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Finally, I dedicate this book to the memory of Sergeant CraigL. Nelson, and to his family, his many friends, and to his unit (Headquarters Company of the 1/156 Armor Battalion of the 256th Infantry Battalion, Louisiana Army National Guard), as representative of all the young men and women who have given their lives in Americas fight against terrorism, so we might live in freedom. And to Major Tammy Duckworth (Headquarters Company, 1st Battalion, 106 Aviation, Illinois National Guard), a brave woman wounded in Iraq, who represents all those with their own battles ahead of them, and their own stories to tell.
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Italy: April 14,  1945










CHAPTER 1


What a Life




HE LOOKED SO YOUNG, JUST A BOY, REALLY, NOT MUCH more than twenty-one years of age. It wasnt fair that hed already experienced so much pain and misery in his short lifetime. It wasnt right that his lofty hopes and dreams for the future had been snuffed out by one blast from an enemy explosive device.


But there he was, in the intensive care unit at the Walter Reed Army Medical Center, in Washington, D.C., fighting for his life.


My wife, Elizabeth, and I often visit wounded soldiers at Walter Reed, but this occasion was different. It was Christmas day 2004, and I was about to be discharged from the hospital myself. I had recently undergone surgery in New York, and had been transferred to the medical center in Washington to recuperate.


We were in the dining room shortly before two oclock, visiting with several young soldiers who had been wounded in the Iraq war, when a mother and daughter spied us. They approached us and introduced themselves as distant relatives of my family. The mother then told us about her son, Craig Nelson, the young man in whose room I now stood. My friend Dr. Charles Chuck Peck had informed me of Craigs presence in the hospital, and I had hoped to see him before I left, so the encounter seemed almost providential.


Craig had been badly wounded while on patrol in Iraq a week or so before Christmas. He suffered severe damage to his C-1 vertebra and was paralyzed from his neck down. Now lying in an intensive care unit at Walter Reed, he couldnt move a muscle. He was hooked up to all sorts of medical machines, with various tubes running to his body, an electrocardiogram monitoring his heart, a respirator helping him to breathe, and a tracheotomy in his throat.


Nevertheless, the young mans eyes brightened as I stepped up to his bedside. His mother introduced us: Craig, this is Bob Dole. Craigs sister joined us around the bed. Craig couldnt speak, but he could hear me and seemed to respond with his eyes.


Looking at Craig, I felt a wave of emotion sweep over me, nearly overwhelming me. It was like seeing a mirror image of myself sixty years earlier. He was tall and muscular, about six feet, one and a half inches, and about 185 pounds, almost identical to my World War II height and weight. For a moment I was back there, in a similar hospital bed, encased in plaster, unable to move, paralyzed from the neck down.


I just stood there at Craigs bedside. I could feel my heart thumping loudly in my chest, my emotions rushing to the surface. I knew the tough road Craig had before himand his condition was far worse than mine had been.


I reached out my handmy left handtouched the soldiers arm, and said, Good luck, Craig. Youre in a great hospital. Theyll take good care of you. We stayed only about five minutes.


I looked the young man in the eyes one more time, then turned to his mother, put my arm around her shoulder, and said, Well pray for Craigs recovery. Please let me know if I can help.


Unfortunately, a few days later Craig Nelson, another American hero, passed away. I grieved for that family and became more determined that this book would do something to help others understand their painand the trauma that so many others have endured because of war.




IVE SEEN THESE KIDS IN THE HOSPITALS AND OUT, people who face seemingly impossible challenges, and Ive seen myself in them. Whatever reassurance, hope, and inspiration I can offer them comes out of my own life experiences.


Its said often that my generation is the greatest generation. Thats not a title we claimed for ourselves. Truth be told, we were ordinary Americans fated to confront extraordinary tests. Every generation of young men and women who dare to face the realities of warfighting for freedom, defending our country, with a willingness to lay their lives on the lineis the greatest generation.


In the end, what gets people through a physical or emotional crisis is not new technology or medication. Those things can help, of course. But its faith that gives you the strength to endurefaith that wont allow you to give up; faith that manifests itself in a ferocious determination to take the next stepthe one that everyone else says is impossible.



Adversity can be a harsh teacher. But its lessons often define our lives. As much as we may wish that we could go back and relive them, do things differently, make better, wiser decisions, we cant change history. War is like that. You can rewrite it, attempt to infuse it with your own personal opinions, twist or spin it to make it more palatable, but eventually the truth will come out. Those pivotal moments remain indelibly impressed in your heart and mind. For me, the defining period in my life was not running for the highest office in the land. It started years earlier, in a foreign country, where hardly anyone knew my name.



Dear Mom and Dad,


What a life! I can hardly believe that Im living in such a wonderful place. My rest is about over, but Ive really enjoyed myself so far. Im going on a tour this afternoon, also one tomorrow morning. I should see about everything when Im finished.


The radio is playing. It reminds me of the times that Ive been home playing Norma Jeans records. So far I havent heard any records by Frank Sinatra. I guess he isnt too popular over here.


The war news really sounds good. I guess Russia plans on helping us with Japan. Keep your eyes on the news for big things to happen.


Had a fine breakfast this morning, scrambled eggs, bacon, tomato juice, toast and coffee. I sure miss my quart of milk per day. Tell Aunt Mildred to be sure to save some for Kenny and me when we get home.


I ran into a Lt. in Eugenes camp only yesterday but still havent seen Eugene.


So bye for now


Love


Bob




I folded the handwritten letter dated April 7, 1945one of the last that I would ever write with my own right handand slipped the paper inside an envelope. I had been enjoying a short leave in Rome, but the wonderful place in which I was living was a small pup tent pitched in war-torn Italy, near the Po Valley, not far from the mountain town of Castel dAiano. I was a second lieutenant in the infantry resting with the U.S. Armys 10th Mountain Division, an elite division of soldiers that, just prior to my arrival, had fought one of the bloodiest battles of the war. Because we were now in a rest mode, holding the territory that had been won at such a high price little more than a month earlier, I had plenty of time to write letters and to think.


The war had finally tilted in our direction. Since D-day, in June 1944, the Allies had steadily fought from the beaches of Normandy toward Hitlers heartland. Although the casualties had been horrendous, the war was winding down. The Germans were retreating, Auschwitz had been liberated, the Americans and Russians were advancing toward Berlin, and it was time to start planning for the future.


I couldnt wait to get back homehome, to Russell, Kansaswhere Id been born and raised; back to Kansas University, where, prior to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, I had been studying to become a doctor. I was looking forward to reestablishing myself as a student-athlete at KUwell, at least as an athlete. Although I made passing grades, academics had not been my strength in school. Sports had been my passion. At KU, I had competed in football, basketball, and track, and since Id kept my six-foot-two-inch, 194-pound frame in good shape during the war, I was hoping that I could pick up where Id left off and make the starting lineup.



Ah, yes, back home. A pang shot through my heart when I thought about the young KU woman whom I had hoped to marryuntil the war separated us for prolonged seasons and our only contact came through letters. I guess she grew tired of waiting for me; while I was still in training, she married an officer in the navy.


Maybe someday Id fall in love and get married. But for now, like most soldiers who had been away from their families, I longed for the simple things: a home-cooked meal, a comfortable bed, a bath or shower with unlimited hot waternormalcy. Many nights, as I lay in my bedroll and dreamed of how it would be when I got back home, the crackle of distant enemy machine gun fire or the ominous brruupp! of a German burp gun would jar me back to reality. I was in Italy. This was war.


President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and Josef Stalin had described the Italian front as the soft underbelly of the opposition; renowned war reporter Ernie Pyle referred to Italy as the forgotten front. But apparently nobody had informed the Nazis of these dubious distinctions. In fact, Hitler apparently regarded the rugged Italian terrain as his last hope of fending off the Allied advances; he had personally ordered that every inch of northern Italy be defended to the last drop of German blood.


And a lot of blood was spilled on both sides. The American forces had pushed the Germans back from North Africa and into the boot of Italy. Allied victories at Anzio, Salerno, and Monte Cassino had been hard fought, incurring heavy casualties. Meanwhile, Mussolini had been booted out of power, only to be reinstated by Hitler, to no avail. By the summer of 1944, the Germans had grudgingly given up Rome and Florence, and had regrouped to the north in the Apennine Mountains, digging in among the steep mountain ridges. With the Nazis controlling these heights, the advancing Allied forces skidded to a standstill at the German Gothic Line, a 120-mile heavily fortified barrier stretching across the Apennines north of Florence and blocking entrance to the Po Valley. Beyond that was another line of German defenses known as the Genghis Khan Line, entrenched in a second chain of mountain ridges. For the next three hundred days the Germans held on tenaciously, knowing that if they lost this ground, the Allies would pour through the Po Valley and make for the suddenly vulnerable southern borders of the Reich, and from there, on to total victory. Despite diminishing air support, the Germans were well dug into their bunkers around Castel dAiano, refusing to budge. They fought as men with no hopeeither ahead of them or behind them. They were a formidable foe, because they had nowhere else to go.


One of the areas most fiercely defended by the Germans was Mount Belvedere, whose 3,500-foot elevation was considered inaccessible without ones being spotted by snipers. Because they also held the 1,500-foot-high, sheer-cliff elevation known as Riva Ridge on the opposite side of the valley, the Germans had clear sight of any American forces attempting to mount an assault against them from any direction in the punch bowl below. Moreover, by controlling both high observation points, they created a bottleneck through which any Allied troops would have to pass if they hoped to move north from Florence to the ancient university town of Bologna, and from there, onward toward Hitlers homeland. Three times the Allied forces pushed north against Mount Belvedere, and three times German defenders pounded the attackers back, with heavy loss of life.



Finally, on February 18, 1945, a few weeks before I arrived in the region, the 10th Mountain Division, the last American army division to enter the fighting in Europe, successfully ascended the sheer cliffs of Riva Ridge in the dark and launched an assault on the tenaciously held German positions. Under the cagey leadership of their commander, General George P. Hays, the men of 10th Mountain caught the entrenched Germans by surprise, dislodged them from the mountain, and then withstood seven ferocious counterattacks by the enemyall in one night. By daybreak Riva Ridge belonged to the Allies. They then crossed the valley and scaled the heights of Mount Belvedere, which had been laced with German land mines and strung with clear trip wires about chest high. Attempting to keep their footing while climbing the mountain in the dark, more than a few soldiers stepped gingerly around a land mine only to bump into a chest-high line that set off a killer blast.


So confident were the Germans that they literally stood at their observation points and watched Hayss men coming. Inch by inch, climbing, crawling on their bellies, slipping and sliding, the 10th Mountain Division would not be denied. Through the smoke, dirt, and fog, the Allied troops engaged the Germans one by one, doing what the Nazis thought had been impossibledriving them off the mountainand every piece of ground the 10th took, it kept.


The elite 10th Mountain Division, as the Germans came to call them, was composed of an unusual assortment of soldiers, made up of European and American ski champions, Olympic swimmers, rock climbers, and Ivy Leaguers, from universities such as Harvard, Dartmouth, and Yale. Hundreds of men in the 10th Mountain Division had earned doctorates from prestigious universities.



But the 10th Mountain was anything but a bunch of rich softies trying to ski their way through World War II. Quite the contrary: its ranks contained some of the toughest, best trained, most highly conditioned fighting men in the world.


The idea for a division of soldiers specially trained to operate in the snowy, cold, rugged mountains originated in the heart and mind of Charles Minot Minnie Doleno relationan American ski enthusiast inspired by the prolonged resistance of Finnish troops fighting against the Soviets in a 1939 border war. The heroic Finns had held out largely due to their ability to traverse the snow-covered landscape on skis.


Since the outbreak of war in Europe, Charles Dole had relentlessly lobbied Roosevelts war offices to create a similar force skilled in mountain fighting, with the ability to operate on skis. He wasnt alone. The notion was not far from many military minds that the Japanese might attack the United States in Alaska, or that the Germans might attempt to encroach upon our mainland, invading through the snowy, mountainous terrain of Canada. This wasnt as far fetched as it may sound. The Japanese had already proven their audacity by attacking Pearl Harbor, and nightmares of the Nazis launching a similar surprise attack across the borders of Maine, Michigan, or North Dakota seemed all too plausible.


Finally, in 1943, Roosevelt concurred with General George Marshall on the usefulness of such a division, and a call went out for volunteers. World-class skiers, forest rangers, trappers, mountain mule trainers, cowboys, and woodsmen responded, and soon all were training on skis in the mountains surrounding Camp Hale, Colorado. Besides their ability to ski around rocks and trees while carrying heavy backpacks and M-1 rifles, the men of 10th Mountain became adept in silently scaling rock cliffs using ropes and hooks. What many critics regarded as a wartime country club soon matured into one of the crack divisions in the United States military.




FRESH OUT OF OFFICER CANDIDATE SCHOOL AT FORT Benning, Georgia, I shipped out for an unknown destination in December 1944. I had enlisted in 1942, was called up in 1943, and by early 1945, I was assigned to a camp of replacement officers outside Rome, Italy. Second lieutenants were a vanishing breed due to the devastating toll the war had taken on our troops platoon leaders. Many young officers had been gunned down by German artillery during the Italian invasion. One group hit particularly hard was the 10th Mountain Division, which had lost many valiant warriors in the battles to secure the high ground of Mount Belvedere. Thats where the army sent me. I thought it mighty odd that a kid from Kansas who had seen a mountain up close only once in his life would be assigned to lead a platoon of mountain troops. We Kansans didnt ski much. But the army didnt ask my opinion. Nor had it bothered to inform me of the severe losses taken by the company to which I had been assigned, the 85th Regiment, 3rd Battalion, I Company. The company commander, Butch Lutheran All-American football player from Nebraskaand half the lieutenants had been killed during the hellacious attack on Mount Belvedere. No wonder the forty or so men of the 2nd Platoon didnt go out of their way to get to know me when I arrived. They figured I wouldnt be around long.











CHAPTER 2

Fragile Flesh





I WAS EASY TO SPOT AS THE NEW GUY. I WAS THE ONE with a clean uniform. Fresh faced, wide-eyed, and twenty-one years of age, I wore a tank jacket and tucked my pants neatly into my boots. Even though Id grown up in a poor family, my mom had always been fastidious about her kids appearance. Not many men in town went to work each morning with pressed creases in their overalls. My dad did. In Italy, I was determined to keep up the platoons morale, to demonstrate that even though we were living in bleak conditions, we didnt need to denigrate ourselves further by allowing our spirits to spiral downward. So I shaved every day possible and kept my clothes neat and my kit clean. Mom would be proud of me.


The guys in the platoon eyed me coolly at first. As I said, theyd seen second lieutenants come and go; they werent about to establish any deep bonds with me. Nevertheless, I introduced myself to each man. Im Lieutenant Dole. Im going to be leading the platoon. In my peripheral vision, I caught a few guys rolling their eyes, as if to say, Yeah, right. Some nodded, some saluted casually, some shook my hand. Most of the men simply stared back at me blankly. They knew, even if I didnt, that I was a marked man.


One of the first guys I met when I took over the platoon was Sergeant Frank Carafa, a stout, strong, dark-haired, dark-eyed man who had been in the army prior to the outbreak of the war. The sergeant had been acting as platoon leader since the platoon lost its lieutenant in battle. Carafas eyes bore into me as he presented me with the dead lieutenants binoculars, maps, compass, .45-caliber pistol, and other materials. It was no secret that many battle-weary guys on the front held the hastily trained officers from Fort BenningNinety-Day Wonders as we were knownin lower esteem than the officers who had worked their way up through the ranks. As a second lieutenant in the infantry, I had no delusions of grandeur, though. I had heard the stories of how the German snipers particularly went after the guys with stripes on the backs of their helmets and the soldiers with the binoculars and map cases, knowing that if they could pick off the officers and the radio men, they would disrupt the chain of command. Our guys understood that.


I nodded at Sergeant Carafa periodically as he went through his orientation talk, explaining to me how the platoon had been operating. He was a good, seasoned soldier, one who had been serving his men well. I had no desire to usurp his position in the platoon, even though, technically, I was now the guy in charge. I had a strip of brass on my collar, but this man was golden.


How long have you been running the platoon, Sergeant?


Since Belvedere, sir. He didnt need to explain.


I turned to him and said, All right, Sergeant. There wont be any changes. Well run the platoon as you have been, until I get the knack of it.


The sergeant looked back at me in surprise. Yes, sir, he said.



I attempted to be equally low-key with the other guys. Since they had just finished a major combat push, and were awaiting supplies and replacements, things were relatively slow around the camp during my first few weeks in command. The lull in the action gave me an opportunity to get acquainted with the men, joke around with them a bit, and establish some rapport. I purposely tried to stay out of the command tent as much as possible, eating with the guys, sitting out on a log or on the ground, talking casually with my new comrades, allowing them to get to know me, and learning something about their capabilities. If Id learned anything from athletics in high school and college, and my training in the army, we were going to need one another, to defend one another, to depend on one another. They say that every soldier on the front saves every other soldiers life, and has his life saved by another soldier nearby.


I could not imagine how much I would need these men soon.




PART OF MY DUTIES AS A SECOND LIEUTENANT INVOLVED leading patrols out at night, to watch for any enemy incursions into our lines. There was always movement once the sun went down, by our guys and by theirs. It was like a shooting gallery in the dark. Bullets whizzed by in the trees; it was impossible to see where the stuff was coming fromuntil it was too late. The snap of a twig or the slip of a foot on a rock could spell doom for the entire patrol. And then there were the land mines, which were strewn all over Italy, it seemed.


I listened to the noncommissioned officers and learned from them. It would be better if you stayed in the center of the patrol, they said. Thats what most of the lieutenants do.


No, Ill take the point. I didnt know much about leadership at the time, but instinct told me that a leader had to be out front. He must be willing to endure the fire, rather than hide from it or let somebody else take the brunt of the blows. I wasnt looking to be a hero. In fact, I didnt even want to be there, but now that I was, I was determined to do a good job.


During one of my first night patrols, March 18, 1945, we encountered the enemy in the dark. Coming under fire, I and others pulled grenade pins and threw our grenades in the direction where we thought the Germans were hiding. I waited and watched to see where the grenades would explode. Too late, I discovered that one of the grenades must have hit a tree or something and had rolled back in my direction. Just then, I saw a blast and felt a searing-hot pain in my leg, ripping my flesh open. It was just a surface wound from the grenade fragments, but it hurt like crazy. We kept pushing on in the darkness to no avail, hoping to capture the Germans and extract some information about their comrades who were dug in to pillbox-type bunkers connected by tunnels in the hills all around us. From those same bunkers, the Germans blasted away at us night and day. Their .88-millimeter guns blew gaping holes wherever the guns shells landed.


Following my first misadventure on patrol, the medics patched me up as good as new. I wrote home, but carefully avoided mentioning the wounding. No use worrying Mom and Dad. Instead, I tried to keep the letter on an upbeat tone. On March 31, 1945, writing on red American Red Cross stationery, I scrawled:



Dear Mom and Dad,


Well, I havent written for about a week so I imagine that youll be pretty anxious to hear from me.


Havent been doing much the past couple of weeks; were resting now, but not for long. Ive been hoping that I might get a pass but so far Ive been unfortunate. Im a new officer in the company so consequently Ive been catching all the assignments. Eventually, Ill get caught up with the other officers and maybe Ill get a few of the breaks.


I really came close to seeing Eugene a few days ago. I found his company and it was just my luck that he was on pass to Rome. He is only about an hours ride from me so I should see him when I get back. I told some of his men where he could find me so maybe hell look me up if I cant get time to see him.


Ive gotten 18 letters in the last two days, most of them from Norma Jean and Mom. Also had one from Kenny, Pie, Bud, Mrs. Ruppenthal, and Angeline. One of them was dated 23 March which means that it took only seven days. Pretty good service, in fact the best so far.


Keep the packages coming. I received one 3 days ago; it contained candy bars and sunflower seeds.


Im the OD [officer on duty] today, theres not much to it, but Im not getting much sleep nevertheless. I think I get more sleep on the lines than I do when we are in a rest area. Theres really not much danger on the lines, a few artillery and mortar rounds now and then. The thing I dislike most is night patrols. I think I age about ten years on each patrol. You cant see a thing, which is probably the worst part of it. Ive led quite a few patrols, and Im gradually getting used to it.


Tomorrow I intend on reading all my letters again and Ill try to answer some of the questions in them. Im going to sleep for a while now, so dont forget the packages.


I hope Russell Hi won the State Tournament.


So long for now

Bob



The break in action gave me another chance to get to know some of the guys in the camp a little betternot well, but better anyhow. There was Corporal Anthony Sileo and Sergeant Devereaux Jennings, an Olympic skier. Staff Sergeant Aulis Ollie Manninen hoped to compete as a cross-country runner in the 1948 Olympics, if indeed the games were to be played; and then there was Technical Sergeant Stan Kuschik, Privates Fred Romberg, Arthur McBryar, Eddie Sims, my radioman, and Sergeant Frank Carafa. There were others, of coursequiet heroes the world will never hear aboutall good men, all longing to be home.


As the temperature climbed, and the mountain snows melted in the spring sunshine, we knew the command would soon come down ordering us to conduct a major push over the Italian ridges toward the Po Valley. The plan was to cut Hitlers troops off so they could not offer any reinforcements to bolster the Nazi resistance against the two-pronged thrust of the Americans and the Russians heading toward Berlin. The 85th Regiment intended to launch its portion of the spring offensive on April 12, 1945, in an area known as Monte della Spe. What the Army brass called Operation Craftsman was labeled in somewhat more colorful language by the guys in the infantry.


Perhaps sensing our impending attack, the Germans increased the bombardment from their artillery placements in the hills above us, forcing us to remain ensconced in foxholes nearly twenty-four hours a day, waiting for our orders, trying to keep our heads down, and trying to suppress the urge to urinate in our own pants. Were we afraid? You bet we were.


We had good reason to fear what was coming up. The German soldiers who controlled northern Italy knew every inch of that ground, and as the American forces moved from one area to the next, they found enemy mortars aimed in their direction. Day after day, the .88-millimeter guns blasted away at us. Sometimes the artillery pounding continued all night long, making it all but impossible to get a good nights sleep.


Guys dug in, two to a foxhole usually, with one man keeping watch while the other tried to catch some shut-eye. It doesnt sound all that uncomfortable until you imagine lying all day and night on your belly on the hard, cold groundor worse yet, with the onset of the spring rains, in the mud. With the rains came an enveloping, misty fog, so much so that between the smoke from the German barrage and the gray haze surrounding us, we had to strain to see the guys over in the next foxhole, just six feet away. We didnt dare light a campfirewe knew the enemy was out there somewhere nearby; no use giving them a free shotso we couldnt cook anything. What food we ate came from our own kits, usually cans of beef stew or some other vaguely edible concoction. Days were interchangeable; nights seemed interminable.


Finally, the order wed all been expecting came down from the generals. The 225,000-man 5th Army would mount a massive assault that would, they hoped, push all the way to the Po River Valley, and beyond, accelerating the presumed Nazi collapse, the surrender of Berlin, and the end of the war in Europe. The men of I Company of the 10th Mountain Divisionmy guys and Iwaited for the word to move out.


The company commander, Captain Jerry Bucher, met me between artillery blasts and gave me my instructions: The breakout will begin 12 April, at 0800 hours. The plan was for the bombers to come through first, to give the Germans a wakeup call theyd never forget. Then the full fury of our artillery power would be unleashed on them. Finally, if there was anyone left on those hills out in front of us, we infantry guys would go up and flush them out. It seemed like a good plan, but on April 12, the morning skies turned into gray soup. You could practically bottle the mist in the air.


Bad news. The bombers wouldnt be comingat least not today. They were grounded by the fog socking in the airstrip at Pisa.


We hunkered down in the foxholes again and waited.


Worse news. On the evening of April 12, 1945, we received word that President Franklin Delano Roosevelt had died. At first we thought it was just a nasty rumor, perhaps nothing more than a bit of misinformation foisted upon some unsuspecting soldier by the German propaganda machine. But before long, the rumor was confirmed. Roosevelt was dead.


For many of us, it was hard to recall a time when FDR had not been president. Having pulled, pushed, and prodded our nation out of the Great Depression following the collapse of the stock market in 1929, Roosevelt had again rallied Americans following the blatant Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, on December 7, 1941. His voice had become familiar through his radio messages laced with hope in the face of stark reality. Now our commander in chiefwas dead.


Throughout most of his adult life, although physically crippled by polio, FDR had exuded confidence and vitality. He raised our spirits and marshaled our energies as he led the United States through some of our darkest hours. He carefully avoided being photographed in his wheelchair, but I really dont think his disability mattered to anyone but him. The nation trusted him, responded to his leadership, and elected him to the presidency four timesmore than any other U.S. president in history.


Untold numbers of American families had a painting or a photograph of President Roosevelt in their living rooms, offices, or some other central location. To put that in perspective, think about how many private homes youve been in lately that have had a picture of a current or recent president on the living room wall. If you live outside the Washington Beltway, you can probably count them on one hand.


By the time I arrived in Italy, Roosevelt was an American icon; yet he was not immortal. In March 1945, his deteriorating health seemed exacerbated by the war and the burdens of his office. With a plan of action firmly in place to bring the war to an end, and victory in Europe nearly in sight, the president decided to leave Washington for a brief vacation at the Little White House, in Warm Springs, Georgia.


It was there, on April 12, as his likeness was being captured on canvas, that the president flinched in his chair. As he instinctively clutched his head with his left hand, an assistant rushed to him. Do you need help, Mr. President?


I have a terrific headache, Roosevelt said.


Then he collapsed and lost consciousness. He clung to life for slightly more than two hours, while an attending physician tried everything he knew, including a shot of adrenaline to the heart, to revive the dying man. At 3:35 P.M., on April 12, 1945, the leader of the free world slipped into eternity. Before nightfall, Vice President Harry Truman was sworn into office as the thirty-third president of the United States. Ive always wondered how the world might have been different, and what might have happened to me, had President Roosevelt lived a few more weeks.


In Berlin, Hitler learned of Roosevelts untimely demise, and took it as an omen that the wars momentum was about to reverse, in favor of the Third Reich. He was wrong. Within a few weeks, Hitler would commit suicide in his bunker, and the Third Reich would be decapitated. But, of course, we didnt know that then.


A lot of the soldiers in the Italian trenches took Roosevelts death hard, me included. Some lay in their foxholes and wept. The news passed swiftly from foxhole to foxhole, followed by sobs, curses, and other outbursts. No one was unaffected.


Not that the presidents death would change anything. We still had to push through to the Po. Hitler still had to be stopped. The Japanese would have to be vanquished as well.


But Roosevelts death was one more reminder, on a day when we really needed no more reminders, that we were all fragile flesh, extremely human, and vulnerable. FDRs battles were now over; within a month, our nations battles in Europe would be over. I had no idea that the battle of my life was about to begin.
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