Chapter 4
Spence was glad for the shower, for the short escape from the Georgia heat and humidity, but he didn’t have the strength to get his clothes on, or to walk to the mess hall.  He flopped down on his bunk with only a towel wrapped around him.  He thought about staying right there, just going to sleep now, at six in the afternoon.
But then Ted Draney dropped onto the bunk next to Spence’s.  He let out a long moan and said, “Spence, I’m sorry, but I’ve made up my mind.  I’m quitting.”
Three days before, the two boys had met for the first time, but they were already old friends, it seemed to Spence, after what they had gone through together.  They had ended up, just by accident, sitting next to each other on the bus that brought them to this ugly plot of ground the men called “The Frying Pan.” It was Fort Benning, by Columbus, Georgia:  a training ground for 
army infantrymen—and for paratroopers.  Two big towers, 250 feet high, stood over the place like a couple of hangman’s gallows.  What the trainees all knew was that before they could jump from an airplane, they had to jump from one of those towers, and that seemed a lot more frightening.  Ted, another Western boy, from Colorado, had looked out the bus window that first day and said, “Man, I don’t know if I can do that—jump off there.”

But Spence had told him, “Sure you can.  We’ll 

stick together and get through this place.”  


That had sounded good at the time, but now the only thing Spence could think was that Ted was right, that they both ought to quit.  He had considered that option hundreds of times in the last three days, and sometimes it didn’t seem so much a choice as a last hope—the only escape out of hell.


But that’s not what he said.  “I can’t quit, Ted. I just can’t.  And you promised to stick it out with me.”


Neither spoke for a time after that.  They stayed stretched out on their backs, both of them taking long, slow breaths.  This was spring.  Everyone had told Spence he was lucky to be 
here now and not when it was so wickedly hot in the summer, but the humidity was still unbeliev-able, like nothing Spence had ever known at home.  This ugly barracks—rough, like some new but shoddy barn inside—seemed to suck in the moisture and hold it.  Spence felt like he was breathing in as much water as air.  And part of that was that he had run—double time, they called it—almost all day for three days, and marched or done push-ups when he wasn’t running.  “Hit it for twenty-five,” the drill sergeant would shout at any odd time.  Always twenty-five.  Sometimes, just as the men got back to their feet, he’d command them to hit it a second time.  And then he’d get them up and running again.

“This is our last chance,” Ted said.  “You know what happens to us if we quit tomorrow.”

“Ted, I can’t.  There’s just no way I can do that.” 

The same little conversation had gone through his own mind over and over.  He would decide to drop out, tell himself that he had to, and then he would remember his dad, who’d called him a quitter.  Maybe he could face that part, but what he couldn’t face was going back to Brigham City and admitting he had washed 

out of paratrooper school, that he was part of some regular “straight leg” infantry battalion.  Infantrymen were the grunts of the military.  To the guys back home, Airborne guys, or Marines, got respect, but a dogface in the infantry was nothing.  Spence had bragged way too much.  He had told everyone that he had passed his Airborne test, and he had spouted off about the paratroopers being the toughest soldiers.  And then he had had to wait all winter, after he had thought he would be leaving, before the army could get him into basic training and jump school.  All that time he had worked at odd jobs when he could, or just worked around the farm, but he had told the guys, “I could go in right now if I wanted infantry, but I’m waiting for Airborne training.” And he’d always gotten a reaction.  He could see it in people’s eyes, even when they didn’t say much.  Maybe he was small, but he was going into the paratroopers, and that made him feel a whole lot taller.

The last time he had seen LuAnn, he had told her, “Well, sure, the Airborne boys get themselves into some tight spots, but maybe that’s what it’s going to take to win this war.  I can handle it all right.”  What was he supposed to do
now, go back home and tell her that he hadn’t been able to cut the mustard?


“It doesn’t make any sense,” Ted said, his voice barely a whisper, “If we do live through this, we’ll get killed once we get into action.”


“Maybe.  Maybe not.  From what I’ve heard, the best way to get home is to fight with a crack outfit.  Those are the guys who know how to look out for each other.”


“That’s what the guy at the recruiting office told you, isn’t it?”


“Well…yeah.”


“That’s what they told me, too.  But you heard what Captain Vance said.”

Spence had heard it, all right—had never stopped thinking about it.  The recruits had piled off an old army bus and filed into this oven of a barracks, and then had baked there for almost an hour.  When Vance had walked in, he wasn’t even sweating.  He was tall and hard, and his khakis were creased, sharp as scythe blades.  He had stood there in front of the men, and in an even, sort of friendly voice, told them, “You’ve made a huge mistake coming here.  If you have any sense at all, you’ll drop out now.”
It had seemed a kind of joke, and some of the 

men had smiled, but it didn’t take long to know he meant it. “We’re the shock troops of the army.  We drop out of airplanes behind enemy lines.  We fight surrounded.  Chances are, if you stay with this unit, you’ll die.  If you have any sense at all, you’ll quit right now.  So who wants out?”


Captain Vance had waited, as though he expected some hands to go up, but no one had responded.  

“The fact is, the war—even death—might not seem so bad after what we’re going to put you through for the next thirteen weeks.  You’ll arise at four every morning, and you will fall into bed exhausted when the day is over.  No weekend passes, no break, nothing but the hardest work you have ever done in your lives.”

Captain Vance had waited then, stood straight, with Sergeant Moreno by his side, and he had let some of that sink in. “But don’t worry,” he had finally added.  “You have a way out.  You can drop out now, or anytime in the next three days.  All you have to do is show a little good sense, tell us that you want to leave, and we’ll send you away—no dishonor, no shame, no blot on your record.”

He looked around at the men and nodded, 
as if to say, “See how reasonable I am.” But then his voice got nasty—like that was the kind of guy he really was, all along—and he said, “But if you stay three days, and any day after that, decide to quit, you’ll get what you deserve.  We’ll put you in our dog unit, and you’ll work in the kitchen.  You’ll clean latrines and sweep floors, and if we catch you looking at the real men, straight in the eye, we’ll remind you that you’re a dog, and that you have no such right.  So quit now, gentlemen.  I beg you to quit now, or quit tomorrow or the next day, but if you stay beyond that, just remember that I warned you.” 

Then Vance had stepped toward Spence, had stood almost on top of him.  “Soldier, how old are you?” he had asked.

“Seventeen.”

“What did you say to me?”

“Sir! I’m seventeen, sir.”

“When are you going to start shaving?”

Someone laughed.

“Sir. I do shave, sir.”  Spence had stood stiff, barked the answer into the captain’s face.  That much he had learned already.

But the captain was looking at Ted by then.  “What about you?  How old are you?”

 “Sir.  Almost eighteen, sir.”  But that was not quite true.  Ted was only about a month older than Spence.

“I want both of you to leave right now.  Just tell me that you quit.  We don’t want little boys in this outfit.”

Spence didn’t say anything, and neither did Ted, although Vance continued to st are at them.  Finally, he nodded, and stepped away.  But the came the selling point:“I will say this, men.  If you stick it out, you’ll be the toughest, most hard-nosed troops in the world, and everyone will know it.  You’ll also be part of something new:  this regiment is going to stay together—train and then fight together—and cut a swath through Europe, right to Hitler’s throat.  A lot of you won’t come back, but those who do will know that they were part of the greatest fighting group ever created.”

He had walked out then, and it was the sergeant who asked again which of the men wanted to quit.  

Two men did.  One was an older guy, a college man, who muttered, “This is for Neanderthals.  I can go join up with the Nazis if I want to be treated like that.” 
But Spence had liked something about all the tough talk.  This was his chance to prove to himself that he could handle something really hard.  

Now, however—three days later—none of that seemed so important.  All Spence could think was that he had thirteen weeks of torture ahead of him, and at the end, those towers were waiting.  What he wished, more than anything, was that he had never come here, that he was still home in Brigham City, still in high school.  He had never lived where the humidity was so high, had never been worked until he was sick enough to puke.  On some of the double-time marches, men had collapsed.  They hadn’t quit on purpose; they had just fainted.  Ambulances followed the troops, the officers knowing the whole time that some would go down. “It’s all right to pass out,” Captain Vance had told them.  “But if you quit, and step out of line, you’ll be shipped off this base on the next bus.  So run till you drop, but don’t ever stop on purpose.”

Spence’s arms and shoulders ached from push-ups, his legs throbbed, and a kind of tiredness he had never known was working its way into his head.  But when Ted said, “Really.  I can’t 

do it, Spence.  I’m at the end of my rope.”  Spence suddenly sat up and said, “Sure, you can.  Let’s get dressed and get something to eat.  That’ll help.  Then we’ll go to sleep as soon as we get back.”

So they stuck it out, even though a bunch of guys quit that day.  In another week the numbers of recruits had dropped by more than half, and the guys left in the regiment had crossed the Chattahoochee River to the Alabama side of the base.  Conditions there were worse than they had been in the Frying Pan, and the training schedule was just as tough.  “But we’re getting stronger,” Spence kept telling Ted. “We’re doing things easy now that would’ve killed us those first couple of days.”

One morning Sergeant Moreno went a little easier on the men, called of the long run they normally made every other day.  The recruits were happy.  They ate extra helpings of spaghetti and meatballs at lunch.  But then, as they walked from the mess hall, expecting only classroom time, and feeling almost human, Moreno had called them back together.  “There’s been a change.  We run today, after all.”  

Spence saw Captain Vance standing in the

distance, watching all this, and he knew this had been a setup all along, a rotten trick to break more of the men.  The troops double-timed their full eight miles that day, in army boots and full packs, and they left a trail of vomit as all that spaghetti came back up.  Spence had never known such a pain in his life.  He had thought two-a-day football practices had been tough in the August heat of Utah, but that seemed kid stuff now.  He ran until he reached his breaking point, but he only bent a little and turned his head when he vomited, afraid that if he came to a stop, he would be forced from the ranks and sent from the unit.  He was too mad to let that happen.  He was not going to let Vance defeat him.  At one point he grabbed hold of Ted and held him up, but he kept him going, too, and both of them finally made it back to the camp.

Eight more men quit that day, but Spence and Ted survived, and Spence knew that nothing would be harder.  Long runs, after that one, seemed manageable, if not easy.  And at some point Spence began to take pride in the way his body was hardening.  He could knock off twenty-five push-ups with ease.  He was also being filled with information and specialized training: care of weapons, sharpshooting, map reading, rules of engagement.

The trouble was, the jumps were still coming, and Spence’s fear was building up.  He didn’t want to get through all this work and then turn chicken on the tower or up in an airplane.  Back home, Spence had pictured a parachute drop as a gentle flight, like cotton drifting from a cottonwood tree.  But paratroopers dropped from low altitudes, and stories of hard drops, in wind, kept going around—guys breaking legs or ribs.  Or stories of turbulence, of men puking up their guts in the back of a C-47.


But Spence made it through the first jump—from a forty-foot tower—and then he lived through a frightening slide down a wire, from 250 feet, and finally a real drop from that height.  By the time he entered a C-47 for his first in-flight drop, he had himself convinced that a parachute jump wouldn’t be so bad after all.  Ted had struggled with the heights more than Spence had, and Spence found himself expending h is concentration more on getting Ted through the first jump than worrying about himself.  The men packed their own parachutes, and then they marched to the hangars in their heavy boots, their double chutes, front and back, but not with as much heavy equipment as they

would someday actually carry in a combat jump.  


It was enough.  It was summer now, and they waited in the heat of the hangar, sweating like draft horses, before they were finally marched to the airplane.  Sixteen men made up one “stick” of jumpers, and Ted was fourth, Spence fifth, in their line.  They boarded the airplane, fastened their seatbelts, and waited.  Spence looked around at his friends, these men who had passed through this nightmare and were now on the brink of finishing their training.  They were white, silent, nervous.  No one said much.


Vic Barela, one of the older men in Spence’s squad, a guy about twenty-five, did look across at Spence and Ted and say, “How come you two little fellows are taking such deep breaths.  You’re not scared, are you?”


Barela, along with a buddy of his named Whitesides, had been razzing Spence and Ted every day since the beginning.  Spence hardly noticed anymore.  “I just like this good smell in here,” Spence said, “I was sniffing at it.”


The smell was actually disgusting—all the sweating men, and the stink of the airplane fuel. 


Barela grinned, but he was looking as pasty as anyone, as tense.


The airplane taxied into position, revved its engines, lumbered down the runway like a tired old goose, and then lifted slowly into the air.  Spence felt it all in his stomach, and when the airplane hit the first pockets of turbulence, he was already close to losing his breakfast.  But only a few minutes passed before the jumpmaster called, “Unfasten your seatbelts,” and that took Spence’s attention away from his stomach.


“Get ready!”


The men knew the commands; understood what they had to do.  They had practiced this many times.  And it was lucky they had.  Spence felt as though his mind had quit working, that his body was simply running on automatic.  He grabbed his snap fastener and held it in his right hand.


“Stand up!”


Spence got up and grabbed the cable over his head with his left hand.  He turned toward the back of the airplane.


“Hook up!”


All the men reached up and snapped their fasteners over the cable.  This would be the line that would release their parachutes as they jumped.  They wouldn’t have to pull the cord themselves.


“Check equipment!”


Each man made the ritual check of the trooper’s chute in front of him, and then the shout came up the line: “Sixteen okay.  Fifteen okay.  Fourteen okay,” and on through to the first man.


“Stand in the door!”


The trainees shuffled forward to the open hatch.  The first man in the stick took his position, his hands gripped on either side of the door.  In the pause that followed, fear finally hit Spence full force, and once again, he thought he was about to vomit.  His heart was thumping in his ears, louder than the terrific noise of the airplane, all that wind in the open door.  The thought struck him that when the first man went out, and the men moved forward, nothing would happen, that he was frozen in place. He was beginning to think what he could say, how he could explain away his cowardice when he had to drop out of line.


“Go!”


And just like that, the first man was out in the air and gone.  Spence felt the resistance in Ted, his muscles seemingly locked up.  It was pushing Ted forward that took Spence a step up.  And then another jumper was out.  And another. 

When Ted reached the door, Spence set his foot sideways behind Ted’s left foot, for a brace.  It was what they had practiced.  The jumpmaster called “go” again and tapped Ted’s leg, but he didn’t move.  That’s when Spence pushed.  Ted half jumped, half fell from the airplane, and then Spence stepped to the door.  He felt the tap, but he made no decision; his body just did what it had been taught to do.  He leaped and swung his left leg forward, made the quarter turn left he had practiced.  Then the prop blast hit him, driving him down.  He held his head forward, counted, “One one-thousand, two one-thousand…” Just then a force hit his shoulders with a powerful pull as the parachute opened.  He was jarred almost to a stop, it seemed, and the parachute risers caught his steel helmet, jerking it hard against the back of his neck.  But he looked up and saw the white canopy over his head, and he was relieved.

He hardly had time to think, to enjoy the ride.  He took hold of the front risers, looked toward the horizon, and held his feet together, his legs slightly bent.  At the last second he pulled the risers to slow his descent, but he had lost all sense of where he was, and suddenly the 

ground was there and his parachute was pulling him forward.  He leaned back, hard, and slammed onto his backside, felt the air go out of him.  It was not a good landing, not by the book at all, but he was on the ground.  And he remembered what to do:  collapse on the canopy, roll up the chute, and then hustle off the drop zone.


He felt relieved, even sort of excited—until he saw Ted.  Ted had gotten down first, but he was a little slower making it to the formation.  He ran toward Spence, stopping in front of him.  “I can’t do that again,” he said. “I won’t do it again.”


Spence hadn’t really thought about that yet.  He couldn’t think how he could go back up the next morning and go through all that again.  In fact, four more times—and the last one in the dark.

Chapter 5

It was September 1944.  Dieter Hedrick was fifteen.  For a month now he had been living in Luxembourg, near the Mosel River, just across the border from Germany.  He was working with crews of Hitler Youth, digging antitank trenches along the Westwall—sometimes called the Sieg-fied Line.  Since D-Day, in June, the Americans, British, and Canadians had been pushing out of Normandy and now were rolling across France.  Dieter was doing his part to make certain that foreign troops never crossed into his country.  Some parts of the Westwall had been cannibalized earlier to create fortifications on the French coast, but those lines had now been breached.  The final wall of protection had to be fortified.  German forces were preparing to make their heroic stand.
Dieter had known for a long time that the enemy must never enter Germany.  He knew how vicious American and British soldiers would be.  

Their pilots had been bombing German cities—killing civilians—for years.  So what would stop them from raping and killing women, gunning down children or old people?  Every German had been warned about this.  What Dieter wished was that he could put down his shovel and take up a rifle.  He hoped, more than anything, that he could soon be part of the regular army, or better yet, be placed in the military SS unit.  It was one thing to dig a ditch, but it was greater to face the enemy—to kill his share of the stinking Americans—Amis, as Germans called them—who would soon be coming in hoards.


Dieter had grown tall in the last five years.  He was a strong boy, too, and known for his commitment to the HJ—Hitler Jugend and to the Fuhrer.  He was already a Scharfuhrer—a troop leader—and the one his commander, Rolf Braun, relied on most often.  Dieter was not a great athlete, but he had competed ferociously for his HJ teams.  He had also distinguished himself at his three-week weapons training camp during the previous spring, and then had spent much of the summer in Augsburg as part of an antiaircraft battery.  All through Germany now, Hitler Youth as young as thirteen were operating searchlights, 

even firing AA guns.  Dieter’s crew had had one definite kill to its credit, and, he suspected, several more.  His crew had worked tirelessly after raids, too, cleaning up debris in the city and helping bombed-out families find shelter.  What he understood was that the superiority of the German people was being tested to the limit, but he also knew that it would, in the end, prevail.  The Allies didn’t have the will to push all the way into Germany.  They would be driven back, finally, just as the stinking Russians would be in the east, and then his determination would be all worth it.  He could already see the day coming when he would be a great leader in the Third Reich.

When Dieter’s Hitler Youth section had arrived in Traben, on the Mosel River, his commander had immediately shut down a local school and converted it to sleeping quarters for about half the boys.  Rolf Braun was only seventeen, but he was the leader of 180 young men, and he was fearless.

When the principal of the school had refused to leave, Braun had told Dieter in a firm, controlled voice, “Get some help if you need it.  Then throw this man out of here.  If he gives you trouble, or if he tries to return, shoot him.”


Dieter was not surprised by the order.  He found another boy, and the two took hold of the elderly principal, one on each arm, and delivered him into the street.  When the man swore at the boys, Dieter pulled his Walther pistol from his holster and pointed it at him.  “Don’t think I won’t shoot,” he said as coldly as he could.  “Get going.”


And the man walked away.


It was an amazing feeling, this power, and the whole town soon knew it.  Rank-and-file Hitler Youth weren’t supposed to abuse the local citizens.  Only the leaders had the authority to take command, but the boys were spread out across a long distance, and Dieter heard reports of fourteen-year-old boys demanding what they wanted from the locals.  Most of the boys didn’t have weapons, but they had numbers, and they had reputation.  They could usually get what they wanted.  

Dieter certainly would have shot the old man had it become necessary.  But that was not wrong.  Discipline had to be kept, and HJ leaders had to show, from the beginning, that they were not children, that they represented the Reich, and as such, were in charge of the village.  But there was no reason to be ruthless.  A noble
leader did what he had to do, but he never forgot the greatness of Germany, the responsibility of a proud, young Aryan and follower of Hitler.


It didn’t take long, after arrival, for Dieter to find out what kind of leader he was.  One after-noon he was walking along a trench, inspecting the work, when he heard someone shouting.  He was startled at first, but as he ran toward the sound, he was even more surprised to hear laughter.  He was practically on top of one of his crews before the boys spotted him.  As they did, they spun around and came to attention.

“What’s this?  What’s going on here?”

“Nothing, Herr Scharfuhrer,” one of the boys gasped.  “We were only. . .” But he didn’t dare finish.

What the boys had been up to was unthinkable.  Mud was spattered over their uniforms.  Clearly, they had been playing around, probably tossing globs of mud at each other.

“Out!  Out of the trench!” Dieter screamed.

The boys were some of the youngest ones in his group.  Of the four, three were still fourteen.  The other was about Dieter’s age.  They scrambled out of the trench, and then they stood at attention again. 


“Is this what you do to honor the Fuhrer?” Dieter demanded.  “Do you waste your time—and dishonor your uniforms?”


The oldest boy, Ernst Gessell, said, “We’ve been working hard all day, Dieter.  We didn’t intend any—“

“What did you call me?”


“I’m sorry, Herr Scharfuhrer.”


“Has it come to this?  Are you nothing but little boys, playing in the mud?”


“No, Herr Scharfuhrer.  Look how much we’ve done today.  We’ve made good progress.”

 “How much more could you have done?”


The boys knew better than to respond.  They all stood silent, still breathing hard, waiting.  Dieter had to make a decision.  If he reported them, they would be punished.  It was even possible—if Braun was in a bad mood—that they might be sent to the eastern front as infantry soldiers.  But Dieter was also well aware that such a report was a bad reflection on himself, and he didn’t want that.  “You will work two hours extra tonight.  You will miss your dinner.  And you will thank me every day, as long as we stay here, that I didn’t turn you in.  You know what that could mean.”


“Yes, yes.  We do thank you,” Gessell said.  “We’ll work very hard for you.  We’ll make you look good.”


“Gessell!  Think what you’re saying!  We have very little time to get this job done.  Do you understand how important this is?”

”Ja, Herr Scharfuhrer,” they all said in unison.  

“We’re friends.  Good friends.  But you have to know, if this happens again, I’ll report you instantly.  And I can’t answer for what will happen to you.”

Again, they responded in unison, and Dieter liked what he felt.  These were not bad boys.  He had appealed to their sense of honor, and they had understood.  He had frightened them, too, of course, and that would make them think twice before they were tempted to act this way again.  Over all, he was very pleased with the way he had managed the situation.

Two weeks later, a British Spitfire suddenly dove through the clouds and made a long run over the trench.  The boys scattered for the trees nearby, but the fighter strafed with machine guns, and a number of boys went down.  But only one was killed.  Ernst Gessell. 

The adult commander of the entire operation—Oberleutenant Feiertag—gave a wonderful speech at Gessell’s burial.  He told the boys how they could consider themselves soldiers now.  One of their ranks had fallen, and now everyone was part of the heroic battle to save their country.  Hitler had never wanted war, but he had stood up for the rights of Germans—not only those in the Fatherland, but those ethnic Germans who lived in other lands.  England had always hated Germany, had held them down since the First World War, and now was trying to destroy them again with their bombing raids.  Roosevelt had brought America into the war only because he was hungry for power himself.  He wanted to hold Germany down so that America could dominate the world.  “What you will find,” Feiertag told the boys, “is that in every land where our people have been abused and mistreated, Jews have been behind the trouble.  The Jews seek to control the world’s money, to mongrelize our population by marrying with pure Aryan people.  The day will come wh en the pure race will finally hold its rightful position in the world.  We have no desire to dominate anyone, but only to lead, as we are destined to do.  And Ernst Gessel, this

noble young man, has done his small part to bring about that destiny.  We may all give our lives before the battle is won, but if we do, we can go to our rest knowing that our purpose was great, our motivation pure.”

Dieter didn’t cry.  He wouldn’t allow himself that.  But he was moved.  And he was satisfied.  Had he turned Gessell in, after the unfortunate incident, the boy would have been dishonored and disgraced.  Instead, he had died valiantly for his country.

But Dieter had seen his friend Ernst after the machine gun had torn him up.  A slab of flesh had ripped from his side.  His ribs had been twisted and pulled halfway from his body, and his intestines had hung out in a bloody clump.  There had been a stench coming from his body, something tart and rotten.  Dieter couldn’t help wondering what Ernst had felt, how much pain he had experienced, before he died.  Dieter certainly was willing to die, but his idea of an honorable death had always been glorious and clean.  Ernst Gessell’s flesh had been real: like mangled meat lying on a roadside.  Dieter couldn’t get that picture out of his head.

That night, in his room alone, Dieter let his 

mind drift back to his home in Bavaria.  He thought of the willow trees along the river, the leaves turning yellow now, the sheep along the green hillsides.  The night before Dieter had left home, his mother had sat with him in the kitchen, at the table.  He had told her not to regret that he was leaving, that young men had to grow up early in time of war.  She had cried, and she had told him, “Dieter, you know nothing.  You only know what these Hitler Youth leaders tell you.  A boy should play football.  He should go to school, have a girlfriend, go walking with his family on Sunday afternoons.  These Nazis are going to get you killed.” 


It was shocking talk, and Dieter had been ashamed.  “You can’t say that to me, Mother.  You know how wrong it is,” he had told her, and he knew that according to regulation, he should have reported her.  But he had felt sorry for her.  She wasn’t a smart woman, not very well educated, had only known life in a little village and on the farm.  So she could be forgiven.  But now, as he sat in his room, he thought about the way she had clung to him that night and sobbed, the way she had g ripped him around the back with her soft arms.  


Dieter thought, too, of his family at the train station on the morning he had departed from Krumbach.  His father had said nothing, not a word.  He had offered a handshake, a nod of the head, but the rest was all in his eyes.  Dieter’s sisters and his little brother had cried, and Mother had held him again, but Father had looked res-olute.   Someone watching might have thought he was proud and satisfied, but Dieter knew better.  Father had no vision.  He was angry.  He liked his farm, liked to be on his own; he had no sense of history, not enough concern for what Germany could become.


Still, Dieter missed his family, missed even the early breakfasts, before school, and the smell of cows from the barn, just a step outside the kitchen.  He missed fresh eggs and milk, bacon, even missed his giggling little sisters.  It was so weak of him to worry about such things in this great time, when every ounce of concentration had to be brought to the purpose at hand.  But it was better than thinking of Gessell, with his guts flopping in the dirt.


All autumn the boys continued to dig.  As some of the older boys were sent to bolster troops 

on the nearby front, younger boys took over the leadership.  Dieter was called to serve in place of Braun, as the leader of the entire section of 180 boys: Gefolgshaftsfuhrer.  He was the youngest of the leaders to reach such a rank, at least here in this part of the Westwall, and he was proud of the honor.

But more boys meant more trouble, and troubles were definitely mounting.  The crews had been told that they were called to serve for only sixty days, but that time had passed and still the boys were digging—and from all appearance, would be for some time yet.  Lieutenant Feiertag warned the Hitler Youth leaders that they had to be vigilant.  “We’ve started to have a few run off,” he said, “We must put a stop to it or we’ll lose control here.  Watch your boys closely, and if you see signs of trouble, clamp down before it’s too late.”


“What will happen to boys who run?” one of the leaders asked.


Feiertag shook his head sadly.  “We have no choice.  Anyone we catch, we’ll have to shoot.  We have to show the others that we have only one way we deal with treason, no matter what the age of the traitor.”


Dieter took that message to his boys, shouted it into their faces, and hd didn’t worry much that any of his boys would try to run.  He found a boy weeping one day, saying that he wanted to go home, but Dieter had a long talk with him, bolstered his self-confidence, and felt good when the young man went back to work.  


And then one morning, early, one of Dieter’s Scharfuhrer knocked at his door.  Dieter got up and let the boy in.  “Yes, what is it?” he demanded.  He got little enough sleep as it was, without someone waking him long before daylight. 


“We have someone missing,” the boy said.  His face was white with panic.  “Willi Hofmann is gone.  We’ve looked everywhere for him.  He took all his things and he cleared out.”


“Can we track him? He must be on foot.”


“I don’t know.  His friend said he had some money.  Maybe he took a train.”


Dieter spent most of the day searching, but he couldn’t pick up his old friend’s trail, and so he was forced to make a report.  Dieter was ashamed, of course.  One of his boys had taken off, and that didn’t speak well for his leadership.  “This must not happen again,” Lieutenant Feiertag told him.  “Call your boys together and 


Another few days went by, and then Lieu-tenant Feiertag showed up at Dieter’s headquar-ters. “We have Hofmann,” he said, “He’s on his way here.”


“Did he go home?”


“No.  He went to his uncle’s house, and his crazy uncle put him up, tried to hide him.  Now the man’s going to serve two years in prison for harboring a deserter”


“What about Hofmann?” Diter asked.


“We’ll shoot him, of course.  Get your troops together.”


“Why?”


“So they can watch.”


“Watch?”


“Yes. Of course.  What’s the point of making an example of him if the boys don’t see it them- selves?  No one else will be running off from your section, I can tell you that.”


Dieter gave the Nazi salute and said, “Heil, Hitler.”  He got on his motorcycle and made the trip down his lines.  He let all his leaders know that they must assemble their troops that evening, at a point near Dirnsdorf.  He didn’t tell them why.  He didn’t want too much talk.  All the boys in Dieter’s unit from back home knew Willi, had known him all their lives.  


That afternoon Dieter arrived at the farm-house that Feiertag used for his headquarters, and he walked inside.  There was Willi sitting in the little living room, his hands and feet mana-cled.  His eyes were fixed.  He seemed not to see Dieter—or anything else.  And Dieter couldn’t stand to look at him.  He walked back out.  By then, other boys were arriving.  These sorts of gatherings were not common, and everyone seemed curious.  Dieter heard some speculating about what was going on, and before long the truth spread through the crowd.  Dieter watched as boys got the news and then grew silent.  He heard one boy say, “Why do we have to watch?”  But no one answered.


Finally Feiertag assembled the boys.  Then he stood before them.  “What is about to happen,” he said, “is very sad.  I take no joy in this—none at all.  Nor should anyone.  Hitler Youth is made up of young patriots.  When one of us shames him-self, we are all shamed at least a little.  If this were not a time of war, we could drive a coward from us and merely feel sorry for him that he has no more self-respect.  But in time of war, when a man runs from battle, he represents a danger to every one of us.  And so we have not choice about what 

we do here today.  I wanted you all to be here—all of you—to see this, not because we are happy to take this young man’s life but because it shows our resolve, proves it, establishes that we will do whatever it takes to preserve our land.”


Feiertag gestured, and four men, all soldiers—not Hitler Youth—walked outside.  Two led the way, and two more had hold of Willi Hofmann.  He was still not seeing anything, it seemed, still walking like a sleepwalker.  But when the men began to tie him to a post, he came alive.  He began to flail about, to fight against the bindings.  The four men had to hang on to him, even slam him about a little, to get him tied up.


Dieter held his position, and he watched his boys.  He finally turned to them and said, “No one break rank.  No one fall out.  Stand where you are.”


But he saw their fear.  And he felt the sickness that was rolling in his own stomach.  


Hofmann continued to struggle, grunting and twisting, trying to break loose.  The soldiers lined up and prepared to shoot, but the boy managed, in his terror, to pull the bindings loose.  He couldn’t get away, but he was tossing 


back and forth wildly, crying and screaming.  “I’m sorry.  I’m sorry.  I’ll stay this time.  I’ll work.  I’ll never run again.”


And then a machine pistol began to pop, and blood spattered wildly.  Hofmann’s chest ripped open, and his throat.  His clothes tore apart.  He let out a shriek and then slumped forward against the ropes.  Feiertag had not waited for the firing squad, not with all this wild flailing.  He had simply ended everything with his own trigger finger. 


But the gurgling continued, the sucking sound in Willi’s chest.


Dieter gulped, tried to get his breath.  He knew he had to accept this.


Dieter heard someone retch, heard a splat hit the ground, and that only set off others.  In another moment, ten, then twenty or more, were down on their knees, vomiting on the ground.


And Lieutenant Feiertag was saying, “That’s all right, boys.  Don’t be ashamed that you have to vomit.  No one wanted this to happen.  No one likes to see it.”  He paused for a time as the gurgling continued, the vomiting, and then he added, “May I trust now that not one of you will think of turning from his duty?”

