be produced during a time of
catastrophe. Kaputt describes Malaparte's time as an Italian
Army officer / journalist on the Eastern Front – an absurd



account of the violence that is so far as I can tell, both
largely  inaccurate  and  unique.  Malaparte  visits  Romania,
Ukraine, Poland and Finland and through almost-unbelievable
access,  bears witness to the horrors of war and governance of
the Nazis. That in and of itself is remarkable, because access
breeds familiarity, but in this case, it grants the author
(and  the  reader)  a  perspective  on  the  occupiers  that  is
simultaneously  individual  and  universal.  Witness  the  scene
(one of many) with Hans Frank, the Nazi Governor-General of
Poland, when Frank attempts to convince Malaparte that the
Axis mission is just by invoking his wife and her friends
knitting in their parlor:

Frank's  hand  on  my  shoulder,  though  it  was  not  heavy,
oppressed me. Little by little, disentangling and considering
each  feeling  that  Frank  aroused  in  me  and  attempting  to
understand and define the meaning, the pretexts and the reason
for his every word and gesture, and trying to piece together a
moral portrait of him out of the scraps that I had picked up
about his character in the past few days, I became convinced
that he was not to be judged summarily.

The uneasiness that I felt within me in his presence was born
precisely  because  of  the  complexity  of  his  character  –  a
peculiar mixture of cruel intelligence, refinement, vulgarity,
brutal cynicism and polished sensitiveness. There had to be a
deep zone of darkness within him that I was still unable to
explore – a dark region, an inaccessible hell from which dull,
fleeting glows flashed unexpectedly, lighting his forbidding
face – that disturbing and fascinating mysterious face.

The  opinion  I  had  formed  of  Frank  long  ago  was,
unquestionably, negative. I knew enough of him to detest him,
but I felt honor-bound not to stop there. Of all the elements
that  I  was  conscious  of  in  Frank,  some  a  result  of  the
experience of others and some of my own, something, I could
not say what, was lacking – something the very nature of which
was not known to me but which I expected would suddenly be
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revealed to me at any moment.

I hoped to catch a gesture, a word, an involuntary action that
might reveal to me Frank's real face, his inner face, that
would suddenly break away from the dark, deep region of his
mind  where,  I  instinctively  felt,  the  roots  of  his  cruel
intelligence  and  musical  sensitiveness  were  anchored  in  a
morbid and, in a certain sense, criminal subsoil of character.

"This is Poland – an honest German home," repeated Frank,
embracing  in  a  single  glance  that  middle-class  scene  of
domestic simplicity.

Readers  receive  the  usual  evaluation  of  a  prominent  Nazi
leader – that of the thug, the brute – but that is only the
jumping-off point for a more careful and scathing indictment,
which is to say, the suggestion that the thing that makes Nazi
Germany spectacular and special is its specifically middle-
class sensibility. In other words – to the British, German, or
American reader – the Nazis are like us.

It’s an astonishing book by an extraordinary man, who has been
largely ignored by American history, likely for the reason
stated above. Malaparte seems to have gotten a bad reputation
for his involvement in the Italian fascist party, and, as a
human,  seems  also  to  have  been  both  a  fanatical  social
climber, as well as a flamboyant intellectual. For all his

political and moral failings, though, it’s important to
recognize that he spent 5 years in exile for publishing

defamatory  remarks  public  statements  about  Mussolini  and
Hitler,  then  was  imprisoned  for  similar  anti-fascist/Nazi
activity  in  1938,  39,  41,  and  43.  He  was  a  valorously
decorated  combat  veteran  of  World  War  I,  which  means
something,  especially  considering  his  service  with  Italy’s
premiere infantry unit of the time, the Alpini.

Kaputt details the final destruction of a dying world order.
We remember World War I as having swept away much of Europe’s



prevailing  social  climate,  and  shows  like  Downton  Abbey
catalogue how that played out in Great Britain. There’s some
truth to that recollection of history – the aftermath of WWI
saw the beginning of Soviet (not Communist) Russia, and there
were greater "rights" enunciated to women, as well as expanded
economic opportunities for the lower and middle-class in non-
communist societies (mostly through human space created by war
casualties  and  the  Spanish  Influenza  rather  than  human
altruism)  – but the events that were set in motion during
World War I accelerated after the fall of Tsarist Russia and
the ascension of the Soviet Union. By the time the Nazis swept
into power and through Poland and France, the old social order
had been almost entirely eviscerated. Malaparte bears witness
to this destruction on landscapes that are unfamiliar to most
Western  readers,  and  many  Eastern  European  readers  as
well. Kaputt is full of surreal images of the horrors of war –
it is a read unlike anything else one will encounter on the
subject of World War II. Two quick examples:

Mad with terror, the horses of the Soviet artillery – there
were almost a thousand of them – hurled themselves into the
furnace and broke through the besieging flames and machine
guns.  Many  perished  within  the  flames,  but  most  of  them
succeeded  in  reaching  the  shores  of  the  lake  and  threw
themselves into the water…while still madly struggling, the
ice  gripped  them.  The  north  wind  swooped  down  during  the
night… Suddenly, with the peculiar vibrating noise of breaking
glass, the water froze. The heat balance was broken, and the
sea, the lakes, the rivers froze. In such instances, even sea
waves are gripped in mid-air and become rounded ice waves
suspended in the void. On the following day, when the first
[Finnish]  Ranger  patrols,  their  hair  singed,  their  faces
blackened by smoke, cautiously stepped over the warm ashes in
the  charred  forest  and  reached  the  lakeshore,  a  horrible
and amazing sight met their eyes. The lake looked like a vast
sheet of white marble on which rested hundreds upon hundreds
of  horses'  heads.  They  appeared  to  have  been  chopped  off



cleanly with an ax. Only the heads stuck out of the crust of
ice. And they were all facing the shore. The white flame of
terror still burnt in their wide-open eyes. Close to the shore
a tangle of wildly rearing horses rose from the prison of ice.

and this account of what a German Lieutenant Colonel did upon
taking a Ukrainian boy-partisan prisoner, as told to a German
princess and one of her aristocratic friends:

Finally the officer stopped before the boy, stared at him for
a long time in silence, then said in a slow tired voice full
of boredom: "Listen, I don't want to hurt you. You are a
child, and I am not waging war against children. You have
fired at my men, but I am not waging war on children. Lieber
Gott, I am not the one who invented war." The officer broke
off, then went on in a strangely gentle voice: "Listen, I have
one glass eye. It is difficult to tell which is the real one.
If you can tell me at once, without thinking about it, which
of the two is the glass eye, I will let you go free." "The
left  eye,"  replied  the  boy  promptly.  "How  did  you  know?"
"Because it is the one that has something human in it." …

"I met that officer again later at Soroca on the Dniester – a
very serious man, a good father, but a true Prussian, a true
Piffke as the Viennese say. He talked to me about his family,
about his work. He was an electrical engineer. He also spoke
about his son Rudolf, a boy ten years old. It was really
difficult to tell the glass eye. He told me that the best
glass eyes are made in Germany."   "Stop it!" said Louise.
 "Every German has a glass eye," I said.

and a third, as though two weren't enough – in this, a very
different view of German soldiers (circa 1941) from that of
the typical "they were all fanatical criminals" so popular in
literature,  cinema,  and  plays  (a  canard  that
Malaparte  disputes):

The German soldiers returning from the front line, when they



reached  the  village  squares,  dropped  their  rifles  on  the
ground in silence. They were coated from head to foot in black
mud, their beards were long, their hollow eyes looked like the
eyes of the sunflowers, blank and dull. The officers gazed at
the soldiers and at the rifles lying on the ground, and kept
silent. By then the lightning war, the "Blitzkrieg," was over,
the "Dreizigjahrigerblitzkrieg," the thirty-year lighting war,
had begun. The winning war was over, the losing war had begun.
I saw the white stain of fear growing in the dull eyes of
German officers and soldiers. I saw it spreading little by
little,  gnawing  at  the  pupils,  singeing  the  roots  of  the
eyelashes and making the eyelashes drop one by one, like the
long yellow eyelashes of the sunflowers. When Germans become
afraid, when that mysterious German fear begins to creep into
their bones, they always arouse a special horror and pity.
Their  appearance  is  miserable,  their  cruelty  sad,  their
courage silent and hopeless. That is when the Germans become
wicked. I repented being a Christian. I felt ashamed of being
a Christian.

Malaparte had unfettered access as an Italian journalist to
the Eastern Front (when he wasn’t in prison for mouthing off),
and describes the events from the persective of someone who
knows  the  war  effort  is  doomed  –  far  more  interestingly
though, are the ways in which he frames these stories, telling
them,  as  it  were,  in  a  series  of  country  clubs  and
aristocratic estates to the intellectual and social inheritors
of  the  West’s  cultural  legacy.  Swedish,  Spanish,  German,
Italian,  and  French  aristocrats  and  diplomats.  Polish
princesses. The wealthy and powerful of another age, now, no
longer so – some of whom, bound for the death camps. Malaparte
catalogues an amazing history of loss, a way of life swept
away forever. The British are largely absent, and come across
when they are described as fairly pragmatic if not necessarily
"good," and the Americans seem, if anything, to be parvenues –
in this sense, Kaputt could almost be a companion piece for
Henry  James's  earlier  work  –  the  reflection  of  American



ambition for social weight in Europe, viewed through the prism
of a massive class war.

Malaparte’s writing is powerful and moving, and despite his
politics, it’s difficult to see how this book would not have
had a stronger and more sympathetic reception in the West,
save for its fundamental conceit: wealth and strength cannot
keep you safe during times of war and true social tempest.
There is no shelter from that storm, nothing counts in the end
save the raw instinct for survival. This sort of morality tale
is unwelcome in the capitalist West – this is not the sort of
book anyone with property in the Hamptons would like to read,
though I would argue that it is the clearest depiction of the
horror of war that I have read, cleaner even than Vonnegut’s
Slaughterhouse Five, and certainly far better than any of the
“realist”  portrayals  of  wartime  (O'Brien,  Marlantes,  etc)
who end up sentimentalizing and therefore implicitly endorsing
war, which means they couldn't have thought very well about
the experience even if they wrote effectively about it.

Malaparte becomes increasingly more sympathetic to the Soviets
over the course of the book, an emotional and sentimental
desire to see them as better or more than the Germans in part
because they have beaten the Germans, and in part because of
the horror the Germans have themselves inflicted, a fact that
Malaparte observes firsthand on several occasions. This is
interesting as well because the natural evolution of thinking
for most in the West is a growing concern that the Soviets
will  simply  replace  Nazi  Germany  –  in  fact,  in  terms  of
history, the Soviets ultimately eclipsed the Nazis as a totem
of fear when they acquired the atomic bomb, and became the
first non-Western country with the ability to destroy the
world.  Despite  the  recent  example  of  the  war  or  perhaps
because of it, many German and Italian intellectuals made up
their minds to stick with moderates and capitalism after the
collapse  of  Nazi  Germany  –  more  of  them  sided  with  the
Totalitarian Soviets based on a sense that there was something



in Communism, and to this day, European communism retains a
small  but  important  political  presence,  often  derided  in
England  and  America.  Malaparte’s  viewpoint  is,  therefore,
especially  interesting  considering  his  various  positions
before and during World War II.

Brad Pitt and the Myth of the
Wehrmacht
Brad Pitt loves playing in WWII movies. He loves fighting
Nazis, who, incredibly, really existed, and were (if anything)
even more evil than comes across on a movie screen. For 12
years,  one  of  the  most  civilized,  technologically  and
institutionally advanced countries on earth was ruled by a
brutal, vicious band of thugs who employed racial mythology,
sentimentalism, romanticism, emotion, intimidation, and murder
in their attempt to extort as much wealth as possible from the
populations they ruled. While not the worst catastrophe the
world has ever witnessed, to put the Nazis in list terms (the
only terms most people understand these days), we're probably
talking  one  of  the  three  all-time  worst.  Almost
certainly  bottom  five,  and  indisputably  bottom  ten.

It's important to frame the list in terms of utility, or
effectiveness, so as not to unintentionally make the case that
this type of behavior is worthy of praise, or anything other
than  the  most  resounding  condemnation  and  rejection.
Oftentimes people confuse the intensity or degree of an action
with its having some sort of value as an accomplishment, which
is  completely  false.  An  evil  accomplishment  is  not  an
accomplishment at all – only a fiend would claim different.
Therefore, the Nazis and other misfortunes that humanity have
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inflicted upon itself such as other brands of totalitarianism
or authoritarianism should never occupy the "top" of any list
– only the bottom, where they belong.

Having established the terms of what we're talking about –
which are critical to the debate – I wanted to weigh in on the
topic of Fury again, in part because some people read my
review and did not understand that I did watch the movie after
writing the review based on previews. I watched it for two
reasons: first, because when a woman says she wants to watch a
war movie for a date, only a churl says: "no." Second, because
I'd made the emotional if somewhat foolhardy claim that if
Fury revealed anything new or fundamentally true about life or
war by using different weapons than Saving Private Ryan, I'd
boil and eat my leather shoe. I stood by that claim, but not
without some trepidation as curtain time approached.

I should have trusted my gut. As composed, Fury was a confused
series of cliches (many of which have been described elsewhere
at  great  length)  cobbled  together  around  three  competing
assertions (contained within the protagonist): one, that the
Nazis  and  specifically  the  SS  were  an  antagonist  of  such
manifest evil that to battle and kill them when and wherever
possible was the highest possible good, two, that America and
Americans  were  essentially  different  from  the  Nazis  as
expressed  by  the  SS,  a  fact  that  explained  or  excused
the actions of American soldiers within that context, and
three that in war, people tend to develop tribes based on
their unit – and in a tank, especially a Sherman tank, the
weapon itself, the tank, becomes a part of the tribe – a
living part of the unit.

Fury billed itself as a "realistic" movie, and a lot of the
marketing  surrounding  the  film  concerned  its  attention  to
detail as well as the importance to the actors and studio that
they "get it right," so it's worth discussing how the movie
measured up based on those standards. Based on every reliable
review I've seen from subject matter experts, the Germans and



Americans  were  outfitted  with  equipment  and  weapons
appropriate for the time, and those weapons functioned more or
less as one would expect. The Americans aren't facing the
Wehrmacht of 1941, they're facing militia reserves composed of
children and old men, and the ineffectiveness of many German
units in the face of American combat power (the missed shots,
the shoddy equipment, etc.) can be explained as bad craftsmen
misusing their tools. The deaths were realistic – people died
characteristically  realistically  considering  the  medium,
rather than unrealistically.

SPOILER

There is a scene with a Tiger tank that arrives with about 30
minutes left to go in the movie. One understands immediately
that in a movie named for a tank, the Tiger will likely not
destroy Fury and then rumble away as the protagonist (played
by Brad Pitt), a troubled staff sergeant named Wardaddy, leads
his crew to safety. The question becomes whether the American
close air support (featured shortly before the tanks roll out)
will show up and knock out the Tiger, or whether somehow Fury
and the other tanks will outmaneuver the Tiger and knock it
out, or some other plausible scenario, for example maybe Brad
Pitt knows how to make sticky bombs like Tom Hanks. In a
brilliant reference to the old GI Joe cartoons, where Cobras
would unload battalions worth of firepower on the outgunned
and outnumbered Joes, missing every time, the Tiger manages to
destroy the other non-Fury tanks, then miss or score glancing
hits (from point blank range with AP ammo) on Fury, until
Wardaddy has maneuvered the tank behind the Tiger, and scores
a direct hit seconds before the Tiger manages to miss again,
or score another dramatic near-miss. 

BACK TO NON-SPOILER

The presentation of time-appropriate weapons and equipment,
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and the opening combat sequences, are all very well done, if
on  the  melodramatic  side.  As  time  went  on,  though,  the
tactics,  the  strategy,  how  collections  of  people  tended
to move and work on an aggregate and specific level became
less and less "realistic," while still purporting to strive
for that standard. And this is a shame – if the movie had
embraced the surreal, if it had let the "realism" go in favor
of something more impressionistic, it could have avoided the
absurd,  cliched  pitfall  into  which  it  ended  up
falling. Instead, it doubled down on its commitment to the
narrative, the plot, and those three aforementioned competing
assertions,  which  brings  the  Sherman  tank,  Fury,  led  by
Wardaddy, to a crossroads that must be defended at all costs.

META SPOILER

Lest I be seen as a hater (someone who just criticizes success
to make myself sound clever or fill some internal insecurity
or bitterness), allow me to propose an alternative movie,
which I found to be much closer to the truth about the horrors
of war, (if less "realistic") – and which I proposed in my
preview review of Fury – Cross of Iron.  In the end of Cross
of Iron, a corrupt and ambitious Prussian Captain wants a
Cross of Iron, and follows a heroic enlisted German soldier
into a suicidal counterattack. This action occurs during a
Russian assault in which the German unit is being overrun, and
the action is remarkably even-handed – Russians and Germans
are  slaughtered  indiscriminately,  and  heroic  actions  are
presented as tiny tragedies. The protagonist and the Captain
are fired upon – by a child – and the Captain can't figure out
how to reload his submachine gun. The enlisted German soldier
– Steiner, played brilliantly by James Coburn – sees this
happen and begins laughing hysterically. The Russian child
soldier is so disgusted by the Prussian's incompetence and
desperation that he rolls his eyes rather than shooting again.
The  Prussian  officer  pathetically  puts  his  helmet  on
backwards, still without having reloaded his submachine gun
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while Steiner laughs at the tragic absurdity of it all. From
there, the movie cuts to the ending credits a series of stills
of  an  execution  carried  out  by  Nazis,  Steiner's  laughter
ringing in our ears. The credits are, collectively, one of the
most powerfully damning pieces of evidence against the Nazis
I've seen in any movie, ever.

I cannot stress enough how untrue and devastatingly inaccurate
– unrealistic – any statement other than the one attempted by
Peckinpah is. In order to make something real, there has to be
something at stake. Fury wagers nothing, and presents the
audience with a conclusion that's about as far from Cross of
Iron as one could get.

META SPOLER COMPLETE – INITIATE SPOILER

At the end of Fury, the tank is disabled by a German anti-tank
mine, cleverly placed in a piece of key strategic terrain. As
it happens, Wardaddy's crew has been tasked with defending
this terrain against a possible German counterattack – they
are the only protection remaining between the Germans and an
American resupply column. It is an afternoon in April, 1945.
One of the tank's crew mans an OP, and discovers, with horror,
that a full Battalion of adult male (i.e. veteran) SS panzer
grenadier  infantry  is  approaching  down  the  road,  singing,
marching, panzerfausts at the ready – full of esprit de corps
and savage intention, the kind we know is bad because they're
SS.

Let's suspend disbelief – I'm sure it's possible such an event
like this happened, even near the end of the war. I read a
memoir by an SS infantry officer called Black Edelweiss which
should be required reading for every young American male, as a
cautionary tale of how propaganda and blind nationalism can
lead even the best-intentioned young men astray. The author
(writing  for  understandable  reasons  under  the  guise  of  a
pseudonym) describes how his unit was shifted from the far
north  of  Finland  to  Germany  in  January-February  of  1945.
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Moving at night via ship, train, and foot to avoid being
strafed or bombed, the unit was detected during an attack
and  strafed,  bombed,  and  shelled  nearly  out  of  existence
before seeing any enemy (American or British) soldiers. The
survivors were then sent on a series of increasingly absurd
missions, culminating, for the author, in a pointless and
near-suicidal defense of a position with a single machine-gun
against two Sherman tanks, which coincided with his injury and
incarceration.

So  this  unit  of  SS  infantrymen  is  moving  in  formation,
singing, near the frontline, down a road, in a place where the
Americans have aerial domination (uncontested access to the
skies).  It  seems  incredible  –  but  maybe  this  is  just  a
testament to confidence in their fighting prowess. The soldier
at the OP runs back to tell Wardaddy about the situation – 300
enemy  veteran  soldiers,  trucks,  vehicles,  kitted  out  to
fight. Wardaddy's reaction is to announce that the others
should return to the unit, but that he's carrying out the
mission – he's manning Fury, staying with the tank, to repulse
the Germans. The other American soldiers in the tank concur
that this is a sound and reasonable plan, and they set about
prepping for an ambush, in a scene that echoes the ending of
Saving Private Ryan.

Now  –  the  ambush  and  ensuing  battle  are  relatively
unimportant,  and  filled  with  the  type  of  improbable  and
ludicrous cinematic excesses one would rightly expect it to
contain.  The  crew  guns  down  Germans  as  though  they  were
pigeons; for their part, the Germans have inexplicably packed
away the Panzerfausts they were carrying in cumbersome boxes.
The SS has forgotten to fight, or perhaps never learned –
something that would be slightly more believable if the unit
were not filled with veteran adults, rather than cannon-fodder
children. It's important, vital, even, to note here that every
serious  military  analyst  has  credited  Germany's  early
battlefield  successes  and  long  survival  against



impossible odds to a marked tactical superiority over their
Russian, British, and American foes – the myth that German
military success derived from technological superiority is a
convenient invention of video game producers, Hollywood, and
daytime television hucksters. The truth of the matter is that,
outgunned,  outproduced,  and  outmatched  in  almost  every
important category, the Germans held on because they outfought
their enemies tactically almost everywhere, finding themselves
bested occasionally by elite American units in areas like
Bastogne, or by Russians at Kursk. Much of WWII was, for the
Allies, a function of merely holding on, shelling the Germans
with artillery and bombing them while our inferior soldiers
made incremental gains against exhausted and increasingly ill-
trained conscripts. This is not embarrassing or shameful – we
won a modern war against a country attempting to fight along
pre-modern lines (using human ingenuity against weapons). On
top of which, the Nazis were, as described before, a pack of
evil and unscrupulous bullies who needed to be stopped. So –
to come back to the original point – Fury inflicts massive
losses on the Germans, who continue to rush the tank rather
than  flanking  it,  or  doing  anything  even  the  most  basic
military unit knows to do. As a combat-proven, valorously
decorated former airborne infantry officer who has seen combat
firsthand,  I  can  say  this  without  a  shadow  of  doubt:  in
reality, the ambush and combat go down very differently from
how they are portrayed in the movie.

When Brad Pitt's Wardaddy dies – shot twice, heroically, by a
German sniper, then finished off by two grenades dropped into
the tank by a final rush by the Germans (their fourth or
fifth?) – he is presented like a figure in a painting by
Titian or one of the old masters.

I've thought about why this must've been for some time, why
none of it hung together. I mean, sure, anyone who has been to
combat  and  knows  how  the  thing  works  must  find  a  movie
like Fury condescending and trite. But why did the director
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and actors decide to play the movie this way? Why undercut the
basic premise that the Germans were a serious, formidable foe?
My  hypothesis  is  that  Hollywood  has  been  producing  these
movies  for  so  long  that  it  has  actually  lost  it's
understanding  of  why  or  how  the  Nazis  and  SS  were  evil.
Hollywood and popular culture – which have always placed more
value  on  aesthetics  and  beauty  than  ideas,  have  become
fascinated with the SS and Nazis as symbols of evil, but not
as actually evil. So they pay lip service to the idea that the
Nazis are horrible, and the SS are just the worst, and fail
utterly to understand that the worst thing of all is human
fanaticism, is bullying – the urge to destroy, divested of
humanity, and invested with a purpose that confuses ends with
means. The ends, for every combat veteran who's spent more
than a few weeks in real combat, is (1) staying alive, and (2)
helping keep one's buddies stay alive. The moment at which
Wardaddy decides to stay with his tank, and is then absolutely
fine with having his crew with him is the moment, for me, that
the movie became both unrealistic and inaccurate, as well as
untrue – in part due to Wardaddy's decision to damn his crew,
and in part due to the way in which their efforts to stop the
Germans were portrayed in valedictory terms, rather than under
a mound of opprobrium.

Fury works when it's a movie about a German tank, filled with
SS soldiers who are even at the end of the war and if somewhat
skeptically  in  all  practical  terms,  still  committed  to
fighting and dying for their Fuhrer. Defending a crossroads
against impossible odds? Check – the SS was famous for doing
precisely  that,  even  though  it  was  stupid  and  pointless.
Ambushing an American military unit many times its size, with
the  full  weight  of  the  U.S.  military  behind  it,  and  the
inevitability  of  artillery  and  air  power  once  identified?
Check – happened on more occasions than are worth recounting
here. Fury is a movie about an SS tank, led by the German-
speaking  Brad  Pitt,  which  is  fanatically  devoted  to  the
proposition that the enemies of Germany must be stopped at all



costs.

Otherwise it doesn't make any sense at all. Worse, by allowing
one of the Americans (the "good" one) to live, and by killing
the others off heroically against impossible odds, Fury sends
an awful and inherently misguided message about war, which
contributes to the same tired old myth that helps lead America
into foolish conflicts today. Good people understand when it
is appropriate to head off to war, and do not need convincing
– this myth of the necessity to throw one's life away for
nothing is far beyond absurd – it is, in fact, obscene. I hope
not to see more movies about World War II like Fury – perhaps
it will be the last. It would be unrealistic of me to actually
expect that, though.

Fury: A Realistic but Stupid,
Useless Film
Hollywood does not know how to make a film about war. This has
been proven on so many different occasions, often averred on
this blog, across the spectrum of time and experience, that I
almost wonder why I’m bothering to write another essay on the
subject. There are other projects I could be working on –
short  fiction,  advocacy  for  responsible  foreign  policy,
poetry, running. Developing personal relationships. Finding a
useful  pursuit  beyond  criticizing  gross  failures  of
imagination,  when  –  to  be  perfectly  frank  –  nobody’s
listening,  anyway.

When I watched the preview of Fury I immediately tweeted about
it – words to the effect of “Saving Private Ryan with Tanks.”

https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2014/08/03/fury-a-realistic-but-stupid-useless-film/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2014/08/03/fury-a-realistic-but-stupid-useless-film/


I have not watched the movie, as Michael Cieply did before
reviewing it for The New York Times, but I’ve read his review,
and combined with the two-plus minutes of preview I endured
(several times), I feel confident delivering my reaction to
the  movie  in  full.  Here’s  me  lifting  my  glass  to  the
previewers, and Cieply, who seemed to feel pleased that the
film was made, because I will not waste my money on it, it’s
certain to be trash. Worse than that, the type of trash that
deceives its watchers into thinking they’ve done something
useful, or honored their grandparents, or I don’t know what.

Here  are  some  excerpts  from  the  beginning  of  his  review:
“Raw.”  “The  Good  War  this  is  not.”  “Hero.”  “Relentlessly
authentic.” “Poised to deliver what popular culture has rarely
seen.” “Executed prisoners and killed children.” Later on in
the review, after exposition on the significance of a movie
dedicated to the tankers, and the crews of Sherman tanks,
“Much of what [Pitt’s] Wardaddy does may shocked viewers who
have watched American soldiers behave brutally in Vietnam War
films at least since ‘Apocalypse Now,’ but have rarely seen
ugliness  in  the  heroes  of  World  War  II.”  “In  his  harsh
initiation  of  a  new  gunner,  Mr.  Pitt’s  Character  crosses
lines, both legal and moral. Not even Lee Marvin’s Sergeant
Possum in Samuel Fuller’s ‘The Big Red One,’ another knife
killer, went quite so far.”

“This time around, the subject will be those damaged tanker-
heroes.”

Give me a break.

Without watching the movie, based on the preview, and The New
York Times review, I’m going to head out on a limb and claim
that if specific catalogue of carnage using different weapons
than we’re used to reveals some epiphany about the horror of



war, I’ll eat a leather shoe.

I’ll do it. So help me god, I’ll boil one of my leather shoes,
and eat it.

According to the review, there’s a scene in the movie where
someone from Wardaddy’s crew has to kill a “buddy.” A tank
gunner vet quoted in the review claims that he didn’t see that
type of behavior himself while serving 28 months overseas
during WWII – one imagines that such events happened, even if
they were exceptional. So what? There’s a great deal about how
this movie isn’t Inglorious Basterds, although there’s another
knife scene in it – presumably realistic, to show the grit of
war, because according to the review (and the movie’s actors
and makers), war is a series of physical actions more or less
without negative consequence, unless you’re the person getting
killed or stabbed.

A  great  deal  of  time  is  spent  in  the  review  on  the
writer/director, David Ayer, and his bona fides, as though
that has anything to do with whether the movie is good, or
accurate, or useful. Apparently Ayer has a man-cave in Los
Angeles packed with war memorabilia. Apparently he himself
served in the Navy during the 1980s, on a submarine crew.
Apparently he reads lots of historical fiction and non-fiction
accounts of World War II. Apparently any of that, combined
with Brad Pitt, means he knows how to write and direct a
“good” war movie worth watching.

It sounds like his movie sucks balls.

Here’s how Fury could maybe not be a movie that totally blows,
and should never have been made (I’d be happy to eat that shoe
if I’m proven wrong, because it will have been worth it to be
wrong):

The violence does not lead anywhere, and is seen visibly
eroding good people and changing them in ways they do
not like, and does them no good



Combat is seen as a sequence of misfortunes, ideally
misfortunes  that  befall  the  actor  rather  than  the
subject.  Guns  jam  in  comical  ways.  Soldiers  shit
themselves. People shake and weep. I’m guessing that
Brad Pitt isn’t the sort of character (at least not if
he’s being described as a hero) that he played in 12
Monkeys – batshit crazy, crying in the mayhem, barely
able to function. No – I’m guessing he’s the guy who
sticks knives into Nazi skulls, which everyone knows is
cool.
At  least  one  of  the  soldiers  should  do  something
despicable – not like killing their buddy because they
have  to,  to  save  him/her  (unless  it’s  a  major  plot
point), but because they enjoy it. I’d recommend the
rape of someone vulnerable, say, a French or Jewish
refugee. This should point to that character’s basic
cowardice as a human being, a point underlined by their
altruistic (not necessarily poor) performance in combat.
It should go without saying that this soldier would be
American.

At some point – maybe Saving Private Ryan – people decided
that  realistic  portrayals  of  combat  were  socially  useful
because they were honest and brutal, and I assume that was
supposed to dissuade people from wanting to experience war. If
this is an idea that’s floating around in Hollywood, please
allow me to argue vigorously against it. Many people I knew in
the military (the two other primary contributors to this blog,
Mr. Carson and Mr. James being definite exceptions) loved
those movies, called them “badass,” and watched them over and
over again. The weak secondary characters were disliked, and
the enemies were hated. No deeper meaning was extracted from
the films. Again – if Hollywood feels that making a realistic
movie  about  tanks,  or  submarines,  or  bombers,  or  fighter
planes, or black units, or white units, or Navajo units, or
anything fighting Nazis and the SS and the commies is going to
make young people feel revulsion toward war, or horror at its



deprivations – they’re delusional. Fury will merely be added
to  a  long  list  of  factually  probable  representations  of
violence that help beat the drums for another generation of
people  to  glamorize  the  worst  parts  of  state-sanctioned
murder, and prepare them to serve in misbegotten causes.

Which brings me to my final thought, and I’ve had this thought
for a while: if the big Hollywood producers were interested in
making a good war film about World War II, they could do a lot
worse than reading 2666, meditating for a while, and then
creating a film that takes Peckinpah’s superlative Cross of
Iron and elevates it to the next level. Yes: I’m proposing
that the best way to create a useful and accurate anti-war
film would be to make the protagonists Germans – preferably
German light infantry, the type that got chewed up on the
Eastern Front with casualty rates somewhere above 1,000%, then
was redeployed to the Western Front to fight the Americans and
promptly bombed out of existence, for no good reason at all.
The greatest mine for really good, true war stories, in my
opinion,  is  the  Wehrmacht  –  my  guess  is  that  nobody  in
Hollywood has the guts to put that movie together. After all,
America’s about winning, and the Nazis were evil, and every
German was a Nazi. And so we’ll continue singing ourselves to
sleep at night with patriotic tunes on our lips, secure in our
confidence that Brad Pitt and his buddies did what they had to
because in the end, it was just a bad dream.


