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Preface


IT is no compliment when a writer’s colleagues read his work and say he has “gone native.” To “go native” not only means a writer has been suborned by his subject but means he is unprofessional, that his work lacks objectivity.

Nevertheless, I hereby serve notice that in writing this book I went native. Every time I was with Bud Day and the Mistys or the POWs, I recalled that line from James Michener when the admiral is standing on the bridge of an aircraft carrier watching his pilots take off against the terrible defenses at Toko-Ri and says to himself, “Where do we get such men?”

I think this business about going native comes from writers who believe that the only true biography is one in which the subject’s head is served on a platter. Both the idea and the people who hold it are narrow. Readers don’t care a whit if a writer has gone native. Readers don’t care if a writer admires the person he writes about.

In the interest of full disclosure I must confess there is a personal element to my admiration for Bud Day. As background, my daddy was an Army top sergeant who spent thirty-three years in uniform. I never had a childhood; I had an extended boot camp and I fought it every day. I rejected everything my daddy represented. He often threatened me with the specter of a military school where I would be “straightened out.” He died when I was sixteen and that was the greatest day of my young life. For reasons I am not quite sure of, I briefly attended a military college. I say “briefly” because I flunked out. Then, again for reasons I don’t understand, I enlisted in the Air Force, where I became what the military calls a “shit bird,” a misfit who was always in trouble. I was in so much trouble that I was court-martialed three times and given an Undesirable Discharge.

Thereafter, my life was spent as far as possible from all things military.

But now, as I approach The River, it has become my job to write biographies of military men. This has enriched my life beyond all measure.

Military men are better than most of us. They live their lives based on clear values — a code of honor and loyalty, a patriotism, a commitment, and a discipline that place them on a moral high ground. It is their job to fight for and, if necessary, to die for their country. They willingly accept that contract. Bud Day and John McCain and Robbie Risner and James Stockdale and Orson Swindle and Larry Guarino and Jack Van Loan and Paul Galanti and Jack Fellowes and several hundred others spent years in the prisons of North Vietnam. Among those POWs were men crippled for life, men driven insane, men killed by their captors, and men who simply disappeared. But those who came home showed the world what Americans are made of.

Now, even though I went native, it would be a mistake to assume that I abandoned the professionalism gained from more than forty years as a writer. If there is a bias here, it is in the selection of Bud Day as a subject, not in the execution of the book. Only two or three more books are in me, and I want them to be the best I can do. Even though I have unbounded admiration for Bud Day, I did my job.

More than three years were spent researching and writing this book. In that time, I came to sense an ironic circularity to my life. All that I have run from for so many years — that is, anything to do with the military — I now embrace. All that I have criticized about the military, I now revere. Bud Day’s life revealed to me the truths my daddy tried to teach me more than a half century ago. And the companionship of Bud Day became a surrogate for the affection that never existed between my daddy and me. Today I weep at the knowledge that I rejected the greatest gift a father could pass on to his son. And each military biography I write is a message to my daddy that now I understand.

Robert Coram

Moonpie Studio

Harris Neck, Georgia

2006



Prologue
THE colonel wore a soft cotton shirt with a ruffled front, a clip-on bow tie, and dark blue formal trousers. A waist-length jacket — what Air Force officers call the mess dress blouse — was draped over a chair. On his feet were highly polished black boots with a zipper on the inside, the sort of boots that only a fighter pilot could wear — and carry off — with formal dress.
It had been almost three decades since the colonel retired, and here he was at Laughlin Air Force Base (AFB) near Del Rio, Texas, in the Distinguished Visitors Quarters. He sat solitary amid a sprawling suite usually reserved for generals. The colonel was almost eighty, and as he pulled himself out of a chair, his left hand shot involuntarily to his upper left thigh. The pain was always there. When he sat for a while and then stood up, the sting and throb radiated down his leg. Over the years the pain had pulled his body into a perpetual stoop. He limped to the refrigerator, where his hosts had provided a bottle of his favorite “white Z” — the zinfandel that was the only thing he drank these days. He poured a glass and walked slowly back across the room, sank into the chair, and shifted uncomfortably. For thirty years he had searched unsuccessfully for a chair in which he could sit and not feel pain.
He glanced at the heavy gold watch on his left wrist. The Republican Party of Arizona had given him the big Omega in 1973, the year he always referred to as “the year I got out of jail.” On the back of the watch, in block letters, was written OUR HUMBLE THANKS.
His escort would soon arrive. He reached up and checked his bow tie. The clip-ons had a tendency to break loose on one side and dangle from his collar. Then his left hand massaged his right forearm; it was bowed, and even a casual observer could see it once had been broken and improperly set. His right hand did not have a baby’s strength. Tonight he would be shaking hands with dozens of officers, and afterward his hand would hurt for days. The colonel stood up again and walked into the bedroom. When he returned, a heavy medal in the shape of a star was draped around his neck. It was surrounded by a wreath and hung from a sky-blue ribbon.
The colonel’s hand caressed the medal for a moment as he remembered the price he paid to earn it and the price he paid every day to wear it. A military doctor who specialized in traumatic orthopedic injuries had told him that the price would become higher with every passing year. But it was not just the pain. It was the memories, the memories and the nightmares. Nights were hell revisited. The man who had permanently crippled him — “the Bug” — was never far away. The ropes used to truss him into a pretzel and to wreck his body were never far away. Sleeping pills only dulled the pain and pushed the Bug into the middle distance for a few hours. With morning, and many cups of strong coffee, came a few good hours. Then in the afternoons he saw not only the lengthening shadows of the day but the growing shadow of the everlasting night. And he knew that when darkness fell, the back door of hell would open and the Bug would beckon.
The colonel reached for the glass of wine and shook his head. He was here because of his past; that was what his hosts wanted — -history’s glory. For his hosts, his past was valor and bravery and courage. He was immensely proud of his life, but he was also haunted by what had happened. Burned into his psyche forever were the words that kept him alive during those terrible years:
Return with Honor.
Return with Honor.
Return with Honor.
The old man did not want to think of the past. For him the present was far more important; he was in the midst of what he suspected would be his last great battle, and the outcome would affect more than a million military retirees. But his hosts knew nothing of that fight, so tonight he would talk of the past.
“It was all so long ago,” he murmured. “So long ago.” He shook his head almost in despair and said, “It was forever ago.”
A loud knock sounded. As the colonel stood up and limped across the room, a big smile transformed his face. He opened the door.
“Good evening, sir,” said a young Air Force captain.
“Come in. Come in.” The two men shook hands.
The captain stepped into the room, his eyes locked on the medal around the colonel’s neck: the Medal of Honor. Except for those pictured in the medal recognition books the young officer had studied, it was the first he had ever seen. It is the only medal awarded by the president of the United States. It is the only medal worn around the neck. It identifies its wearer as one who risked his life in combat; whose service to his country was above and beyond the call of duty. It is the only medal that defines a military man for all his days.
“Sir, I’m here to escort you, if you are ready.” His eyes never left the medal.
“Of course. Let me put on my jacket.” The colonel’s voice was soft and the boyish smile never left his face.
He picked up the jacket on the chair and struggled with it. His right arm just wouldn’t straighten enough to slide into the sleeve.
The captain moved behind the colonel to help. The colonel shrugged and felt the jacket settle into place. “Let’s go,” he said.
The captain stepped around in front of the colonel and froze, his eyes locked on the colonel’s left breast and row after row of ribbons and medals. Several carried palms or clusters indicating the medal had been awarded multiple times.
When one Air Force officer meets another, he can tell with a split-second look at the other man’s uniform all he needs to know. Does the man wear wings? If so, are they the wings of a pilot, a navigator, or an astronaut? The colonel wore wings with a wreath topped by a star — the wings of a command pilot, the highest pilot ranking in the Air Force.
The medals of an officer reveal if he is a warrior or a staff person. A warrior wears medals awarded for combat. A bureaucrat wears meritorious service medals and commendation medals. The medals are stacked in descending order of importance. Thus, one officer can look at the left breast of another, identify the medals, and know the story of that man’s career.
The captain had never seen so many combat medals on one person.
There on the top was the Air Force Cross, the highest medal awarded by the Air Force. The captain had never seen an Air Force Cross before. His gaze swept down the colonel’s chest. The Silver Star. The Distinguished Flying Cross with cluster after cluster. What outfit had the colonel been with to fly so many combat missions?
The Air Medal with nine oak-leaf clusters. Twelve campaign battle stars.
The arc of a thirty-year military career was there on his chest, beginning with medals from the Pacific Theater of World War II, then Korea, and then Vietnam.
Three wars. Three wars. My God, the man had served his country during three wars.
And under the U.S. medals was the National Order of Vietnam, the Vietnamese equivalent of the Medal of Honor.
The colonel wore the highest award for valor granted by TWO countries.
The captain regained his composure and escorted the colonel across the street to the officers’ club. Tonight was a Dining Out hosted by the 87th Flying Training Squadron, the famed “Red Bulls” of Laughlin AFB, part of the Air Education and Training Command. The Red Bulls and their begowned ladies were gathered next door in the bar at the officers’ club.
The Red Bulls train the last true knights of warfare.
Astronauts, or “rocketeers,” as fighter pilots call them, ride the most powerful beasts; but they usually do it only once. Fighter pilots mount up several times each week. Their first training is “basic fighter maneuvering”: one pilot against another at twenty thousand feet and the closest thing there is to jousting. Played out for real in combat, it is the ultimate sport: the loser goes down in flames and makes a big hole in the ground.
Every fighter pilot has an ego large enough for a separate zip code. And with good reason. In all the wars since Vietnam, Air Force pilots have flown into enemy territory, stomping down Main Street, beating their chests and daring enemy fliers to rise against them. Overwhelmed in every way, most enemy air forces never left the ground. As a result, in the last three decades, few Air Force pilots have been bloodied in combat.
The Dining Out is a formal affair rooted in ancient history. From pre-Christian Roman legions, to marauding Vikings, to King Arthur’s knights, a banquet to celebrate military victories has long been customary among warriors. British soldiers brought the practice to colonial America, where it was adopted by George Washington’s army. Close bonds between U.S. Army Air Forces pilots and Royal Air Force (RAF) officers during World War II cemented the custom in the U.S. military.
The goal for any Dining Out, no matter the branch of service, is to have a speaker who embodies the highest ideals of the military; preferably a combat leader, a man who has demonstrated in battle that he carries on the tradition of ancient warriors, a man whose deeds will forever inspire young men. Such an ideal has become more and more difficult to reach. But tonight a great warrior was speaking to the Red Bulls. And the opportunity to be in his presence was something they would talk about for the remainder of their days.
A retinue of colonels greeted the old man as he entered the officers’ club. Some military courtesies are dropped when officers are indoors. For instance, protocol does not call for saluting or standing at attention in the presence of a senior officer, much less an officer of equal rank. And officers of equal rank do not say “sir” to each other. But every colonel came to attention and said “sir” as they greeted the visitor.
A few lieutenant colonels and majors approached the colonel, but the junior officers hung back, drinking and whispering to each other as they stared, hesitant to even approach.
Some of the colonels wore a row of medals, a few had a couple of rows. But most of their medals were not combat decorations; they were basic “attaboy” awards for showing up for duty. Every colonel there looked at the old man’s medals, and their envy was almost palpable.
After numerous visits to the “grog bowl,” a commode filled with a napalmlike mixture of various liquors, everyone was in a jovial mood. The younger lieutenants and captains became bold enough to approach the colonel. Those on the outer edges of the circle jostled and elbowed one another as is the nature of young fighter pilots. But as they drew closer to the colonel, they became quiet and respectful, almost like small boys.
Snatches of their conversation were audible over the rowdiness of the party.
He’s got more combat medals than all the other medals in this room put together.
The squadron pilots plus officials from the wing of which the squadron was a part totaled fifty-four officers. That one man wore more combat medals than all the other officers in the room combined was mind-boggling.
Yeah, plus he’s got THE medal.
Which president awarded it?
I don’t know. But I do know he is the most decorated living American officer.
You mean. . .?
He’s got more medals than any other person in any branch of the U.S. military.
The young officers looked upon this man and tried to figure out what was different about him, what there was about him that might rub off on them. In the history of the Air Force, only seventeen men have received the Medal of Honor. Five of those men remain alive. Those five received the medal in Vietnam, and the Vietnam War ended before these young officers were born.
The colonel ignored the stares. He had never expected to receive the Medal of Honor. Hell, he never expected to live. Others, many others, who performed as well as he were dead. So many of his friends died in jail, so many good men lost in terrible and heartrending conditions. They died protecting the right of young men back home to flee to Canada in order to avoid being drafted. They died protecting the rights of college students to take to the streets and demonstrate against the Vietnam War. They died that Americans might sleep in peace.
Once, all this had angered the colonel immensely. But it was such a long time ago and no longer seemed to matter so much. What did matter, what would always matter, were the acts of bravery he had witnessed when he was in jail, acts of bravery that would live forever in his heart; acts of bravery that still caused him to weep when he remembered them.
I heard he was shot down in Vietnam and. . ..
He was the first commanding officer of a highly classified outfit that flew F-100s. He was shot down and captured, and was the only American to escape from North Vietnam into South Vietnam. Then he was shot and recaptured and taken to Hanoi. He was a POW almost six years. They tortured him pretty badly.
Is that how he got the medal?
He got that for his escape. He got the Air Force Cross for his leadership while he was a POW. They tortured him for months on end. Almost killed him. He was in solitary for years, but they never broke him. He is one tough son of a bitch.
The young officers stared at the colonel, who was smiling and kneading his forearm. His face was almost beatific, and were it not for his uniform and the medals, he would have looked like everyone’s favorite uncle. One said what the others were thinking.
Hard to believe.
Gentlemen, the colonel kept the faith. Remember this night because you are looking at a great man, a warrior, and you will not gaze upon his like again.
The squadron commander of the Red Bulls called the Dining Out to order. The colonel walked to his place at the head table, looked at the hard chair, and exhaled softly. The next hour or so was going to be agony. He took his seat near the middle of the table, and the rituals of the evening unfolded. The flag was brought into the mess, a procedure known as the Posting of the Colors, and then there was a series of formal toasts to the flag, to allied comrades, to the president of the United States, to the senior officers of each branch of the service, and, finally, a toast with water “to all that could not return,” the absent comrades dead or imprisoned in foreign countries.
Protocol dictates that no matter what high-ranking officers are in a room, a Medal of Honor recipient always is introduced first. But the squadron commander ignored protocol and introduced those sitting on his right and then those on his left, saving the colonel for last.
A rigid rule of a Dining Out is that applause is not permitted. Instead, guests rap their spoons on the table. As the head-table guests were introduced, each was greeted by a courteous tapping of perhaps five seconds. Then the colonel was introduced, and the gentle tapping turned into a rumble and then rose to a thunderous bass roar that went on and on and on. Around the room officers began standing. The thunder of the spoons became louder. Now everyone in the room was standing. Officers leaned over and crashed their spoons on the table. The building trembled. Wide-eyed cooks and waiters came from the kitchen to see what was happening as the thunder of the spoons rolled on and on and on until it seemed it would never stop.
The colonel beamed. To receive the approbation of fellow officers did not begin to make worthwhile all that he had gone through, all those years when he was absent from his wife, from his beloved Dorie, whom he had loved since he was a teenager, and from his four children, but it helped; it was a temporary balm for the pain and the nightmares and a cushion against the specter of the Bug.
The open adulation on the faces of the officers, the trembling of their lips and the moistness of their eyes as they looked upon him, sent his thoughts back to the beginning, back to the wrong side of the tracks in Sioux City, Iowa, back to Riverside, where, even in his most ambitious and outrageous dreams, he never thought his life would take this course, never dreamed that such cruelty would befall him, never imagined the honors that would come his way.
As the deep thunder of the spoons continued, the colonel’s thoughts tumbled down the decades.
It was all so long ago, so very long ago.
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Siouxland

OUT in the clean and sweetly rolling plains of the Midwest, out where Iowa and Nebraska and South Dakota come together, is a region called Siouxland — a place far removed from the swirling trends that wash over the dynamic cities of the East and West Coasts. This is the heartland, the stable and rock-solid core of America, and here the virtues long thought of as uniquely American are as real and ever-present as the wind across the prairie. Sophisticated people say the Midwest is “flyover country,” a dull and boring place where exciting things rarely happen. But the people of Siouxland know that the very things America finds amusing about them are, in fact, their greatest strengths.

Sioux City, Iowa, is the best-known town in Siouxland.

Only a few generations earlier, Sioux City had been the edge of civilization, the place where people stocked up on provisions before jumping into the wild Dakota Territories. Sioux City was as far up the Missouri as steamboats could travel. The railroad ended here. The first burial of a soldier west of the Mississippi River was that of Sergeant Charles Floyd, a member of Lewis and Clark’s Corps of Discovery who sickened and died here on August 20, 1804. The largest monument honoring a member of the Corps of Discovery is the one-hundred-foot-tall sandstone obelisk known as the Floyd Monument in Sioux City. Afterward, Sioux City became a trail-end sort of town where cowboys brought cows and hogs to local meatpacking houses. Brothels and gambling and useless violence were big in Sioux City.

Two prominent geographic features help define Sioux City: the Missouri River and the Loess Hills. The mighty Missouri is one of America’s most fabled and historic rivers while the Loess Hills are sharp-crested sand dunes formed centuries ago from windblown silt. Comparable hills are found in China, but the Loess Hills that run along the western border of Iowa and up through Sioux City are the longest in the world. On the edge of Sioux City, the Missouri is joined by the Big Sioux River. On the alluvial plain along the Big Sioux is a jam-packed suburb of small frame houses. This is Riverside, separated from Sioux City by the Loess Hills.

Riverside is a big part of the reason that Iowa and the rest of the Midwest looked down on Sioux City for much of the twentieth century. Riverside was the bad side of town — the home of roughnecks, the uneducated, and those on the windy side of the law. Here, grifters, hustlers, and bootleggers lived alongside railroad workers and those who worked in meatpacking houses. During the 1920s, tunnels under many Riverside homes served as hideouts for bank robbers who terrorized the Midwest; there were even stories that Al Capone visited when things got hot in Chicago. Dozens of illegal rat-hole bars were here, open seven days a week and known far and wide for their bloody fights. People in Riverside were so poor that in the winter they went over to the South Bottoms and waded into the Floyd River, where they scooped up buckets of fat, formed by congealed runoff from the stockyards, to use for cooking or for making soap.

Most people in Riverside accepted their lot in life. They were too busy eking out an existence to do otherwise. Only a few had the desire to get out and get up — to seek a better life. And of those few with the desire, even fewer made it.

George Day was one of those who did.

George Everette Day was born February 24, 1925, the second child and only son of John Edward and Christine Day. He was named George for his father’s brother and Everette for one of his mother’s brothers. From the beginning he was known only as “Bud.”

John Edward Day, called “Ed,” was fifty-four when Bud was born, an old man at a time when many men died in their sixties. He was five foot seven and slender, a taciturn fellow with a hard face. When he spoke, more often than not he was crabby. Some thought him mean.

Both Ed and Christine had been married previously. Ed divorced his first wife when he discovered there were other men in her life. He never spoke of his previous family except in dismissive and critical terms, and Bud grew up knowing little about them. Ed’s sour disposition could have been caused in part by his first marriage or it could have been caused by what he called his “nervous stomach,” for which he frequently took medicine. But more than likely his disposition was born in his poverty and in the knowledge that because he had only a sixth-grade education, his life would never be any better.

For a big part of Bud’s childhood, Ed was unemployed, doing little but tending to a vegetable garden planted in the rich soil on the banks of the Big Sioux. The Day family had no car and no telephone. Ed sometimes could not afford to pay his rent, and several times the family was evicted. Bud’s childhood was spent in a series of frame houses, none larger than about nine hundred square feet. In one of those houses, Bud’s mother and sister slept in the single bedroom while he and his father slept on the porch. The houses were not insulated and the woodstoves strove mightily during the fierce prairie winters. Summers were blazing and there was no air-conditioning. A well provided water. An outhouse was about ten feet from the well.

It was a daily fight for existence, but Bud’s father never complained. Like most Midwesterners, Ed was a man of fortitude who assumed he could and would handle whatever life threw at him. He was a stubborn man who simply did not know how to give up. The example he set in dealing with adversity was his greatest gift to his son.

Few parts of America were hit as hard by the Great Depression as was the Midwest. Siouxland became a dust bowl. Prairie grass died, the wells dried up, and the relentless wind blew away the dreams of a generation. For days, sometimes weeks, Bud never saw the sun.

Until the Depression, Siouxland was Republican country. But economics reversed the polarity of local politics. Like many of his neighbors, Ed Day went from being a ho-hum Republican to an evangelical Democrat who conferred almost godlike status upon President Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Most afternoons Ed turned on the radio to listen to Fulton Lewis Jr., a Republican commentator, so that every few minutes he could shout, “Lying son of a bitch!” Ed blamed the Republicans for every bad thing in his life. Years later Bud would remember, “If we had a year when there were not many pheasants and hunting was bad, he blamed it on the Republicans.”

Ed’s passion for politics was another gift he passed to his son.

To Ed Day, a man who did not vote was beneath contempt, right down there with men who borrowed money, drank liquor, or ran around on their wives. “If you don’t vote, you can’t complain,” he said. “A no-vote is a vote for the status quo. Change will not come until a man exercises his right to vote.”

But the Day household was not a democracy. When Ed told Bud to do something, it was always with a loud voice, and he never issued orders but once. If Bud moved slowly, his father slapped him into compliance. And no detail of Christine’s appearance or demeanor escaped Ed’s carping. She and her family were Danish immigrants, and Ed was particularly fond of ridiculing her accent and her family. He grumbled that her family did not speak English and said they were “stupid” to teach their children Danish. “If they are going to be real Americans, they’ve got to speak English,” he said. Sioux City had a large Scandinavian population, and Ed referred to them derisively as “Eric” or “Eric the Red.” He also had favorite slurs for other ethnic groups.

It is human nature that a man of pride, a man with no education and no job, must have someone to belittle. Perhaps Christine realized this; in any case, she never responded to the criticism. Her first husband had died and left her with four children. Ed put those children to work on Iowa farms in a form of indentured servitude, and they all moved to Chicago as soon as they could get away. Fatalistic about life, Christine did whatever Ed told her to do. She was a drudge, ruling nothing except her kitchen. She baked bread, cooked, and cleaned, and would not dream of taking a job outside the house; only a woman of doubtful virtue worked outside the home.

She was in her late forties when Bud was born. No one knew her age, as she told no one the date of her birth.

Every morning Christine cooked the same meal for her husband: one egg, fried very hard, along with a piece of fat pork and a couple of buckwheat pancakes.

Bud remembers also eating pancakes, as well as oatmeal and Cream of Wheat with raisins and milk and sugar, though during his childhood he never had a salad or a steak. As for his mother’s diet, he can’t remember; he recalls only that she was always running between the table and the stove and rarely sat down.

Bud’s sister, Joyce, was six years older than he. She was so intelligent that twice she was moved ahead a year in school and would have been moved a third time if her mother hadn’t forbidden it, saying she should not be in a class with girls who were three years older. Independent and headstrong, Joyce, had she been born a few decades later, could have been a militant feminist.

Ed was as verbally abusive to his daughter as he was to his wife. But Joyce was not intimidated. She and her father had tremendous fights. Bud particularly remembers one disagreement concerning Gypsy Rose Lee, the famous “hoochie koochie” dancer of the time whom Ed thought was a “strumpet.” Joyce liked Gypsy Rose Lee and told her father, “Times are changing. A woman can do anything she wants as long as she does not break the law. If she was breaking the law, she would be arrested.” And Joyce was so angry about Ed’s constant criticism of Christine that many times she said to her mother, “Divorce him. You don’t have to take his abuse. You don’t have to live like this.”

Bud was nine years old when Joyce — at fifteen — graduated from high school and moved to Chicago to live with a half sister. When she announced she was entering college in Oklahoma City, Ed sputtered and spouted and issued edicts, but all to no avail. This was not an issue in which he had a vote.

Joyce blazed through college as quickly as she did high school and, by nineteen, had graduated and was working in southeast Iowa. Then one day, while carrying a load of laundry downstairs, she tripped, tumbled down the stairs, and broke her neck. She died instantly.

Older people in Riverside still shake their heads when they talk of Joyce’s death. She was a pretty girl, and they believe there was something mysterious about her death. Agile nineteen-year-olds don’t fall down stairs. But there was no investigation, only bitter acceptance.

After the funeral, Ed found he was the beneficiary of Joyce’s $500 life-insurance policy. He used the money to invest in a house at 2222 Riverside Boulevard. It was the only house Ed ever owned. The property had no bathroom, only a toilet. Ed wired the house, dug a basement with pick and shovel, braced it up, bricked it, and installed a furnace and a coal chute, then added an enclosed back porch and a toolshed. Ed was not the introspective sort who would have found irony in the fact that the only house he ever owned came through the death of an estranged daughter.

One of the few things Bud did with his father on a regular basis was to get on the streetcar in the early fall and ride down to lower 4th Street to the pawnshop owned by “Little Joe.” There his father bought him a pair of shoes and a coat for the coming winter. By then Bud’s shoes from the previous year were falling apart. (Time after time his mother took a cereal box and cut out a piece of cardboard in the shape of Bud’s feet to fit inside his shoes. The mothers of Bud’s friends did the same. It was a matter of pride among Riverside mothers that there were no holes in the socks of their children.)

Ed was convinced that Little Joe gave him great deals. So one day when the pawnbroker offered him an old single-barrel .410-gauge shotgun, Ed bought it and gave it to Bud, figuring that a Riverside boy ought to be able to shoot, to put meat on the table, even if he was only ten years old.

The .410-gauge shotgun was a small, low-powered shotgun with a very tight spread of shot. Hunters consider it something of a toy. But Bud became an excellent wing shot. Every year thousands of ducks covered the surface of sloughs along the Big Sioux, and Bud shot many of them for his mother’s table. He also shot pheasants and pigeons. During the winter when he brought home game birds, his mother hung them on a wire in the yard, where they froze, not thawing out until maybe late March. When the family wanted one for the table, Bud’s mother pulled it from the line and dressed and cooked it, supplementing domestic chickens and turkeys with pheasant, rabbit, pigeons, ducks, and geese.

Providing for the family meant more than finding food. Bud was expected to work. Though a boy had to be twelve to become a caddy at what then was called the Elmwood Golf Course, Bud somehow got one of the jobs when he was ten. As is sometimes the case with poor children, Bud was particularly observant. One of the first things he noticed at Elmwood, beyond the obvious fact that golfers had the money to indulge in an expensive sport and the leisure time to enjoy it, was that golfers wore expensive clothes and had manners far smoother than those of Riverside men. Their conversation was more worldly. And every man who played golf had been to college.

For a Riverside boy growing up in the Depression, there were no professions higher than being a doctor or lawyer. Bud Day decided he would be a doctor. But he told no one. The idea of a boy from Riverside going to college was outrageous. Only one boy in the neighborhood had ever gone to college: the preacher’s son. For a Riverside boy to go to college and then to medical school. . .well, to talk of such dreams would evoke only scorn and ridicule.

Bud discovered reading about the same time he discovered golf. Down the street was a police officer who was the father of a classmate. The officer had taken an early retirement because of an injury and spent his days on a recliner or in bed. His friends brought him books and magazines, so many that they stacked up in his small house. One day he invited Bud to look through the piles and take whatever he wanted. It was a revelation for the youngster.

As sometimes happens with children who are not happy with their lives, Bud found a better world between the covers of a book. Subsequently, he began checking books out of the city library. The limit was two volumes, but Bud went through books so fast and returned them so promptly that the librarian — as is the way of good librarians everywhere — increased his limit to four. During the summer he read from seven to nine books each week, many of them while lying on the roof of his house in the shade of an oak tree.

Ed, for all his rigidity in other matters, was lenient in the extreme about Bud’s reading, probably because he thought reading would help Bud graduate from high school. A high school diploma was considered as far as a Riverside boy could go. College was not even a dream. Again and again Ed used his most emphatic tone to tell Bud, “You will be a high school graduate.”

Bud read with the undisciplined enthusiasm of a boy who has discovered a secret. He quickly burned through books in the children’s section, books about Daniel Boone, and books by Nathaniel Hawthorne and James Fenimore Cooper, and moved on to books about Nathan Hale and Thomas Paine and Daniel Webster and Thomas Jefferson. His boyhood hero became Charles Lindbergh. Bud considered Lindbergh almost a local; after all, he flew out of St. Louis, which was not that far away. Bud bought a leather pilot helmet and goggles and daydreamed of duplicating Lindbergh’s exploits, of mounting up with wings as eagles. But of course it was only daydreaming. Boys from Riverside did not become officers and pilots; they became enlisted men and infantry soldiers.

BY the time Bud was ten, he had several friends with whom he would remain close all his life.

The one thing they had in common was that they were afraid of Ed. Sometimes when they knocked on Bud’s front door, Ed appeared with his angry scowl. The boys were already backing away when Ed announced, “He’s not coming out.” There was no rhyme or reason as to why Ed sometimes kept Bud at home.

Bud inspired a fierce loyalty among his childhood companions. One of Bud’s friends was Paul Jackson, a Serb (the family name was Jaksik until it was changed to Jackson) whose parents spoke heavily accented English. When Jackson was in his late seventies, battling cancer and a host of other illnesses, he met a person inquiring about Bud and said, “I’ll fight any man who says anything bad about Bud Day.” He meant it.

And there was Frank Work, a tough kid from a big family, all of whom lived in a tiny apartment for which the rent was $5 per month. Even in Riverside some people looked down on Frankie Work. But not Bud. “He treated me with dignity and respect,” Work recalled, and it was clear from his tone that few other people had. Work often was in trouble with the cops and was widely known for his fighting abilities, and from an early age he made it his mission in life to protect Bud. Once, when he was tossed out of his own home, he came to Bud’s house and slept with Bud. Work remembers that Bud’s bed “was hard as burled oak,” and he still wonders how his friend slept on it night after night.

Another buddy was Dick Skavhdahl, whose older brother, “Skinks,” was an enlisted Marine — one of the old-timers known as China Marines — who sometimes wore his dress blues when he came home. He was a bigger-than-life figure, a recruiting-poster kind of military man who, in a few years, was to have an enormous influence on the boys of Riverside.

And finally there was Jim Brodie. Brodie’s father, John, was a lawyer with considerable political influence. In a few years he would have a significant impact on Bud’s life.

The boys spent much of their time in the Loess Hills, “running the hills,” they called it, and shouting, “Radook,” a nonsense word that became their rallying call. An old buffalo wallow was up in the hills, as were several Indian burial grounds where Bud and his friends found arrowheads and partial skeletons. In the summers they swam nude in “Greenie Pond” or they swam the Sioux River to steal watermelons on the South Dakota side. During the winter they rode sleds down Catholic Hill (which they called “Cat-licker Hill”), and when the Big Sioux froze, Bud and his friends played ice hockey using a tin can as a puck and willow limbs as hockey sticks. In the spring, when the ice broke up, it was a big deal among the boys to see which one first dove in.

There were two illegal whiskey stills in Riverside. Bud and Frankie found them and studied their construction.

Bud turned eleven in 1936. Even today, people in Sioux City who are of a certain age shake their heads when they remember 1936, a brutal year that included one of the coldest winters and hottest summers in history. That summer the temperature was around 100 degrees for weeks, so hot that many people in Riverside slept on the grass in local parks.

That same year, Ed was hired by the Works Progress Administration (WPA) — one of President Roosevelt’s programs to get Americans relief during the Great Depression — to be a night custodian of equipment kept on the banks of the Floyd River as part of a flood-control project. Ed went to work every day at 5 p.m. and returned at about 8 a.m. He slept a few hours, then supervised Bud’s chores and puttered in his garden until it was time to return.

By the time he was twelve, Bud not only was a caddy but had a job at the Lakeshore Inn on McCook Lake. The Lakeshore Inn was a place where the food was cheap and the booze was bad — 
a dimly lit place where older men brought younger girls. Bud cleaned the floor of vomit when he arrived and then cooked ribs for the dinner crowd. He spent what little extra money he had on Bing Bars, a candy bar made by the local Palmer Candy Company. With their cherry-cream center and a chocolaty-peanut coating, Bing Bars would be a lifelong passion for Bud Day.

WHEN the time came, Bud attended Central High School, a monstrous building made of Sioux Falls granite that everyone referred to as the “castle on the hill.” There he made Bs and Cs. He used study periods at school to do all his homework and never once took a book home. He played hooky often and used those absences to walk up to the north side of town and admire the two-story brick homes of wealthy people. He marveled at the cars in the driveways and vowed that one day he too would live in a large house, preferably a two-story brick house, and that he would drive what then was the ultimate sign of success — a Cadillac.

Bud was in numerous fights at school, not because he picked them — he was too small to pick fights (about five feet tall and a hundred pounds) — but because he was from Riverside and everyone picked on River Rats. Though frequently beaten up, Bud also held his own many times. In fact, he became known as something of a scrapper who never backed down, no matter the size of his challenger. He did not tell his father about the fights; to go home and whine that a big kid had picked on him was unthinkable. He knew what Ed would say: Take care of yourself. Pick up a stick and do whatever it takes, but don’t let anybody run over you.


When Bud was fifteen, someone, he doesn’t remember who, gave him a dog — an Irish water spaniel. Bud named it “Curly” and set about teaching him to hunt. In so doing, he found he was a gifted dog trainer. Before long the eighty-pound chocolate-colored spaniel had a reputation throughout Siouxland. Bud and Curly spent countless hours roaming the sloughs near the Missouri.

By the time he was sixteen, Bud had still another job delivering the Sunday Des Moines Register. Through this job he met Sonwald Sorensen. The Sorensen family was immensely proud of its Norwegian heritage; at home they spoke only Norwegian.

Bud often took Curly with him when he met Duffy and Stanley Sorensen and played basketball in the Sorensens’ driveway. A nearby streetlight enabled the boys to play well into the evening. Duffy had a younger sister, Doris, who, when the boys got hot and sweaty, brought them water. Bud, focused on his friends, the game, and his dog, did not know she existed.

In high school, Bud dated a cheerleader for a while and flirted with a few other girls before meeting — and finally noticing — Doris again. She was twelve but appeared to be years older. They encountered each other at the empty lot on Riverside Boulevard that, during October, was flooded by the fire department. The “skating pond” remained frozen all winter. Bud wanted to skate with Doris, but ice-skating meant holding hands, and she did not want her parents to drive by and see her holding hands with a boy. So the two skated independently, smiling at each other.

Bud, sixteen at the time, thought Doris was his age, maybe a year younger, a mistake easy to make. She worked part-time for her father, ordering paint and lumber and paying bills and answering the phone — chores usually reserved for an older person. In addition, pictures of her taken during that time show she had the physical attributes not only of an older girl but of a much-blessed older girl.

ON Sunday, December 7, 1941, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. The next day as Bud rode the streetcar to school, passing the post office at the corner of Pearl and 6th Street, he stared at the double line of young men stretching around the block and halfway around in a second loop. These were young men from age eighteen up to their early thirties. They were locals who had taken the streetcar down to the post office to enlist in the military. It was a cold December in Sioux City, but few of the men wore coats. They were too poor.

Bud kept his eyes on the men until the streetcar rounded a corner. Something about the long line resonated with him. Although he was too young to articulate his feelings, he sensed the young men were standing on the street for two reasons: America had been dealt a serious blow and needed soldiers for the long war that was ahead. The young men of Siouxland were simply answering the call. But another reason, the unspoken reason, was that the military was a jobs program. The Depression still lay heavily on America. Boys graduating from high school knew they faced the same bleak future that thousands of men in their middle and late twenties were facing. The military would teach them a trade. They could serve their country, do their bit for America, then come home and get on with their lives.

That afternoon after school Bud walked downtown and saw that the line around the post office was longer than it had been that morning.

Bud wanted to be part of it. But he was only sixteen and it was not yet his time.

IN the months after Pearl Harbor, the war did not go well for America. The Japanese controlled almost half the Pacific, and the Germans were defeating the British in North Africa. A glimmer of good news came in April 1942, when the Doolittle Raiders bombed Japan. In August, the U.S. Marines landed on Guadalcanal and took horrendous casualties. Felt all across America was a desperate urgency for a battlefield victory. Young men volunteered to do their part.

Abroad and at home, America was still struggling. Twenty-eight percent of the population had no income. Tenants could not pay rent. Cities could not provide services. People could not cover their mortgages and were forced out of their homes. One-fourth of America’s schoolchildren were malnourished, and no place in America suffered more than the Midwest.

In the summer of 1942, Bud hitchhiked to Chicago to spend the summer with a half brother. He says he left home because he “grew tired of the old man’s constant griping and carping.” He says too, “There was some pushing and shoving,” and that he wrestled his old man to the floor and pinned him. He denies that it was a real fight. Whatever it was, it led to his first venture away from Sioux City. He worked in a Chicago bowling alley all summer and then hitchhiked home for his final year of high school.

That fall he won a golf tournament with other caddies at the country club, shooting a 75. Life went on.

SONWALD Sorensen became successful enough to leave Riverside and move into Sioux City. But on Fridays the family came back to Riverside so Mrs. Sorensen could have her hair done. On one of these trips, Doris ran into Bud again, this time at the ice-cream parlor. They shared a chocolate malt and caught up. She was now thirteen and Bud was a senior in high school. He walked her home, and Doris thought he was the most polite boy she had ever met. She went inside to tell her parents she was outside talking to a friend. She and Bud then stood in the bitter cold of an Iowa winter and talked more than an hour, oblivious of the cold. Bud said he wanted to meet her again next week at the skating rink. She agreed and he leaned over and kissed her good night.

That kiss was the beginning of one of the great love stories of our time — a love story in which, years later, during a time of great adversity, both Bud and Doris manifested the finest qualities of the Midwest and of America for all the world to see. Thus, their stories, like their lives, cannot be separated. From that moment there was never really anyone else for either of them.

IN the fall of 1942 came an announcement that eighteen-year-olds would be drafted in January. Bud thought that meant he would be drafted when he turned eighteen, and the idea of being drafted was anathema. When your country was in trouble, you voluntarily came to her aid. It was that simple.

One day he heard Dick Skavhdahl say, “I’m joining the Marines next week,” and without thinking he said, “Me too.”

When Bud told his parents he was dropping out of school to join the Marines, Ed exploded. “You haven’t graduated from high school,” he pleaded. “You get your diploma in a few weeks. Wait that long.”

“I’m joining up,” Bud said.

“You are disobeying me,” his father said.

This is the painful moment when the boy becomes a man, when the father must step aside or be pushed aside.

Because he was underage, Bud had to have his parents’ permission to join the Marines. Even though Ed did not want Bud to drop out of school, the men of Siouxland did not stand in the way of sons who wanted to fight for their country. Reluctantly, he signed the waiver.

About the time Bud announced he was joining the Marines, Curly disappeared. Bud assumed someone had stolen the spaniel because of its reputation. But he was too wrapped up in details about joining the Marines to search for Curly. All things had to be put on hold while he readied himself for war.

Bud was five foot two — not exactly what the Marine Corps had in mind when they went looking for a few good men — and weighed 114 pounds. For several days he stuffed himself with bananas, but when he walked into the post office, the Marine Corps recruiter took one look at him, gave him a dime, and sent him across the street to buy more. Bud returned with his stomach protruding. Yet when he climbed atop the scales, he topped out at 116 pounds. The minimum weight for a man joining the Marine Corps was 120 pounds. Nevertheless, the Marines granted him a waiver.

Ironies abound here. The man who, more than three decades later, would become America’s most highly decorated military man had to have two waivers to begin his military career: a waiver from his parents because of his age and a waiver from the Marine Corps because of his size.

Bud was sworn into the Marine Corps on December 10, a day that, for the rest of his life, would remain special.

The day he left Sioux City to begin his training, Bud and his mother rode the streetcar down to the train station. (Ed was still angry that his only son was a high school dropout, so he stayed home.) At the station, Bud kissed his mother good-bye and walked toward the train. He looked over his shoulder to see his mother leaning against the tan brick wall, and as mothers always do when their sons go away to war, she was weeping.


What is going on with this woman? Bud thought. This is not a thing to be crying about.


And with that, the teenage River Rat boarded the train and headed off to become a Marine.
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