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Abstract

Leo Tolstoy has argued that the experience ofisvareaningless. War is not a singular
event, but instead millions of independently conteditcrimes. History is preoccupied with
creating meaning out of the past: deriving caugdkiarning lessons, and weighing the
importance of past events in the present. But xipemrence of war, violence especially, is not
one that lends itself to meaning. Those who haxeallthrough battle are usually unable to find
any symbolic meaning in their experience. In treefaf death, systems of meaning break down
leaving those who fight wars at a loss for howxplain them. Although it is necessary to
explain war, there is a contradiction between nysémd the experience of violence that can
never be reconciled. To understand war, one musipatchat wars may be fought for a reason,
but that those who fight find war not to be reasdea

There has never been a war as costly or brutalasd War Il. But in the United States
of America, politicians, historians, and the newedi depict it as a “Good War.” They argue
that it was good because the United States of Araaevas in the moral right, and as a result any
discussion of American behavior during the war niesvoiced in terms of necessity, not crime.
What has become known as the Good War narrativenataa product of the Second World War,
but was a result of the Vietnam War. Starting ia dite 1970s and early 1980s, politicians and
the media began promoting the commemoration oDty invasions of Normandy on June 6,
1944, also known as Operation Overlord. Althoughias a large and important operation, D-
Day’s historical importance has often been misustded. It was not the turning point of the war
in Europe, nor was it the beginning of the endfer Third Reich. Before the late 1970s, D-Day
was not widely celebrated. But starting with Jim@sarter, every American president except
George H. W. Bush visited the Normandy beachespatth no president in office had done so
before. As well, D-Day became more popular in theglia in 1984, and its fame has not since
diminished. Because of D-Day’s aesthetic qualitiesnvasion of liberation, America’s
cooperation with allies, the invasion’s complexitg,success, and the competent leadership that
organized it—Good War narrators have elevatedrihasion in rhetoric to a historical
importance it does not deserve. D-Day functiona eslebration—and at times a justification—
of American military intervention abroad, as wedlarhetorical tool to praise the American
national character. This elevation culminates @oflation of D-Day and the entire Second
World War.

This conflation was institutionalized by Congreden it transformed the National D-
Day Museum—founded by the Good War author, Stefghékmbrose—into the National World
War Il Museum, in 2004. Although the museum’s nemne required it to expand it scope, it
still clung to the D-Day narrative as a way to conmicate the experience of the Second World
War. The museum, like many other Good War stoselstantiates its claims using experiential
history, praising the bravery and sacrifice of Americans who took part in the war.

The unedited accounts of the veterans of D-Dajoebgpthe Good War and its attempt to
create meaning out of World War Il. Although théerans took part in the historic invasion, the
symbolic value of the event is lost on them, araddad they are preoccupied with the horror and
meaninglessness of battle. The use of D-Day towdstie the Good War misses the point of
discussing war; the discussion is not about appiogifor violence, but rather recognizing that it
is criminal and meaningless.
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“War began — that is, an event took place conttafyuman reason and to the whole of
human nature. Millions of people committed agaeesth other such a countless
number of villainies, deceptions, betrayals, thdtisgeries and distribution of false
banknotes, robberies, arsons, and murders as tiadsaof all the law courts in the
world could not assemble in whole centuries, anttinhat that period of time, the
people who committed them did not look upon as esirh

- Leo TolstoyVar and Peace

! Leo Tolstoy,War and PeaceTranslated by Richard Pevear and Larissa Vologkp(New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 2007), Vol. lll. Part 1, ch.I, p.603.



Resnikoff 4

|. The Good War

World War 1l was a crime. Actually, it was milliors crimes: 72 million people killed
and nine out of ten were noncombatants; the ThadiRperpetrated the largest genocide in
history and the Allies ignored it; Tokyo, Dresdétamburg, Cologne, and hundreds of other
cities were destroyed by firebombs dropped fromste and the war ended with two nuclear

explosions. But most Americans think World War Bsva good war.

The prevailing opinion in the United States of Aroaris that World War Il was good,
despite its violence, because the United Statesh®adhoral high ground. Instead of a nuanced,
historical answer as to why the Allies fought thesA simple binaries explain World War II:
good versus evil, democracy versus authoritarianissedom versus tyranny. Not only was
World War 1l an idyllic time that reflected posiély on America’s national character, the story
goes, but it is also a model for how the Unitedédahould behave in the future. This story they
tell of World War 1l is called the Good War.

One of the most vocal proponents of the Good Wdrasrolific and widely read
historian Stephen E. Ambrose. In the introductmhit children’s book, callethe Good Fight
Ambrose explains why World War Il was good: “Amexrigent her young men halfway around
the world, in both directions, not to conquer, twpillage, not to loot, not to rape, but to
liberate. And they did, not only in the occupiedistries but in Germany and Japan, too. One
veteran, when asked what it all meant, said théelhé&e had done his part in turning the

n 2

twentieth century from one of darkness into onkgbit.” < According to the Good War

narrative, World War Il was fought by everyday hes@ommitted to a noble cause: a battle

2 Stephen E. Ambros@he Good Fight: How World War Il Was W¢xew York: Atheneum Books for
Young Readers, 2001), 4.
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against evil, against the perpetrators of the Halgt Subsequent discussion of the United
States’ behavior during the war must thereforedaeeled in terms of necessity, not morality.

Other writers, far fewer, see in World War Il theman capacity for incredible evil. They
tell us that World War Il was a nadir for humardtyd remains a discouraging reminder of what
the species is still capable of. Paul Fussell ol st: “it was a savage, insensate affair, barely
conceivable to the well-conducted imagination (tren reason there’s so little good writing
about it) and hardly approachable without someetiily unfashionable theory of human mass
insanity and inbuilt, inherited corruptiort.”

Fussell is the best known writer among a littleextiged group that is preoccupied with
challenging the Good War narrative and exposingabes about America’s experience of World
War ll—the reality of violence and the resultinguma. They argue, and are correct, that
America did not fight World War Il to end the Hokagst or to liberate the world from tyranny.
The United States was attacked by the Japaneshamgdvernment rallied Americans to war by
harping on vengeance and racist stereotypes. IHikes who declared war on America, not the
other way around. Most Americans did not want gfiworld War II; most did not know why
the war was being fought. 10 million of the 16 roil who served during the war were drafted
and forty thousand of them deserted. The war wasital one, with 25 to 30 percent of all
American casualties being psychological in nattire.

Something as contrary to human reason as war rneddsexplained. Causes must be
found, justifications weighed, actions evaluatetstéty must step in and tell us not only how,

but why World War Il happened. If human civilizaties to continue, we need to be able to make

% paul FussellWartime: Understanding and Behavior in the SecormultWVar (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1989), 132.

* Michael C. C. AdamsThe Best War Ever: America and World Wa(The American Moment.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997)38.
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some kind of meaning out of our past, no matter howible. But Tolstoy is also right when he
writes that war defies human reason. War is notdidanately violent,” or “sometimes violent,”
or “ultimately violent.” It is essentially violenWar is experienced as millions of individually
committed crimes, not as an abstract singular@y theans something. That leaves us with an
irreconcilable contradiction: history claims thiagé twar was fought for a reason, but the

experience of fighting a war is not reasonable.

The origins of the Good War narrative are diffeérieom the origins of World War 1.
One cannot speak of a Good War without implicitkrsowledging a bad one, and that bad warr,
as many have noted, was the one in Vietriafie story of the Good War was not born until
1984, although it had been in the offing sincedldy 1970s. This was the year Studs Terkel
published'The Good War”, popularizing the term. The book compiles oral acts, not all of
them by veterans. It is a memory book designe@pdure the reflections of what would later be
dubbed the “greatest generation.” Terkel's bookfted as much to the aging of a generation as
it did to a resurgence of the Second World Warsytarity. Terkel chose to use the label Good
War because some members of that generation useimselves to describe World War 1. But
he consciously softened his title, putting it irotation marks “not as a matter of caprice or
editorial comment, but simply because the adjecgeed’ mated to the noun ‘war’ is so
incongruous.”® Despite the title, Terkel's book is not a Good Wry. It is more nuanced than

that. By putting the title in quotes he recognitieat the Good War narrative is a story that

® The most recent example being Edward W. Wakdrshipping the Myths of World War 1I: Reflections
on America's Dedication to Wé&Washington, D.C.: Potomac Books, 2006), 2-3.

® Studs Terkel;The Good War": An Oral History of World War Twyidew York: Pantheon Books, 1984),

Vi.
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masks the horror of the actual experience of wdrddten excludes discordant memories. But
few writing at the time realized that ambiguity.

Since then, the Good War has also come to mepadifis narrative of praise. Michael
C. Adams and Philip D. Beidler have given the tésmew meaning as a mis-remembering of
World War 1.7 In a recent booRNorshipping the Myths of World War Edward W. Wood Jr.,
a veteran of the Second World War, criticizes wieasees as the four major points of mis-
memory in America: that the war was good in spftthe deaths of so many noncombatants; that
the “greatest generation” was great; that the drniates won the war largely on its own; and
that “when evil lies in others, war is the meangsiice.”®

The promoters of the Good War story deal mainlgyimbols and human interest stories,
for the facts undermine much of their argument.yléschew historical perspective and rely
heavily on aesthetics and rhetoric to tell a stdfrworld War Il designed to make Americans
proud. The most important of these symbols is D-Da2004 Congress authorized the
conversion of the National D-Day Museum into theidlaal World War Il Museum, enshrining
D-Day as the center of the national narrative efwhar. Yet, even as presidents, congressmen,
publishers, filmmakers, and museum curators reweftine official narrative of D-Day and the

Good War, veterans who experienced war return tstdgs dilemma: how to make sense of an

experience that defies all reason.

II. D-Day
Operation Overlord, commonly known as D-Day, is tentral symbol of the Good War

narrative, not because of its actual historicalontgnce which is often misinterpreted, but

" Michael C. C. AdamsThe Best War Eveand Philip D. BeidlerThe Good War's Greatest Hits: World
War Il and American Rememberif@thens: University of Georgia, 1998).
8 Edward W. WoodWorshipping the Myths of World War 3.
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because of its aesthetic and symbolic qualitiese Allied Expeditionary Force’s landing at the
beaches of Normandy functions as a literary dewffering a unity of time, place, and action
for different narrative threads in the Good War.ddndensing the plot of World War Il into a
single day, a narrator can communicate the erntpergence and the important lessons of the
war in one dramatic moment.

D-Day was one of the largest amphibious operatawes mounted. On June 6, 1944,
despite the threat of bad weather, a naval foré&e383 ships and 11,000 aircraft landed 175,000
American, British, Canadian, French, and Poliskliso$ on five Normandy beaches code-named
Omaha, Utah, Juno, Gold and SwoftiThe invasion, which started at dawn, was precéyed
what was at the time the largest deployment oftpawpers in history. While most of the
landings were carried out with relatively few cdtiga, the American troops who landed at
Omaha faced fierce fighting that resulted in helagges. In total, 2,403 Americans died on D-
Day, with American casualties numbering 3,581.

The magnitude and technical complexity of the gwa made D-Day worthy of
remembrance. But politicians and Good War histarianould have us remember Operation
Overlord for more than what actually happened areJy 1944. Discussing his experience of
the fortieth anniversary of D-Day, Tom Brokaw claunthat it was “there on the beaches of
Normandy, | began to reflect on the wonders ofelmslinary people whose lives are laced with

the markings of greatness.” His experience of tHedy commemoration inspired him to write

% take my cue from Marianna Torgovnickhe War Complex: World War Il in Our Tinj€hicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2005), who has algoied that D-Day’s importance to Americans is adithand it
was her analysis that alerted me to this kind tefrpretation of the battle. However, her interaghie battle pertains
to how Americans cope psychologically with masstidleahile | am interested in what meaning Americéind in
war. Some of the points in this essay were orifjmabde by her, but | have substantiated them iromy way
toward a different end.

1% Stephen E. Ambros®-Day, June 6, 1944: The Climactic Battle of WoNer I (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1994), 24.

1 Marianna TorgovnickThe War Complex40.
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his well-known and often cited book, if only by ttde, The Greatest Generatioff Stephen E.

13 and who was the

Ambrose—whom Congress has called “America’s preentihistorian,
historical advisor for Stephen Spielberg’s poptilan Saving Private Ryagras well as the author
of Band of Brothers* the basis of a highly acclaimed HBO televisiorieserpresents D-Day as
the “Climactic Battle of World War 11.” He perpetigs the false claim that if D-Day had not
been successful Nazi Germany would have won thelwduis view, on June 6 the Allies turned
the tide of war. According to Ambrose and the Gudar story, more than luck led to victory
that day. No, the Allies had much more on theiesithparalleled leadership in Dwight
Eisenhower and an army of democratically raisedesitsoldiers. D-Day was a gargantuan task,
not of conquest, but of liberation; a task thauresf sacrifice and unity among America’s allies
and on the home front?

Ambrose is not the only one who places D-Day atftihcrum of victory in the Second
World War. Politicians, journalists, and countlasstorians all subscribe to the same narrative
elements: victory, liberation, competent leadershipty, and sacrifice. By transforming D-Day
from a battle into a symbol, D-Day became the epg®f the Good War narrative. In reaction to

Vietnam, Americans created an evocative preceaenustifying a foreign policy of armed

intervention as well as an image of themselves tloeyd be proud of.

D-Day was an event, not a symbol. The Good Wargerters emphasize D-Day’s

aesthetic and symbolic qualities rather than gsonical significance to enhance a weak,

2 Tom Brokaw,The Greatest GeneratiqiNew York: Random House, 1998), xx-Xxi.

3 United States Congress, “Department of Defensedypiations Act, 2004, Public Law 108-87, 108
Congress, page 117 STAT 1054: Sec. 8134: Designafidmerica’s National World War Il Museum,.”
GovTrack.ushttp://www.govtrack.us/congress/billtext.xpd?billE)8-2658, accessed April 9, 2008.

14 Stephen E. Ambros@&and of Brothers: E Company, 506th Regiment, 18itbbrne from Normandy to
Hitler's Eagle's NesfNew York: Simon & Schuster, 2001).

15 Stephen E. Ambros®-Day,10.



Resnikoff 10

unsubstantiated argument that, if D-Day had failee ,Russians might have sued for peace with
the Germans. This argument’s two most credible gmepts, Stephen Ambrose and Dwight D.
Eisenhower, offer no evidence to support this ralteéd claim.*®

In June 1944, the Allies did not praise D-Day i &f itself, except insofar as it put
Allied troops in France. At the time, the Allieewed it as the opening of a second front, not a
major victory. On June 7, the day after D-Day, WonsChurchill told the press that “The battle
which is now beginning will grow constantly in seand in intensity for many weeks to come,
and | shall not attempt to speculate upon its @tfé The June 19 issue fmespoke of the
“just-begun campaign,*® and General Bernard Law Montgomery told the Allfathies “Let us
go forward to victory...as wenterbattle.”*® The invasion was perceived as important, but as
the reapplication of Allied forces, not as the culation of Allied efforts which the Good War
narrative later fashioned it to be.

When Good War supporters build their narrativaiatbD-Day, they minimize the
significance of what happened before and after &y4944. In arguing that D-Day was the
turning point of the war, not only do they imphatlcontinued fighting in the West after D-Day
was an afterthought, making bloody engagementshi&dattle of the Bulge a footnote in the
story of victory, but they also ignore the conttiba of the Soviet Union to the defeat of Nazi
Germany. Eisenhower may have claimed after thesionathat “failure would carry with it
consequences that would be almost fafdlBut for those fighting on the Eastern front, thisis

moment for the Third Reich was not D-Day in the swenof 1944, but the battle of Kursk in the

16 Stephen E. Ambros®-Day, 40-41 and Dwight D. EisenhoweZrusade in EuropéGarden City, N.Y.:
Doubleday, 1948), 222.

7 “Foes Surprised by First Blow, Says Churchill: §hess O.K.; Loss Light; Heavy Fight Ahea@hicago
Daily Tribune June 7, 1944, p.15.

18 “Supreme CommanderTime June 19, 1944.
19 “Monty’'s Message, Time June 19, 1944 (italics mine).
20 Dwight D. EisenhowerCrusade in Europe222.
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summer of 1943, which Richard Overy describes a®ttd of “any realistic prospect of German
victory in the east’ In Operation Citadel, the German army launchedffensive consisting of
nine-hundred thousand men which was repulsed bieSmrces with great losses on both
sides?

Before the battle of Kursk the high command witthiea Soviet Union had been
desperately calling on the western Allies to opse@ond front; afterwards, according to
Marshal Georgii Zhukov, commander of Soviet fordasng the war, “No one had any doubt
that Germany had definitely lost the war. This wattled on the Soviet-German front in 1943
and the beginning of 1944. The question now was $wan and with what political and military
results the war would end® Most historians agree that the Soviet Union’s maijitcontribution
to the defeat of the Third Reich outweighed thahefUnited States and Great Britain. When the
Allies invaded France in 1944, there were two-heddind twenty eight German divisions on
the Eastern front, with only fifty-eight in Franda.the initial stages of the invasion, there were
only fifteen German divisions engaged in Normarfdy.

Not every historian tells a Good War story of DyDand some justify its importance
differently than Ambrose and Eisenhower. InbiPay: Analysis of Costs and Benefi@&erhard
L. Weinberg argues that D-Day was militarily importanthe defeat of the Third Reich, but he
chooses to emphasize thest-warsignificance of the landings. Although the Unittates did
“far less” of the fighting, D-Day was still an essi@l operation because “if the United States
were to have a significant share in the organipatiothe post-World War Il order... it had to

come from the establishment of a significant presen the middle of the continent of Europe,

ZLR. J. OveryRussia's WatNew York: Penguin Books, 1998), 210.

% Georgii Konstantinovich Zhuko®;he Memoirs of Marshal Zhukg@Mew York: Delacorte Press, 1971),
443,

23 Zhukov,Memoirs 593.

% R.J. OveryRussia’s War240.
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and to this end there was no other route thantleetaken on D-day? The Cold War historian
John Gaddis concurs that “the political significard second fronts was at least as great as their

military significance.”®

l1l. D-Day’'s Ascendance

Even though many scholars recognize that D-Dayneashe pivotal moment in the
defeat of Nazi Germany, it came to be popularlpgeized as so starting in the late 1970s. In
May of 1978 the director of the American Militarg@etery for World War Il in Normandy,
Merlyn Grove, remarked, “I've seen over the lasifge of years renewed interest in the war,
particularly among youth, wondering what this waasvall about.” While half a million tourists
visited the graves in 1977, Grove was expectingd@Din 1978. An article in thé/ashington
PostLeisure and Tourism section remarked that visitd/orld War |l battlefields and
monuments were increasirfg.

An overview of the covers dfimemagazine reflects the ascendance of D-Day in
America popular consciousness. On June 19, Toséfeatured an image of Dwight D.
Eisenhower in front of a sharp-tongued flash dftiigng, with a citation from the Battle Hymn
of the Republic, “He loosed the fateful lightning,’bold comparison considering to whom Julia
Ward Howe was referring when she wrote those wiord862. The magazine had numerous

articles about the landings: Eisenhower’s decisioigo’ despite the bad weather, the

% Gerhard L. Weinberg, “D-Day: Analysis of Costs @ehefits, ” inD-Day, 1944 Modern war studies
ed. Theodore A. Wilson (Lawrence, Kan: Publishadlie Eisenhower Foundation, Abilene, Kan., by the
University Press of Kansas, 1994), 336, 330.

% John Lewis Gaddigihe Cold Wa(New York: Penguin, 2005), 19.

27 Aline Moby, “Remembering Over Theréfashington PosMay 28, 1978, sec. H5, p.41.
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experiences of the common soldier, the liberatet“anliberated,” as well as some inspiring
words from General Bernard Law Montgomety.

D-Day then stayed off the cover for another fgbwars, althougiimedid continue to
recognize the invasion with short articles on #mh, fifteenth, twentieth, twenty-fifth, and
thirtieth anniversaries of the landings. The JunelB74 edition, whose cover boasted a feature
on “Middle-Class Blacks,” had only two paragraplstioe invasion. With only a single bitter
year left in the Vietham War, the article thoudidttD-Day “seems even more distant than 30
years.” Instead of emphasizing liberation and vigtthe article evoked a desperate, wounded
optimism: “There have been others wars, changil@naks, crises. None has stimulated the
exultant unity of which D-day was the ensign. Hdpe, real victor at Normandy and later World
War Il battlefields, went on to suffer a successibblows that may only now be relenting®

But on May 28, 1984, not only did D-Day make tloger with the title “D-Day: Forty
Years After the Great Crusade” featuring an imag&moerican soldiers jumping out of a
landing craft and wading onto a beach, but the magancluded four major articles on the
subject. In “June 6, 1944” Lance Morrow wrote tlf#te war in Viet Nam, in fact, had many
Americans believing that the evil resided in thelves®” and that therefore D-Day, “has a kind
of moral freshness in the American imaginationyaliy of collective heroic virtue for which
the nation may be wistful.” That moral freshness wee foundation of the Good War: “Never
again, it may be, would war seem so unimpeachagdiy,rso necessary and just. Never again,
perhaps, would American power and morality so péifeoincide.”*® Reagan’s speechwriters

read this article, and seven days later Reagaresqiothe fortieth anniversary of D-Day and told

2 «Monty’s Message, Time June 19, 1944,
29«D-Day Plus 30 Years,Time June 17, 1974.
30 Lance Morrow, “June 6, 1944Time May 28, 1984.
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Americans what he thought they wanted to hear,enb#tifying his own tough stance against
the Soviet Union®!

The 1984 edition ofimewas not a fluke. On June 6, 1994, the fiftiethie@arsary of the
landings,Timeagain featured D-Day on the cover, this time waifphoto of Dwight Eisenhower
in uniform. The edition was labeled as “Special ®&pD-Day,” and Eisenhower was framed
with the subtitle “The Man Who Beat Hitler? Zhukov must have turned in his grave. And
bring the wheel full circle, on May 31, 2004meagain featured D-Day on the cover. It was
titled “D-Day: Why It Matters 60 Years Later” ofel “An Oral History by the Men Who Were
There” and featured four articles. The issue wHsdas an “Anniversary Special,” which added
a certain degree of ambiguity because the covegemaas the same as that of the 1984 issue.
One must wonder which anniversamynewas celebrating—the anniversary of D-Day or of the

Good War®*

In 1959 Cornelius Ryan wroféhe Longest Daygnd it was an instant succe¥sRyan
used the oral histories of normal soldiers who tpak in the D-Day invasion to write his book.
According to Marty Morgan, a former student of $tep E. Ambrose and the historian in
residence at the National World War 1l Museum, Aadar readily admitted that he was
influenced by Ryan when writing his own 1994 bobkDay. * The two books are similar. And
like Ambrose’s book, in 1962 Ryan'’s inspired a ygicclaimed and very popular film

adaptation

31 Douglas BrinkleyThe Boys of Pointe Du Hoc, Ronald Reagan, D-Dagl,the U.S. Army 2nd Ranger
Battalion (New York: W. Morrow, 2005), 146.

**Timeg June 6, 1994.

% Time May 31, 2004.

34 Cornelius RyanThe Longest Day: June 6, 19@dew York: Simon and Schuster, 1959).

% Marty Morgan. Interviewed by Jason Resnikoff. Nagl World War Il Museum, New Orleans,
Louisiana, January 8, 2008.



Resnikoff 15

But The Longest Dawas an outlier. In 1959, even though Dwight D elBisower was
president, and even though the United States pridelfl as the protector of democracy and
capitalism against the Soviet Union, no presidentsfice visited the beaches until Carter in
1978 and almost nothing was said in the media camon&ting the invasions until the late 1970s
and early 1980s. It was not that no one knew abeDay in the early 1960s, it was that World
War Il veterans were not yet old and Vietnam hadumalermined America’s justifications in
waging wars abroad. No one had any use for a Goaidyét.

Douglas Brinkley has also noted that 1984 wasmrgrpoint for World War 1l in
American memory. He gives Ronald Reagan credipémularizing D-Day and World War I,
which is misleading®® Reagan was not the only one on June 6, 1984 itatiap on D-Day for
his own political ends. While in 1964 only two s&ra mentioned the anniversary of D-Bay-
probably only because of the influenceltie Longest Dawhich had been released in theaters
two years earlier—and in 1974 no one said anythbmut the invasions in Congress, on June 6,
1984, 22 members of the House spoke in remembiafrideDay. *® As Ed Markey, a
Democratic representative from Massachusetts,isdite chamber, “Our news media are filled
with the glorious and somber recollections of fia&ful day.”*® Many politicians Republicans
and Democrats, used the anniversary as an oppiyrtorarticulate their views on the United
States’ status abroad as a military power, as agelhe meaning of World War 1l for Americans

at home.

% Douglas BrinkleyThe Boys of Pointe du Hp222-223.

" United States Congrespngressional Record: Proceedings and Debateseo8&i Congress
(Washington: Govt. Print. Off., 1964), vol. 110yp&0, 12881 — 12882.

% United States Congresgpngressional Record: Proceedings and Debateseo9&ih Congress, Second
Sessior{Washington: Govt. Print. Off., 1984) vol. 13@&rp2, 15185.

%9 United States Congres3pngressional Record...9&ongressvol. 130, part 2, 15185.
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They all subscribed to the same Good War narrativkee landings. Alan Mollohan,
Democrat of West Virginia, said that D-Day was “reatest military feat ever attempted,” and
like most of the other representatives he assigméda historical importance that it did not hold.
0’ Many overestimated the number of Americans kiifethe battle by about 7,500, giving the
round number 10,000 instead of the more accuritewadh less impressive 2,403. Robert
Coughlin, Republican of Pennsylvania, summed upmuod®-Day’s aesthetic value to the Good
War narrative when he said that “The D-day invasias an epitome of American strength and
resources,” and that it “was also symbolic of g@ethpurpose amongst the Allie§

All understood D-Day as the ultimate Good Wartbut the story was employed by
different representatives towards different endsoAe would expect, D-Day was an evocative
and convincing symbol for members of both partié® wspoused an interventionist foreign
policy. The most overt use of D-Day to that end edrom Democrat Clarence Long of
Maryland. In 1984, he was chairman of the Housergppations Subcommittee on Government
Operations — which decided the State Departmentigét as well as the allocation of all foreign
military and economic assistance — and was essémi@ongressman Charlie Wilson in his
covert war to support the Mujahideen against thaeS@ccupation of Afghanistan in the 1980s.
“2 playing on Thomas Paine, Long said, “there wersummer soldiers on Omaha Beach, no
sunshine patriots on Utah,” and that if it had loe¢n for the Americans on D-Day “there would
have been no future for democracy.” Citing the brgof the Airborne troops he tells the story
of Pvt. John Steele from the 82irborne Division who, in attempting to take thiglé town of

Sainte Mere-Eglise, got his parachute caught irtdiver of a medieval church; which is a scene

“0 United States Congresapngressional Record...8&ongressvol. 130, part 2, 15189.

*1 United States Congresapngressional Record...8&ongressvol. 130, part 2, 15186.

2 George CrileCharlie Wilson's War: The Extraordinary Story oéthargest Covert Operation in History
(Atlantic Monthly Press, 2003), 175 and 183-193.
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from The Longest Dayboth the book and the movie. Long then claime too have an
obligation to the future. We must take our stafvde.must act for future generations as the men
in Normandy did for ours.*?

In 1984, D-Day held such power over the imagimatbAmericans that those espousing
a limited use of American military power thoughhécessary to couch their arguments in the D-
Day narrative too. Unfortunately for them, D-Daysa@ot a useful vehicle for advocating peace.
In 1984, D-Day had become the American militaryexgncepar excellenceEd Markey
claimed that the D-Day story “is also the storyle# costs of war.” Reminding his audience of
the threat of a nuclear war with the Soviet Unieraldded, “Today the superpowers have 6,000
times the firepower that was used in World Watét D-day be a reminder of the consequences
of war, and of our hope for peac¥.By adopting—some might argue usurping—D-Day’s
symbolic value as the epitome of World War Il, hada an anti-war argument using a pro-war
story: Markey’s argument reads like a rearguartbadiecause D-Day is not a particularly
evocative symbol for the consequences of war. resdiroshima, or Nagasaki would have
served better. But in June of 1984 the discussidiarld War Il was limited to remembering D-
Day, understanding it as both exceptional and piteme of World War Il and America’s
assertion of its power abroad.

Both those supporting and denouncing an intergargi foreign policy held up D-Day as
a distant mirror, reflecting what Americans, whetaehome or fighting abroad, should aspire to.
This was the time of Reagan’s “New Patriotism,” wifanericans were told to be proud of
themselves and to forget Vietnam. D-Day showcadeat wind of people Americans supposedly

were as well as the values they purportedly heldn Mollohan said the invasion “was

3 United States Congres3pngressional Record...9&ongressvol. 130, part 2, 15186.
4 United States Congres3pngressional Record...9&ongressvol. 130, part 2, 15185.
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remarkable not only because of its grand scopecate planning and cool bravery, but also
because it became a symbol of what ordinary mem puitpose and dedication can accomplish
in the struggle of battle These ordinary Americans, according to the Demacrapresentative
from Tennessee, Marilyn Lloyd, interrupted thenel “without a murmur of complaint,
accepting their responsibilities to their countngdighting with bravery and heroisnt.>

Tom Coleman, Republican of Missouri, also saw BrBa a symbol for what America
should be, and how Americans should interact witl another. “Never since,” he said, “have
the American people been so united on what cours@lation should take.” And making a last,
lightly veiled reference to the bitter divisions @mg Americans as a result of the Vietnam war,
he added, “The years since Normandy have beed fillth contentious debate about what our
role should be in the world,” as if to say that Aroans had lost touch with one another as well
as their ideals, implying that Americans should sbow go back to the spirit, not of 1776, but
1944.%°

Retrieving World War Il and D-Day was necessanydibthose who wanted to overcome
what in 1980 Reagan called the “Vietham Syndrorag¢€rm which many would appropriate.
Addressing a Veterans of Foreign Wars conventi@adgan reminded them that “having known
war, you are in the forefront of those who know theace is not obtained or preserved by
wishing and weakness.” The war in Vietnam was noistake, he told them: “we dishonor the
memory of 50,000 young Americans who died in tlzatse when we give way to feelings of
guilt as if we were doing something shameful.” Elaghing the importance of a strong military,
he asked whether or not peace was ever “more cdhan in the years following World War II

when we had a margin of safety in our military pow&ich was so unmistakable that others

“5 United States Congres3pngressional Record...9&ongressvol. 130, part 2, 15189.
“6 United States Congres3pngressional Record...9&ongressvol. 130, part 2, 15185.
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would not dare to challenge us?1f the memory of Vietnam was something that neetddak
overcome, the memory of World War Il was the wagaait.

But the 1980s was also an important time fonéterans of World War II, not only
politicians trying to inspire confidence in the Anman military. It is no coincidence that Tom
Brokaw opend he Greatest Generatian 1984, or that Studs Terkel publisiddhe Good
War” in the same year. The 1980s was a time of gepesdtshift, when the veterans of World
War Il were passing from middle age to old age. Bamering the war became more important
because children and parents alike realized timet Was running out. When a reporter asked
John C. Hodgsen why he decided to go to the farileDay anniversary at Normandy he said,
“| figured | wouldn’t make the 5Banniversary.” Other veterans on the same tourdsgEonded,
“Hey, stop that. That's defeatist talk® Reagan used the fortieth anniversary of D-Dayushp
his own ideology, in which America was a proud amegnanimous leader of the world. But
Reagan did not invent the Good War. He snatch@drai 984 because it was low hanging fruit.

And Reagan was not the first to do so, only thetrsaccessful. Although he did not
make a big splash in 1971, Omar Bradley, commaofigre US i Army on D-Day, in a
forward to the compilatio®-Day: The Normandy Invasion in Retrospegave the Good War
narrative rudimentary shape when he called for:

“Reflection on World War 1l and what it meant asational effort; reflection on the
proposition that a workable solution which getaitissis better than an ideal solution which is
unattainable; reflection on the personal sacrifi@e by so many to defend freedom for the

United States and to return individual freedom tesférn Europe and the Pacific; all should be
valuable in changing the perspective of our youtigens.”

*" Ronald Reagan, “Veterans of Foreign Wars Convanthicago lllinois, August 18, 1980Ronald
Reagan Presidential Libraphttp://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/referent8/80.html.

8 Michael Dobbs, “Aged Veteran Climbs Cliff to Re#iD-Day Drama, The Washington Pasiune 6,
1984, Al6.
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If only those kids in the sixties would have rentemed World War 1l they would have
known how detrimental their whining about a poistlevar in Vietnam really was. And if
Bradley’s Vietnam reference seems tacit, it cornesugh quite clearly in his discussion of a
group of wounded soldiers he saw on June 6, 1944

“But those twelve men learned on a beach in Nodyaras hideously as man can
learn—that freedom is not a gift, and that demogiamn extract both stern and unequal payment
from those who share its bounty. Freedom is ne#dbhreved nor retained without sacrifice by
individuals, often in unequal measure. Many of yaung men today are learning the same hard
lesson in Vietnam.”

If Americans could win on D-Day against the Gerraamy, they could certainly win in
Vietnam against the Viet-Cong. And to drive thatssage home Bradley reminded his audience
that, “Freedom is extended by a self-disciplinechootiment of every citizen to defend freedom
where it exists and to extend real freedom to ahiwherever they may be. These are the
principles which free men may learn from the staéiorld War I1.” 4°

Bradley may have spoken a little too soon, butisgwith Jimmy Carter, every
American president except George H. W. Bush hatedishe Normandy beaches during their
time in office (and Nancy Reagan went by herself982).>° Before Carter, no American
President in office had visited Normandy. But Careagan, Clinton, and George W. Bush all
gave speeches there that subscribed to the Gooah&¥ative. But just because they all told the

same story does not mean they all told it for traes reason. Jimmy Carter’s visit did not take

place on an anniversary, but was the last stopwarkl tour. His visit to Normandy was

9 Omar N. Bradley, “Forward,D-Day; The Normandy Invasion in RetrospEienhower Foundation,
Abilene, Kan, (Lawrence: University Press of Kand®¥1), vi-viii.

*0 Donnie Radcliffe, “On the Path to the Past: NaReyagan at Normandy on the D-Day Anniversafy)é
Washington Postlune 7, 1982, C1.
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designed to shore up relations between the UnitagSand France! Ronald Reagan had an
ideology to espouse. Bill Clinton visited Normandythe midst of the Whitewater scandal. Two
months before he did, in early April, NATO recommed the bombing of Bosnia and during his
trip to Europe Clinton met with Italian Prime Mites Silvio Berlusconi and got him to promise
to back NATO’s campaigrf. It would make sense for Clinton to remind the wabout the
success of American intervention in the midst diAarO bombing campaign in Europe. When
George W. Bush went to Normandy he had an incrgBsunpopular war in Iraq to justify, as
well as a war against terrorism. Each presidentdiiderent, specific reasons to invoke the glory
of D-Day, but each told the same Good War story.

They all pointed to D-Day as the turning pointleé Second World War, the moment
that assured Allied victory over Hitler. Reagan rogxe one of his speeches saying “We're here to
mark that day in history when the Allied armieshgl in battle to reclaim this continent to

n 53

liberty,” °° while George W. Bush claimed at the sixtieth aarsary of D-Day that victory
“began here, with the first footprints on the beschf Normandy,” and that it was here “where
the victory was won, and where the greatest debtamaed.”* Bill Clinton was so bold as to
say that “June't 1944 was the least ordinary day of th& 2entury,” and that it was “that exact

moment on these beaches, the forces of freedoraduhe tide of the twentieth century>He

was not alone in exaggerating the historical imgooze of D-Day. Bruce Nelan wrote féimein

*1 Eleanor Randolph, “Carter to Begin World Tour D28, visit 6 nations,Chicago TribuneNovember
30, 1977, pg. 2.

32 Bill Clinton, My Life, (New York: Knopf, 2004), 599.

*3 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at the U.S. Ranger MonyrReinte du Hoc, France: June 6, 1984,”
http://www.reaganlibrary.com/reagan/speeches/dddly.gsp (accessed October 24, 2007).

% George W. Bush, “Remarks by President Bush anddemisChirac Marking the 8DAnniversary of D-
Day, The American Cemetary: Normandy France,”
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2004/0642606.html (acessed November 7, 2007).

5 William J. Clinton, “Speech by President at Omaeach Normandy,”
http://www.clintonfoundation.org/legacy/060694-spledy-president-at-omaha-beach-normandy.html (aecks
November 7, 2007).
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1994 that “if the war was the century’s turningrmpthe turning point of the war was D-day”
Ten years later at the National D-Day Museum, \Recesident Dick Cheney agreed that D-Day
“was a moment to remember those who turned theofidear in freedom’s favor.®’

Good War narrators make a tacit acknowledgmetheflifficulty of the entire war effort
by emphasizing the complexity of the D-Day landireswell as the courage of those who took
part in the invasion. A favorite story within the@ay narrative is that of the Ranger assault on
the Pointe du Hoc. On D-Day, th& Ranger Battalion climbed a sheer cliff face some o
hundred feet high to seize several gun emplacemiémias a daring mission, and out of the 225
soldiers that participated in the attack 99 sumiveIn his speech at Normandy in January, 1978
President Jimmy Carter described the assault,rfatpmint, American Rangers had to scale a
vertical hundred-foot cliff while the Germans abawted down grenades upon thefi Carter
invoked the Ranger attack on the Pointe du Hocderato stress the difficulty of the entire
landing operation. At the Pointe du Hoc on JunEd84, with veterans of the assault present,
President Ronald Reagan gave the longer of hiuiday speeches, saying, “These are the
boys of Pointe du Hoc. These are the men who toekliffs. These are the champions who
helped free a continent. These are the heroes elped end the war.” A reenactment of the
assault in which young soldiers and veterans raeed other to the top of the cliff preceded the
speech®

But the Ranger assault is only one example. E@its, popular media, and historians

remember the entire operation for its size and dexiy. Forrest Pogue, the premiere D-Day

5 Bruce W. Nelan, “D-Day,Time June 6, 1994.

" Dick Cheney, “Vice-President Cheney’s Remarks {@dy Museum,”
http://hnn.us/roundup/entries/6021.html (accessederhber 27, 2007).

*8 Douglas BrinkleyThe Boys of Pointe Du Ho8,

%9 Jimmy Carter, “Normandy, France, Remarks of thesilent and President Giscard d’Estaing on
Visiting the Site of the D-Day Landings. Januraly £978,"
http://www.presidency.ucsh.edu/ws/index.php?pid€29@&ccessed November 7, 2007).

0 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at the U.S. Ranger Montmen



Resnikoff 23

historian before Stephen Ambrose, claimed that ¢eatrated in the mighty assault across the
Channel from the ports of the United Kingdom wass plower of the United States and the final
surge of greatness of the British armed forc®sFor Pogue the invasion holds an almost
Platonic status as the essential military act. RbRaagan claimed at the Pointe du Hoc that it
was “here the Allies stood and fought against tyyain a giant undertaking unparalleled in
human history.”®® In 1994 Bruce Nelan agreed that “Operation Ovdreas the toughest of
military propositions.”® The historian Douglas Brinkley wrote in 2004 ttaverything about
D-day was dramatic—the overarching strategy, tts¢ nabilization, the sheer number of
troops. But it's the daring boldness and intrefidrage of the men that stands oGt."Nothing
that followed,” agreed Nancy Gibbs, commemoratheggixtieth anniversary of the landings in
Time “surpassed in difficulty or cost the demandshef bne day, when luck and fate and genius
and nerve worked to give Freedom her victofy.”

By depicting D-Day as a high risk venture followsgda resounding success, Good War
supporters raise the stakes of the story. In Ja28@4, President George W. Bush claimed that
“in this massive undertaking, there was a plaref@rything—except failure * which is not
precisely true, as Eisenhower had prepared a stateshould the operation faif. In June of
1984, Otto Friedrich wrote that “until Eisenhoweade his decision, and until the highly

uncertain outcome of D-day was assured, it wastls@ibretically possible that Hitler might yet

®1 Forrest C. Pogue, “D-Day — 1944):Day; The Normandy Invasion in RetrospE&enhower
Foundation, Abilene, Kan, (Lawrence: University $&ref Kansas, 1971), 9.

2 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at the U.S. Ranger Montitnen

% Bruce W. Nelan, “D-Day,Time June 6, 1994.

® Douglas Brinkley, “What They Saw When They Landédme May 31, 2004.

% Nancy Gibbs, “The Greatest Dayimg May 31, 2004.

% George W. Bush, “Remarks by President Bush.”

" Forrest C. Pogue, “D-Day,” 38.
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win the war, or at least achieve a stalemate tloatidvleave him the master of most of
Europe.®®

Another essential element of the Good War found-ibay is the story of competent
leadership. The Good War was run well, and theeei»Day needs to have a master craftsman.
Good War narrators identify this figure in Genddalight Eisenhower. Forrest Pogue concisely
sums it up, understanding the importance of simgyla the D-Day story, when he writes, “As
there is only one D-Day which comes to mind whentdrm is mentioned, there is one name
above others that we associate with it — Genertl@fArmy Dwight D. Eisenhower®® In 1984
and 1994Timeemphasized Eisenhower’s final decision to orderitivasion in spite of bad
weather.” Forrest Pogue and Stephen Ambrose did the sam&7 Jimmy Carter chose to
mention all the major leaders of the invasiBrin his speech at Normandy in 2004, George W.
Bush quoted Eisenhower twic®.

The Good War narrators also tell D-Day as a sbbrypeaningful sacrifice. In 1984
President Reagan reminded the Rangers who attdo&debinte du Hoc that “you all knew that
some things are worth dying for. One’s country @t dying for, and democracy is worth
dying for, because it's the most deeply honorabienfof government ever devised by mafi.”
The D-Day story is charged with imperatives to rerher sacrifices made, and to live up to the
debt owed to veterans. In 1994 President Clintbmagd that “we must never forget that

thousands of people gave everything they were hat whey might have become, so that

® Otto Friedrich, “Every Man Was a Herdlime May 28, 1984.
% Forrest C. Pogue, “D-Day -1944,” 9.

O Time May 28, 1984, andiime June 6, 1994.

L Jimmy Carter, “Normandy, France, Remarks.”

2 George W. Bush, “Remarks by President Bush.”

3 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at the U.S. Ranger Montmen
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freedom might live.”* Addressing the veterans directly Clinton told théwe are the children
of your sacrifice.” Before the prologue in his bodR;Day, Stephen E. Ambrose quotes the
war correspondent Ernie Pyle who exhorts his resatdefforever be humbly grateful to those
both dead and alive who did it for yod®

Most important was the claim that the Allies wepeeading freedom through their
invasion. The conflation of D-Day and World Wardimost explicit when Good War narrators
justify the operation in terms of moral obligation.1984 President Reagan went further, telling
the audience gathered at Normandy that “thergpr®@®und, moral difference between the use
of force for liberation and the use of force fonqaest,” and spoke directly to the veterans,
reminding them, “You were here to liberate, notdémquer, and so you and those others did not
doubt your cause. And you were right not to douBitlh 1994 President Clinton told those same
veterans that “the rest of us know that the md#tcdit days of your life brought us 50 years of
freedom.””® Not only did they claim D-Day as a supreme monuétiiberation, freedom, and
democracy, but that D-Day had guaranteed AmericdnEairopean freedom ever since. In 1978,
Jimmy Carter made sure to honor “the brave mennarden of the past who have ensured our
precious freedom today’™ Clinton even intimated that with the fall of thev@i Union, “the
liberation of this continent is nearly completeivigg D-Day a modern-day significance, as if

the decades in between 1944 and 1990 were besigmiht.?’ Directly addressing veterans,

" william J. Clinton, “Speech by President at UtaéaBh Ceremony Normandy,”
http://www.clintonfoundation.org/legacy/060694-spledy-president-at-utah-beach-ceremony.html, (assmks
November 7, 2007).

S William J. Clinton, “Speech by President at Om&each.”

% Stephen E. Ambros®-Day, 40-41 and Dwight D. Eisenhow€rusade in Europel 3.

" Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at the U.S. Ranger Montitnen

8 William J. Clinton, “Speech by President at UtaéaBh Ceremony Normandy,” and William J. Clinton,
“Speech by President at Omaha Beach Normandy.”

9 Jimmy Carter, “Normandy, France, Remarks.”

8 william J. Clinton, “Speech by President at Om&leach.”
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Reagan informed therfiYou loved liberty. All of you were willing to fightyranny, and you
knew the people of your countries were behind y&u.”

President George W. Bush in his address at Normen2§04 made the most explicit
reference to the Holocaust that any American pessilas made at a D-Day commemoration.
Invoking Anne Frank, Bush employed the supreme justificafitrAmerica’s use of armed
force in 1944. Reagan, on the other hand, coulafiend America’s West German allies in the
Cold War; he had to make do with an oblique refeeeio the Holocaust, saying only, “Jews
cried out in the camps® The Holocaust often trumps D-Day in war memoryeims of
justifying the Second World War. But while the Hodwist, as President Bush demonstrated, is
one of the primary justifications of that interviemt, D-Day stands as the ultimate symbol of
effective military intervention for a good cause.

Another Good War theme that finds fertile soithe D-Day story is unity: at home and
abroad. Forrest Pogue claims that D-Day “markeditiest hour of Anglo-American
cooperation.® Otto Friedrich wrote in 1984 that “to more idetiimbservers, the Allied
invasions demonstrated the power of internationaperation,” while Lance Morrow would
write that “never again, perhaps, would the Albeshandsomely collaboraté>American
presidents giving speeches at Normandy were alei tpuremember the western Allies. In
1984 President Reagan praised “the unity of thee&llon D-Day, and declared that it was at

Normandy that “the West held togethef>’He also saluted those who “were already engaging

8 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at the U.S. Ranger Montitnen

8 George W. Bush, “Remarks by President Bush.”

8 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at the U.S. Ranger Montitnen

8 Forrest C. Pogue, “D-Day — 1944,” 9 and 11.

8 Otto Friedrich, “Every Man Was a Hero,” and Lahderrow, “June 6, 1944.”
8 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at the U.S. Ranger Montmen
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the enemy inside your beloved country—the Frencsigtance.”®’ President Clinton and
George W. Bush followed suit by extending the hahfitiendship to their French hosts. At the
same time, they subscribed to France’s own Goodnafaative, which conveniently omits any
mention of Vichy.

D-Day was an effective way to remember the Albesause the USSR conveniently did
not participate in the operation, allowing Good Warrators to side step questions of the Soviet
Union’s contribution to defeating the Third Reiglhile at the same time bolstering an image of
an internationally responsible America. Reagan B&#hy to make his anti-communist “New
Patriotism” clear: “We’ve learned that isolationisraver was and never will be an acceptable
response to tyrannical governments with expangiamisnt.” Carter, also concerned over the
Soviet Union, claimed, “We are determined, with nable allies here, that Europe’s freedom
will never again be endangered. We now have ab@0DP0 Americans, fighting men, in
Europe to make sure that this threat is never baferagain.®® To emphasize that point, three
days later he ordered another eight thousand Aaresoldiers sent to Europe and an increase in
defense spending from $112.9 billion to $125 hilli&

That the Good War story does not supply a wetinmied answer to why America fought
in the Second World War is not an oversight, betuary point of the narrative. Invoking the
past as a justification for a current interventsmolicy only makes sense in an effort to avoid

talking about why current wars need to be fougimeficans do not invoke the Good War to

8" Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at the Normandy Invasine@ony, Omaha Beach Memorial at Omaha
Beach, France. June 6, 1984,” http://www.reagaatipcom/reagan/speeches/speech.asp?spid=19, @tcess
November 7, 2007).

8 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at the U.S. Ranger Montitnen

8 Jimmy Carter, “Normandy, France, Remarks,” andrt@aPledges to Send More Troops to Europes
Angeles Timeslanuary 8, 1978, pg. 1.
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make a reasoned argument about war, but to avatcatgument. The Good War is both a weak
explanation of the past and a manipulative explanaif the present.

Commemorating D-Day on July 1, 2004, Vice Predid@ok Cheney went to the
National D-Day Museum and shared his thoughts ersignificance of D-Day and World War
Il. As Cheney said, the National D-Day Museum weesdnly museum in the the world that “has
as its central theme one day in the world’s histbot what a day it was.” Strange indeed there
were so few museums dedicated to a single peribaeagity-four hours. The vice-president
made all the standard historical errors, but alsEssed the similarities between America during
World War 1l and America since September 11, 2@iith suffered from sudden attacks and
“responded by going on the offensive against fregéd@nemies—in Asia, in Africa, in Europe
and around the globe. Then as now, free nationg ¢agether to overthrow cruel dictators, and
to liberate people suffering brutal oppression.e@éy went so far as to claim that Afghanistan
and Iraq would be rebuilt, just as Germany and Jayexre after 1945. Cheney’s point was clear:
if America could send its armies around the globendy World War 1, it should be allowed to

do so today®®

V. D-Day: The National World War Il Museum

Congress’s relationship to D-Day also extends bdyi984. In 1994 and 2004 Congress
passed two practically identical bills, in 1994 ldeiang June 6 to be “D-Day National

Remembrance Day* and in 2004 simply recognizing June 6 as theatix@nniversary of the

% Dick Cheney, “Vice-President Cheney’s Remarks {@dy Museum.”

%1 United States Congress, “140 Cong. Rec. 9129 (1484se of Representatives — Tuesday, May 3,
1994.”Heinonline.
http://heinonline.org/HOL/Page?handle=hein.congmde/00007&div=7&collection=congrec&set_as_cursor&45
men_tab=srchresults, accessed April 9, 2008.
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landings.?* Additionally, in 2004, Congress agreed to renaneeNational D-Day Museum the
National World War Il Museum, transforming what Hagken evocative rhetoric into something
tangible.®* D-Day had become more than the emblematic monfeheawar; it was the war.

The D-Day Museum is inextricably linked to the @d&/ar story in that it was thought
up, founded, and promoted by none other than SteBhAmbrose. He claimed the idea for a
museum about D-Day first came to him. Accordind\tobrose, at a meeting in Gettysburg,
Pennsylvania, Dwight D. Eisenhower asked Ambrose ihad ever known someone by the
name of Andrew Higgins, the owner of New OrleansdolaHiggins Industries, which designed
and built the landing craft used in Normandy ad @elmany landings in the Paciffé. Ambrose
responded that Higgins had died the year befoteakdemoved to New Orleans in 1959 hat’s
too bad,” Eisenhower said. ‘You know he is the mdao won the war for us.” In his published
memoirs,To America Ambrose said that he “came away from that meedatgrmined someday
to do something in New Orleans in recognition obwHiggins and his workers
accomplished® Andrew Higgins deserved a museum in his honor s &isenhower claimed
that the Higgins Boat was essential to successaf) and therefore Allied victory.

According to Ambrose, the seed money for the munseame from the federal
government, the House Appropriations Committeedwdside $4 million dollars, and many
private donations from such people as Tim ForbeékeAmerican Heritaggublishing company
and Peter Kalikow, one-time owner of thew York Post® The State of Louisiana provided

around $6 million in total, and after the succeski® book,D-Day, Ambrose was able to put in

%2 United States Congress, “Public Law 108-236,"08ngressGovtrack.us
http://www.govtrack.us/congress/billtext.xpd?bijE38-28, accessed April 9, 2008.

% Department of Defense Appropriations Act, 2004.

% Ambrose met with Eisenhower to help edit the farpresident’s papers. Ambrose later wrote a two
volume biography of Eisenhower.

% Stephen E. Ambros&p America: Personal Reflections of an Histor{ew York: Simon & Schuster,
2002), 201.

% Stephen E. Ambros@p America 207 and 204.
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$2 million out of his own pocket. In 1998, afteetrelease of Steven Spielberg’s popular film,
Saving Private RyarSpielberg, the actor Tom Hanks, and Tom Brokdwnalde donations to
the museunt’ The museum’s original mission statement clearlgitgighed the institution as a
physical articulation of the Good War. A place tlfaelebrates the American Spirit, the
teamwork, optimism, courage, and sacrifice of tremand women who won World War 1l and

promotes the exploration and expression of thekgsdy future generations’®

“The idea is to bring the whole story to life wilersonal accounts,” Nick Mueller, the
chairman of the museum, said before it opened @2 Both Ambrose and Cornelius Ryan
wrote their books using the oral histories of seigj and Tom Brokaw’s book uses personal
testimonies to discuss the generation that foughtiar. From the beginning the museum
intended to tell its story of D-Day through vetesaamccounts, using the American Experience to
capture the American Spirit.

The National D-Day Museum opened on June 6, 2808 Ambrose called it a
“smashing success.” There was a parade with 10;6t@0ans. Ships from the American, French,
Norwegian, and British navies came. Pilots madéfly of the parade in period World War Il
aircraft as well as modern jets. The SecretaryefeBse, William Cohen, gave a speech and so
did former President George H.W. Bush. Even St&mrlberg and Tom Hanks were there,

asking Army Rangers for their autograpts.

7 Stephen E. Ambros&p America 207-209.

% Meg Cahill, “RE: Jason from Columbia Universitpérsonal e-mail message from the National World
War Il Museum, February 27, 2008.

9 “World War Il Museum to Open in JuneThe New York TimeMarch 26, 2000, pg. 26.
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The idea for a national World War Il Museum wastfraised in reaction to the
Smithsonian Museum’s Enola Gay controversy in 18%9d 1995. The Smithsonian had created
an exhibit on the atomic bombing of Hiroshima arafBsaki featuring the Enola Gay, the plane
that dropped the bomb on Hiroshima. Led by the AcaerLegion, some claimed the exhibit
was too critical of the United States and centéoednuch on the victimization of the Japanese.
A very visible and drawn-out debate ensued, andy@&ss eventually held an investigation on
the exhibit. Under pressure, the Smithsonian remi@enriting from the exhibit and left only
the plane, allowing visitors to work things out fbemselves. According to the National World
War Il Museum’s historian in residence, Marty Mangéhe Smithsonian’s disgrace was an
inspiration for creating a National World War 1l Beum, where controversies of the kind the
Smithsonian faced would not happéH.

The bill to transform the National D-Day Museumoi the National World War Ii
Museum was initially introduced on May 14, 2003abRRepublican congressman from
Louisiana, David Vitter. The bill was referred{ifigly enough on June 6, to the Subcommittee
on Readiness, where it died. But it was later rested and passed into law in 2004 as section
8134 of the Department of Defense Appropriations&&2004, where it had been stuck in under
section heading “Miscellaneous®® The act was hundreds of pages long and included th
budget for the wars in Iraqg and Afghanistan. The ¢ the bill was left unchanged. Although
not enough people were interested in transformegX-Day museum into the World War Ii
museum for the bill to pass on its own, someorecating money to the Department of Defense

had thought it was a good idea, and that was enough

191 Marty Morgan, interview.
192 United States Congress, “Department of Defensadpjations Act, 2004.”
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As to why the United States needed a National Watar 11 Museum, Vitter argued that
it was urgent to remember the “greatest generatdrd were “dying at a rate of more than
1,200 each day...No other museum seeks to descebethnteer spirit that arose throughout
the United States during the war years of World Warthe spirit that united the country.” The
museum should communicate “the magnitude of the rfaae contribution to the Allied victory
in World War I, the sacrifices made to preseneettom and democracy, and the benefits of
peace for all future generations in thé'2&ntury and beyond.” Vitter’s bill collapsed World
War Il into a single day, and touched most of tientes of the Good War narrative of the battle.
What began as a rhetorical device to justify wat srake Americans feel good about
themselves, now enshrined by Congress as theafficherican memory of World War %
The museum never fully changed its name to theoNaitWorld War Il Museum.
Instead it compromised, calling itself: “D-Day: TNational World War 1l Museum.” The
museum occupies a large square building that wes arferman brewery, and stands on the
western edge of New Orleans’s Warehouse Distristydu approach the building, you notice
that the sidewalk is paved with bricks, each brdngith an engraved dedication. One reads
“Ken Broo, 978" Field Atrtillery,” and another, “Ross E. Geren, 88ny, 3¢ ARM. DIV.” 104
There are hundreds of them, all bearing a diffen@me. Before you enter the building, the
museum tells you what kind of history it will redateveryman’s history, everyman’s experience.

The facade is three stories of glass, crisscdossth steel. Through it you can see the
large room the museum calls the “Louisiana Pavilistanging from the ceiling is a C-47

Dakota, the plane the Americans used to drop gagatroopers into France on the night of June

193 Ynited States Congress, “Department of Defensadpjations Act, 2004.”
1% The following discussion of the National World WaMuseum is founded on a site visit on the dafys o
January 7 and 8 of 2008.
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5, 1944. Next to it hangs a Spitfire, a Britishhfigr plane that patrolled the skies above the
beaches on D-Day. From unseen speakers you hearcslavhich evoke the war experience,
songs like “Accentuate the Positive” and Nat KingleCsinging “Straighten Up and Fly Right.”
The room is filled with the toys and tools of waeeps, a half-track, artillery, a M4 Sherman
Tank, a German 88mm flak gun, even a Twin-DiscNfazine Transmission Mode 1 MG101,
the transmission used in three different kindsaafling craft. But holding the place of honor is
the LCVP, an acronym for Landing Craft Vehicle Parsel, also known as the Higgins Boat, the
reason the museum stands in New Orleans. It igsgomassing most of the features one
associates with a boat. It has a flat bottom amgsentially a box with a motor whose front door
can be dropped open, allowing soldiers or a jeepgembark quickly. Next to it stands an old
man with a baseball cap on, which is emblazonegeililow letters: “US Navy.” Around his neck
is a laminated badge stating in large lettershieatvas a veteran of World War II, “What can |
tell you about the boat?” he will ask you. He vaidlk you because he is there to tell visitors about
what it was like to drive a Higgins Boat, as he diigting the war. Around the museum other
white-haired men wander, talking to visitors an@mne another. They are volunteer docents, all
veterans of the war.

While the museum has expanded its story beyondaipdihce becoming the National
World War Il Museum, it has not abandoned the Ussfd evocative structure of the D-Day
narrative. The museum is divided into four genseaitions. One deals with the origins of the
Second World War, with most of the guilt being laglarely on the shoulders of Germany and
Japan, and some lip service paid to Italy. Thersgdooks at the home front, about half of which
is a room entitled “New Orleans: Home of the HiggBoats” which goes into great depth about

Andrew Higgins the man, and the importance of that® his company built. The third section is
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devoted almost entirely to the planning and exeoudif the June 6, 1944 D-Day invasion. At the
end of this exhibit are two rooms titled, “D-Dayhd Aftermath,” and “The Nazis Quit,” meant
to address everything that happened in Europe aiitez 6.

Following the path the museum lays out, you finéihd yourself in the last permanent
exhibit of the museum, “Pacific D-Days.” Americagr against Japan is depicted as a series of
amphibious landings against defended positions$) @itadalcanal, Bougainville, Tarawa, Iwo
Jima, and Okinawa being only a few. Each landindescribed as a D-Day, which is both
accurate and misleading. Indeed, any amphibioudrigroperation could have been described as
a D-Day. But D-Day is a loaded term. Alone it meduase 6, 1944, and all the associations that
go along with Operation Overlord. By framing Amergwar against Japan in terms of D-Days,
the symbolic meaning of June 6 is applied to amedytdifferent theater of the war, and to
battles that in no way resemble the one foughtoamiandy.

Throughout the museum are little booths, not madler than confessionals, and in each
there is a bench placed in front of a televisia®sn underneath which are four to six buttons.
Depending on which button you pushed, you will diélerent segments of stock footage from
newsreels spliced together with still images fréwe 1930s or 1940s of some young person,
often wearing a uniform. Into the booth is pipesegment of an oral history, each button
activating a segment no longer than two minutegrélare fourteen such stations sprinkled
throughout the museum and holding the stories begdike a web are artifacts, posters,
interactive displays, overhead slide shows, shorties, and life-sized recreations of battle
scenes. The museum relates a military history peavby these individual stories and constructs

its narrative not as a linear argument with onepfallowing from the next, but instead as a
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constellation of personal accounts, implying megmather than overtly arguing it. When put
together these individual histories tell a Good \Atary.

The museum recounts America’s part in the waruroge by first depicting America
before the war, and then leading the visitor thiotige D-Day exhibit. In the oral history exhibit
“The World Before War” Barney Oldfield, a native Blk Creek, Nebraska claims that “It
looked like the nation was really coming apart.tPOWinters, from Lancaster, Pennsylvania,
asserts that everyone hoped the war abroad wodlevghout American involvement, while
Martha Settle Putney from Norristown, Pennsylvasaigs that “I knew in 1936 Hitler was going
to be a problem.*®> Each of these personal remembrances is loadechisiitrical claims about
why the United States fought in World War 1. Allvg the United States the moral high ground
and justify its involvement, while also making aitalaim that the war was good for the United
States. The country was divided, claims Barney i@dif but of course, as the museum later
argues and as the Good War story generally clahmedJnited States was never more united
than it was during World War II. Dick Winters thdigt would be better not to fight, implying
that Americans are a peaceful people, while Marhey’s claim that she knew Hitler was a
“problem” suggests that the United States, as dantkof guiding moral authority, was justified
in invading Europe.

But is it right to say that these people are reim@mbering World War Il and its
significance? Oral histories are cut and assentijdatie historian to tell a particular story, just
as textual evidence is selected and arranged.éds®n experiential history becomes so
problematic in the Good War narrative is becausesthdence being harnessed is treated as

something sacred, and therefore off limits to cistn. Although the oral history is edited, to

198 bick Winters’s personal history was one of the ca&marratives of Stephen Ambrose’s bdzdnd of
Brothers as well as that of the television series.
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disagree with the implications of Martha Putneyaos seems irreverent. To question the
“greatest generation’s” claims about their owndigeems arrogant. The museum, along with
other Good War narrators, uses that fact to hidekviestorical arguments behind unassailable
human faces.

“The Men and Women of Higgins Industries” featufige short segments of oral
testimony. The booth is in a room dedicated tadiba&ts built by Higgins Industries. Posters and
model boats dominate the room. A written panehetaihat Higgins’s role “in the war is little
known today, but his contribution to the Allied tacy was immeasurable,” in that the landing
craft he built “gave Allied planners greater fleikily. They no longer needed to attack heavily
defended ports before landing an assault forcee’dral history booth features Ruben Bernard, a
welder for Higgins Industries during the war, whasagrateful, in light of the Great Depression,
to be able to find steady work as well as an ergginréraham Haddock remembered that Higgins
Industries “had a lot of good people,” all of wheware “trying to do their best for the war
effort.” As well, Lloyd Lovitt, a US Navy inspect@t Higgins Industries, remembered a reporter
who wrote a rough draft of an article about Andidiggins that seemed more like it was about
Napoleon, Genghis Kahn, or Jesus Christ: “He hadime famous,” and he was “the big war
production chieftain.”

The museum’s praise for Andrew Higgins and hisg®@anot just hero worship. In fact,
the museum’s admiration of Higgins and the landiragt is doing heavy narrative work that
subtly eschews a historical analysis while stilking a bold historical claim. By making
Andrew Higgins and the LCVP important, the museuwrirpys D-Day as the central narrative
of World War 1l without having to discuss criticalvhy D-Day was so essential to defeating the

Third Reich. In elevating an object from a tooktamething almost sacred, as the museum does
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with the LCVP, and by portraying Higgins as a visoy for designing the boat, the museum
implies that the purpose to which it was put, #reding of troops on D-Day, was equally
important. By praising the boat and by placing Higgndustries in the context of the “war
effort” narrative the museum can conflate World Wawvith D-Day without ever having to
critically evaluate D-Day.

And as you pass out of the room praising Higgims lais boats, you enter the D-Day
exhibit.

The D-Day exhibit, which doubles as an exhibitdtirof America’s war effort in Europe,
opens with a German perspective, just like the éinapter in Stephen Ambrosé&sDay. This
German perspective is literal: there is a full eqaicreation of the telemetry room of the Riva
Bella Fire Direction Tower in Ouistreham, Normandpu walk inside and look through the
narrow slits of the concrete to see a low, grey®ksr the English Channel. Standing with you
in the room is a stereoscopic rangefinder whicle, can read, allowed the Germans to fire
accurately at the approaching ships.

The oral history booth in this room is titled “@efding Fortress Europe.” But this booth
is slightly different from the others, not onlytimat it gives a German perspective, but also in
how that perspective is portrayed. First, thetdésissue of whose voice you are hearing, “These
programs are the actual words of German soldiesseinved in Normandy. The words are read
by actors.” But even though actors are reading iEhgtanslations of German accounts, they still
read them with German accents. Also, while the loistbry segments in the other exhibits are
individualized, with the name of each speaker tydabeled, these oral histories are organized
thematically. The first button you push is “Buildithe Atlantic Wall,” and the actors inform us,

among other things, that slave labor was useditd the Wehrmacht's Normandy fortifications.
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In “Defending the Atlantic Wall,” you hear that ne¢ery German soldier was totally committed
to the defense of France. “Training” tells you tbitck troops were sent to Normandy, and older
troops received intensive training while waiting foe Allies to attack. Last, in “Waiting” you
hear that the Germans thought the Americans weild,“wild west,” that they were brave but
had little experience, and that the defenders wenéident they could repel the invasion.

Although Stephen Ambrose did not personally desiiggmexhibit, his influence is
obvious to anyone who has read his baDay. 1°° The museum distances the enemy, not by
completely dehumanizing him, but by depriving hifrhis own voice. The names of the people
whose words are being read do appear on the tele\dsreen when the actors are speaking, but
in their foreignness they are easily forgettableatlthe participants own voices are removed,
when subtitles could easily have been added ubm@vailable television screen, shows that the
museum is clearly not interested in a German petisqgein any way other than bolstering their
particular view of who the Americans were and wthaty stood for. Knowing that the Atlantic
Wall was built with slave labor lets visitors knakat the Americans had the moral high ground
and justifies the battle from the American perspeatithout actually addressing the battle.
While the Americans were united at home and abrib&dGermans were divided, implying that
every American wanted to fight’

If the Germans had been fighting for a good realikethe Americans supposedly were,
they would have all been dedicated to the defehfigedAtlantic Wall. That the Germans were

well-trained is meant to emphasize the difficulfyttee Allied task and therefore make it seem

19 Marty Morgan, interview.

197 Which, of course, is not true. In 1949 Samuel #dufer published a statistical study of the Amaric
Army during the Second World War. He found thatttive most commonly given answers for why the infant
continued to fight were: 1) not to let their budd@own and, 2) because they did not want theirlfasnio lose their
pay and benefits if they were court-martialed. T$@he survey concluded that only 5 percent of tfrerght for an
idealistic reason. Only 13 percent of them coulch@dhree of Roosevelt's four freedoms, and 33 peroeuld
name none. Michael C. C. AdanT$)e Best War Eved,72 and 87-88.
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more impressive in its success, while the Germafidence in victory implies that the victory
was hard won, and never guaranteed. Similar teléhetion of the Higgins boat, the German
oral histories depict D-Day as a gargantuan aneingissé success for the Allied war effort, but,
beyond aesthetic explanations, never say why.

The depiction of the battle of D-Day starts withfe-size recreation of a glider that has
crash landed. On the night of June 5, 1944, C-4&bfaa dropped paratroopers over France and
also tugged glider aircraft that could detach thelmes and set down at landing zones marked
earlier in the evening. As you enter the roomditfNightdrop in Normandy” you hear the
sounds of crickets and cicadas and the drone oepl&ar away, interrupted by distant and
sporadic gunfire. Half the room is dominated by@kbn down glider, nestled in a hedgerow.

But the D-Day beaches dominate the museum’s paitifythe battle. Specifically, two
beaches: those code-named Utah and Omaha, whicwivesie the Americans landed. While
there is a full room given to Utah beach, and sawerOmaha, only two sectioned walls are
given to the other three, Juno, Gold, and Sworcgrevthe British, French, Canadians, and Poles
landed.

The museum pays closest attention to Omaha bdsekite of the day’s heaviest
fighting. Overall, the entire D-Day operation coslatively few casualties, but the vast majority
of American deaths occurred on Omaha beach. Thevgpda that amphibious tanks were to land
on the beach prior to the arrival of the infantnglday down suppressive fire on German
defensive positions, providing the disembarkinglsss with cover to attack the enemy’s
strongholds. But most of those amphibious tanksdieved in the high swells of the English
Channel, their crews drowning inside. One aftertlagothe tanks were put into the water and

sank. While the commanders of the 116fantry Regiment, 29division, along with the 1%
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Infantry Regiment, 3 Division, had expected high casualties, the emsoarnage, with entire
boatloads of men shot before any could disembarkecas a shock. Moreover, German beach
obstructions kept disembarking soldiers from mowifghe beach, and for a time it seemed that
the landings at Omaha would fail. Over 1,000 merevkdled on the beach before soldiers were
able to open a “drawer” and begin assaulting Gerpaaitions.

The museum puts Omaha at the center of its D-Daytive, devoting the most space to
its story, much as Steven Spielberg centered hisgyal of the landings iSaving Private Ryan
around Omaha beach. And like Spielberg’s portrahal assault on the beach is understood
solely through the experience of the men who landede first waves of the invasion. The
exhibit on Omaha beach is divided into several sedtions: “Visitors to Hell,” “The 116
Infantry Regiment at Omaha,” “The Rangers of PotiéHoc,” “The Struggle to Survive,” and
“Turning the Tide.” In the oral history booths, Vate Felix Branham, of the 14 6nfantry
Regiment, remembered “chaos, blood, brains” as agetirms, legs, and heads removed from
their owners. It was hard for him not to step odibs. Lt. Col. Bill Friedman, of the 16
Infantry Regiment, had similar memories of a “mastertwined bodies.” Trying to reach the
lee of a hill, Friedman saw a group ahead of hilled&iand maimed by buried mines. The
wounded survivors started feeling around where treg/fallen in order to indicate a safe path
for the soldiers following them. Sgt. Bob Slaughfesm the 118, saw someone get caught in
the propeller of a landing craft, but qualifiedststatement by saying it felt good to see the
armada behind him in the English Channel, “backimg up.” Likewise, an interview with Sgt.
Malin Pike, who landed at Utah, remembered beingident on landing that they were “going

to win the war.”
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Omaha was an aberration. Most of the beach lanavegs not so bloody. But a battle is
not a battle without blood. ThHeéhanson de Rolandgould lack its visceral punch if the Saracens
did not manage to slay Roland, and how could weathige with the rage of Achilles if
Patrocles did not fall outside the walls of Troy®Nd War Il was the bloodiest war in history,
and if D-Day is to béhe battle of the war it needs to be equally bloodyD&y needs to be a
hard won battle, even if most of the beaches wakert with little fighting. Therefore Omaha
dominates the museum’s story, and what the museuphasizes is the battle’s brutality.
Centering the narrative on “bloody Omaha” gives By legitimacy it would otherwise lack.
And while one could interpret the violence as atigator of the criminality of war, one could
also see it as bloody varnish of glory, not insanit

The museum, like the Presidents at the D-Day ansavies, also singles out the story of
Pointe du Hoc, featuring it in their oral histoshébit for the battle. ¥ Sgt. Len Lomell, of the
2" Ranger Battalion, remembered the intensity offiiteting as he and his men scaled the cliffs
below the German position, but said, “You just tékaes it comes and do what you're trained to
do. We’'re not heroes, we’re just good rangers.”iAgi&is everyman'’s story. They are heroes,
they are humble, but they are also just like anyzise.

The oral histories are not the only way the museanveys experiential history.
Throughout the Omaha exhibit are glass cases hgptaiamingly trivial artifacts, each loaded
with sentimental and symbolic meaning. Earlietha museum most of the artifacts had to do
with what the soldiers carried, either their equamtnor their weapons. For example, in one
section titled “Final Preparations,” which displaylat American soldiers carried with them

when they landed in France, there is included &g of condoms. These might seem self-
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explanatory, but according to the museum, “Troaps @ these useful in keeping sand and water
out of rifle barrels.”

In the Omaha beach exhibit, some of the artifactsdesigned to create a sense of
proximity between the visitor and a historical figuFor example, on a wall is an image of a
large landing craft sinking, LCL(L) 85. In the pice is a man, who we are told is Elmer
Carmichael. In the glass case next to the photbgsafhe helmet that Carmichael is wearing in
that very same photograph. But the artifacts doentloain create a sense of proximity, they are
also loaded with tacit arguments. In the same glass is a watch with a wrist protector. It is
important because it belonged to Harold Baumgantio, received five combat wounds on D-
Day and lived. How he received each would is dbscrin detail, but ultimately the point is this,
“Although in great pain and with enemy fire killimgen all around him, he advanced toward the
sea wall at Vierville... Despite his wounds, Baumegartontinued to move forward.”

A variation on the same theme is the case holthadpullet pulled from Kenneth T.
Delaney’s foot, “Although shot in the foot, Delanggsisted more seriously injured soldiers.
Days later, doctors removed this bullet from hineldhey earned the Bronze Star for his service
aiding the wounded on D-Day.” It is everyman’s bigt true, but it is more than that. It is
“everyman is a hero” history. There is a differentiee former is an attempt to compensate for
the elitist tendency in history to assign greatstdnical meaning and influence to a few
individuals, like generals and world leaders. Tdtéer is, among other things, an attempt to
glorify violence and to make a bold claim about tiiglteousness of war.

In the last room of the Omaha exhibit, a teleisshows a movie made up of segments
of veterans speaking about their experiences oraf2-Dhere is no bench or chair in front of the

television and it is placed in a corner. The resulhat most visitors stop in front of it for ordy
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moment as they continue to walk through the musdwtthe voices of those veterans echo
throughout the entire room. As you look at thefacts and pictures, their voices provide a
constant commentary. Among other exhortations tbaestands out is, “Don’t let the story die;”

it was to preserve the story that this veteran “giaen the power to talk.”

As you leave the beaches, the museum finishestding of the war in Europe very
quickly. An oral history exhibit, “After D-Day” gies the general shape of the Good War story to
which the museum ascribes. Most of the testimopegtain to the experience of combat, but the
last from Staff Sgt. Preston McNeil differs in tinetorical work it does. A member of the 761
Tank Battalion, he was present at the liberatioa obncentration camp. He describes the gas
chambers, furnaces, seeing a “mad-scientist” laboravhere human remains were preserved in
jars, as well as survivors dying from malnutritidiater, he went to his tank and cried, “I really
didn’t believe anybody could do something thatibéet” he said. It was “something you thought
you'd never see in life.” The Holocaust makes aanmounced and disjointed entrance into the
D-Day narrative, much more explicitly than anythiRgnald Reagan, Bill Clinton, or George W.
Bush said in their speeches at Normandy.

In the last room of the exhibit, next to a paadldled “The Cost of Victory,” one can
read a quotation from Captain Dick Winters of thd*1Paratroopers. “The memory of starved,
dazed men who dropped their eyes and heads whéoked at them through the chain-link
fence...leaves feelings that cannot be described.etpesple behind that fence left me saying,
only to myself, ‘Now | know why | am here.”” The rseum justified D-Day using aesthetics.
This historical argument, that America fought tlee@&d World War to end the Holocaust, is

simply false.
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The museum ends the exhibit with one last justifon, but it is one of the few that is
ever overtly articulated. “The Americans who foughEurope came to the continent not as
conguerors but as liberators. They came and foogtause they had to,” the last panel says,
guoting almost verbatim from Ronald Reagan’s 198%sh. “Often what held them together
was not country and flag, but unit cohesion—Iloyé&ttyhose who served beside them. Still, most
also believed that this was a war that had to bgedid The war was not only fought by
everyday men, but it was also fought for noble efiflseir sacrifice was the most profound any
person can offer. Their legacy is a safer, morednarworld. And for this we must be forever
grateful.” If anyone were to leave the museum woindewhat the point of all that bloodshed
was, they could set their heart as rest. Americdentlhe world safer, and America ended the
Holocaust. Because the link between D-Day and thled4ust is so tendentious, as is the
conflation of D-Day with the entire war against @any, it makes sense that the museum would

call on an unhistorical justification to finish g$ory.

Experiential history is a useful tool for hidingetloosely bound seams of the Good War
story because the evidence itself seems sacroSdrectnuseum favors a specific kind of
experience for its story. On its website it inviteterans to submit their own oral history, either
through an interview or by submitting a statem&hie museum suggests certain “Oral History
Guidelines.” The Guidelines offer questions which meant to guide a person in creating his
personal narrative, or to conduct an interview \aitveteran. It is assumed that the person giving
their history is, or should be, a veteran, “Did yenlist or were you drafted?” And as the
museum likes to distill its history into pivotal ments, it asks “Where were you when you

found out about Pearl Harbor?” “Where were you @May?” and “Where were you on VJ-
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Day?” The vast majority of the other questions dorelate tovhythe person decided to fight,

or whythey thought the war was necessary. Instead,ubstipns run in the vein of pure military
experience, “What weapon(s) did you qualify on dgripasic training? (M1903 rifle? M1

rifle?),” or “What qualification level did you aatwe? (Marksman? Sharpshooter? Expert?),” or,
“What type of equipment were you issued before geployed overseas?” or “Were you
involved in any invasions? (If ‘yes’ please dese)ib

Besides the technical fascination these quest®resal, there is also a certain human
interest betrayed, but not an interest initftkvidual. Instead, the museum is looking for the
“buddy” narrative that is critical to the Good W&ory, “Describe the people you trained with in
basic training?”, and “Did you admire your commangdofficer?”, and “Did you admire the
people you served with?” Stephen Ambrose did vait®ok calledand of Brothersand based
on the importance the museum ascribes to heroishumity, one can imagine that it is looking
for answers that fall into line with those themiéss clear in the word choice. The question was
not, How did you feel towards your commanding afidout did yoradmirehim. Competent
leadership is important to the Good W4F.

But another kind of experiential history finds\wtay into the narrative the museum
creates. In the entrance hall, on a podium in fabrihe Higgins Boat, is a notebook, and above
it a plaque that reads:

“We are collecting information on the involvememtsmall boats’ in U.S. amphibious

warfare from 1939 through 1974. We would GREATLYpegziate it if all WWII,
Korean War and Viet Nam vets who landed in LCPsR{Js, LCSs, LCPRs, LCVPs,

198 «Qral History Guidelines.” National World War Museum,
http://www.nationalww2museum.org/legacy/oralguidbnaccessed 11/6/2007.

The museum asks two other revealing questionsyéWeu ever taken under enemy fire? (If ‘yes’ péeas
describe)”, and, perhaps more importantly, “Did yeturn fire? (If ‘yes’ please describe).” In 198i#igadier
General S.L.A. Marshall claimed that, in both Ewe@mnd the Pacific, seventy-five to eighty-five mericof
American troops did not fire their weapons at tloanf line. The claim became controversial in the [E980s and
the question of the claim’s veracity has still been answered. Edward Wodtlprshipping the Myths of World
War Il, 42.
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LCMs, & LVTs during WARTIME conditions would sigthis register. Please indicate
where & when you landed & in what type of boat yode.”

Although the museum wanted information from vetsramost of the entries are not from them.
Instead the children of these men used the noteasak opportunity to record their reactions to
the museum. Many thank the museum for telling tbeygheir fathers would not tell them. On
September 9, 2007, someone wrote, “William H. Binp, NY — USMC — Guadalcanal, a
mortar man, my father. Never spoke much about threb@cause of his own personal reasons,
but this museum filled in all the blanks for meis tlaughter.” Beneath this another wrote,
“Robert D. Wilt — U.S.M.C — Guadalcanal, my fatligiso] never spoke much about his time
overseas either (just above)! He received [a] BedBtar. This museum is a great honor to him
and all the soldiers that served.” Kathy Clair, daighter of a U.S. Marine, Wendell Iverson
Hall, wrote on December 15, 2007, “My Daddy foughthe Pacific. Each time he tried to talk
about the war he could never get passed the stahg danding where they had misjudged the
tide and all those 5’2" [sic] and under drowneddese their backpacks were so heavy.
Thankfully Daddy was 6'4 %2". He was proud to be arMe and proud of his service to the
US.A”

Even though Cornelius Ryan was writing experigfistory in the 1950s, this form of
evidence has become more pertinent in the pastywears. In May of 2001, a short article
appeared in thBlew York Timeander the title, “Stories From Silence.” Similareterans from
other wars, it claimed, “the veterans of World WWlartame home from combat with silence on
their lips,” but the question of how to memorialibem “gains in urgency” with each passing
year. “By the end of this decade,” the article s&aidost of those veterans will be gone.” The
children of those veterans who wrote in the WorldrW Museum’s notebook were very aware

that those gaps in their fathers’ and uncles’ stocould never be filled. Many find experiential
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history to be important, not because of the histming related, but because of those relating it.
Standing on the edge of the abyss, all the finabiwgain new meaning and land on the ear with
more weight. These testimonies are not simply exddethey are last words. The museum
provides these stories and serves the emotiondknaet only of the generation that fought the
war, but their children as well. “For the nationaawhole,” the article continued, “the collective
memory of World War 1l has been broken up by tiare] what remains is individual memory,
which becomes more and more precious as it beceoagser and scarcer. What we want now,
as a result, is not the saga of the broad histaramavas of World War Il — the sweep of
international conflict — but the individual storigemselves, the ones that so many veterans did
not know how or chose not to tell.”

The museum should not be seen as only an arimunlat a specific argument about
American foreign policy and American righteousnadiough it certainly is that too. It should
also be seen as a place built to cope with deattithnse that occurred in the war abroad, but
those occurring now at home. The Good War givesimgao violence, but it also gives

meaning to individual lives slipping away”®

V. The Experience of Violence

All these interpretations of the experience ofemce have an end in mind. They all want
to make a specific argument: that World War Il \gasd, that the men who fought were all
heroes, that we should all be willing to fight agdBut there is another way of interpreting the
experience of battle, one that does not immedideelg itself to the preoccupations of history.

War and Peaces a brilliant and beautiful book for many reasofisiong them is

Tolstoy’s awareness of the weakness of languageyantols in the presence of death.

199 «sStories From Silence,The New York TimeMay 28, 2001, A10.
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Symbolism breaks down as one draws nearer to daadhan object or action that would be
loaded with meaning in peace becomes meaninglesarir*®

Tolstoy has the young Nikolai Rostov look deatlthia face for the first time at
Schongraben, a minor battle in the weeks beforeetlitz. When Nikolai charges across the line
separating the Russian and French armies, his wsé®t out from under him. Getting up,
nothing makes sense. The French are no longenrémelf, they are simply men who wear blue
coats. “Well, here are some people,” Nikolai thinkhey’ll help me!” But as Nikolai realizes
that these men are the enemy, he thinks, “Whohag?tWhy are they running? Can it be they're
running to me? Can it be? And why? To kill nhd& whom everybody loves so?” And then
Nikolai remembered his mother’s love for him, amdremembered the love of his family and
friends, and to him “the enemy’s intention to kilin seemed impossible**!

And years later, when Nikolai has become a seabseeieran, he realizes, “when telling
about military events, people always lied, as Imeseif had lied in telling about them; second, he
had enough experience to know that in war evergthimes on quite otherwise than we can
imagine and recount**

It is proximity to death, Tolstoy tells us, viotesheath especially, which renders systems
of meaning useless. Language, right and wrong, eaase and effect cease to have any
explanatory power in battle. Violence in war canp@tdescribed in terms of meaning because

that violence is not experienced as something meéuli only as something bizarre and terrible.

In that shadowy place between the two armies irtichvhe charged, between life and death, all

10My analysis oWar and Peacéas come almost entirely from Liza Knapp. | toek bourse on Tolstoy
and Dostoevsky at Columbia University my last searesf college. Before her course | had not redlizew much
literature gives us both emotional and intellectoals for making sense of the human conditiontdfisshould do
the same, and | see no reason to compartmentaizsttidies that share a common goal.

11| eo Tolstoy,War and PeaceVol. I, Part II, ch. XIX, p.189.

12| eo Tolstoy,War and PeaceVol. Ill, Part |, ch. XII, p.647.
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the systems of meaning created by human civilimatEased to function, leaving poor Nikolai
Rostov at a loss for how to describe it. He camx@lain battle using words, because words

imply meaning while the experience of violence does

The National World War Il Museum, politicians, a@dod War historians tell the story
of D-Day as one full of meaning, relying heavily experiential history. But those who fought
on D-Day and after, like Nikolai Rostov, do notaaat D-Day as something full of symbolic
value. It is not just that these veterans do notilas the same meaning to the fighting on June 6
as the Good War narrative, it is that most of tlygamt it almost no meaning at all.

For the veterans of D-Day, the singularity of &évent, the unity of time, place, and
action which is so important to the Good War stafrthe battle, does not exist. John Robert
Slaughter was a Staff Sergeant who landed at OBekeh on June 6 with the T fantry
Regiment, the 29Division. Someone asked him whether D-Day wasrist memorable
experience in the war, and he responded, “Wedll| ybu, we had so many of them. | mean
every day was a memorable experience. They webadlll mean I've had, you know — | didn’t
get hit on D-Day, but | sure did get hit up at Vémed up at Saint L6.** What made a moment
memorable for Slaughter was getting wounded, sdtigtorical importance. But more
importantly, the distillation of the war made bgtNational World War 1l Museum and the
politicians makes little sense to someone who egpeed combat over months.

Jesse Beazley, a private first class who lande@roaha Beach with thé@Infantry
Division, also explodes the singularity of D-Dayhey say, well, a major battle is a major

battle, but we fought a battle every day. My ou#fés in combat, starting from Omaha Beach

113 John Robert Slaughter, “John Slaughter Collectimerview by Martha E. Hopkind/eterans History
Project, American Folklife Center, Library of Comgs collection # AFC/2001/001/9, ~ 2001.
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there, | think it was out of a year, 337 days — gan look that up on the record, but | think that’s
right — that we was in combat, and that was evagy We was fighting everyday of our lives.”
114

Veterans remembering D-Day usually do not plaae dt larger historical context, but as
would be expected and as is natural, think of D-Bg part of their own story. As a result,
when most veterans are asked to recall D-Day, tieember it primarily as a battle they took
part in, not as a hallowed historical event.

But that does not mean that veterans are not awate¢hey are telling history when they
remember their experiences. Jesse Beazley, insuolicited oral testament, one without an
interviewer, says at the very beginning that hei¢in it was necessary to let future generations
know about the war and “what it's like.” He pronmsge “tell it like it is.” “I think the American
people needs to know what war is,” Beazley sayheyTdon't know. They don’t really know.
Only the ones that’s lost sons, and they don’'t kmdwat they went through, they don’t know all
the suffering they put up with. I'll try — that'eeé reason I’'m putting this on here, in the hope it
will be a help to somebody.” As late as 2004, whemmade his testament, after the praise of D-
Day had reached its apogee of symbolic value, Bgdelt that Americans did not own up to the
experience of violence in war. He felt that theengnce had not been communicated well
enough, and he says that is so because “the Amgraaple are fortunate people, you've not
had bombs dropped on you, you've not seen the thedd've seen, you've not seen the
slaughter that I've seen, you have not sufferedhhmgs that we have suffered. I'm talking about
the ones that died and the ones that are stifidiwve’ll never get over it.” Although Beazley

clearly wants to communicate the experience ofdydie also tacitly admits that it is impossible

114 Jesse Beazley, “Jesse Beazley Collection,” s&fiiew, Veterans History Project, American Folklife
Center, Library of Congressollection # AFC/2001/001/10474, January 13, 2004
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to really do so. For him there is something tooldé in it, that in spite of the history he tells,
one full of horrific memories, he comes to the dosion that Americans will still not understand
what he is talking about’® The same sentiment was expressed by Jay S. Adawother private
first class who landed at Normandy on June 6, #ién37' Engineering Battalion, when he said
in an interview he gave in 2001, “If you hadn’t seg it's hard for anybody to believe it in
trying to explain it to ‘em, just exactly how it w&**°

That thing that keeps men like Beazley and Adams fully conveying the experience
of battle is the effect of a prolonged proximityolent death. When William Jennings Arnett’s
niece asked him if his experience in the war, wineréanded on Utah Beach as a Sergeant with
the 818" Tank Destroyer Battalion™Division, helped him later in life, he told heattbeing in
combat did not help him with his job, “Of courseghanges you. Anybody that is in the combat
zone is completely changed.” When she asked hiefataorate on what he meant, he said,
“Well, I would say after about a week in combat yara old. | don’t care if you are 19 years old
or what, but you are an old person,” and that, ‘wieu are in combat, you know that you could
be killed or hurt. No doubt about it:*’

Beazley described something similar when he reneeatbcoming in to Omaha Beach
on a landing craft, “And | couldn’t see anythinghase | was hunkered down in the boat as we
went in, but | do remember seeing the looks orfdbes of the young men, most of them was 18,
19 years old, we had kidded in life like soldiecs Hut all at once it got complete silence, and
young men looked like old men.” They looked old dese they were afraid of dying in some

horrible way. Beazley remembered thinking, “I didkmiow whether I'd get hit and lose my legs

115 Jesse Beazley, “Jesse Beazley Collection.”

116 Jay S. Adams, “Jay S. Adams Collection,” interviegThomas A. Swopé/eterans History Project,
American Folklife Center, Library of Congres®sllection # AFC/2001/001/151, July 5, 2001.

H7william Jennings Arnett, “William Arnett Collectip” interviewed by Elizabeth A. Johnsoveterans
History Project, American Folklife Center, Libraof Congresscollection # AFC/2001/001/998, ~ 2001.
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or my sight or I'd get killed quick, or I'd make’itAnd what was on his mind was not liberation,
or sacrifice, or unity, or the size of the invasibat instead, “I thought of my home, and my
mom, and my dog, and my friends, and then | wordlamv in the world this come me to be
here in this situation, a young man, realizing tirabably | didn’t have much chance to live
because | knew what was ahead of us thet@.”

Jay S. Adams remembered landing on Omaha Beacboamitig to the top of a hill
where he saw his best friend who had been in aréifit boat during the landing. When they saw
each other “he jumped on my dozer there, throwsdims around me, and the tears just run out
of his eyes. He's so happy to see that | madé'it.Tolstoy describes a line between two
opposing armies as a line between life and deattenyou approach the line, all the elaborate
structures of meaning and understanding humansed@athemselves cease to explain what is
happening. Approaching death, especially with dthgdody, runs too much against the grain
for a person to make sense of, and for the menlaraed on D-Day, their memories affirm that.

This proximity to death silenced those who cammé&oMany say that it took somewhere
between fifteen and twenty years before they Fa{/tcould begin to talk about their experiences
in battle. If the violence they experienced had miveg it would lend itself to words. But for
them the experience of war was not suitable tgoo&en of, or could not be spoken of. In 1994
someone asked the question of how the war charagedsIR. McCartney, who landed with the
2" Armored Division at Omaha Beach four days afteb@y, and he said, “Oh it was pretty
impressive the first few years. The first or 15rge& couldn’t even talk—I wouldn’t have been

able to talk like we are tonight for 10 or 15 yeansl | couldn’t go to a funeral. There were many

118 jesse Beazley, “Jesse Beazley Collection.”
119 Jay S. Adams, “Jay S. Adams Collection.”
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things | couldn’t get myself to do**® When William Jennings Arnett goes to veteranshiens
they never talk about battle, “No. We usually tallout the funny things, what we did on a
furlough when we were in the states and all thadl kif stuff.”*?*

But while most of the men who fought on D-Day afigrwards did not talk about their
experiences for the next twenty years, many relthed experiences regularly in their sleep.
William Jennings Arnett remembered that he “hadinecg bad dreams where you, your wife
kicks you to wake you up because you are moanidgyamaning and everything. And that went
on very heavy for about, oh, 15, 20 years. And euwagbe once a year, | will have one of those
dreams.” It is not always the same dream, butatrssult of being in the combat zone “And
anybody that is in combat long enough will crack mp doubt about it.**? The same is true for
Jesse Beazley. At night, whenever it thunders detsie wakes up. He has nightmares, and
sometimes he goes around the house breaking things/e to sleep now with a mattress on the
floor in case, so | won't come out of the bed amdds like that. After all these years now, all of
these years since 1944, that has hung with mentisat *

Many of the men who describe fighting on D-Dayatids it as a nightmare. When an
interviewer asked Ellison Parfitt, who landed omaluBeach on June 6 as a Private First Class
with the 229 Infantry Regiment, % Infantry Division, whether it was awe inspiringgee the
Navy’s salvos explode on Utah Beach, he said, “Koaw, it's like a bad dream. | can
remember somehow getting to a hedgehog, | guegs#iled them, and trying to hide behind it,

and | remember when | hit the water it was cold #mad's all | remember.*** When Beazley

120 James R. McCartney, “James McCartney Collectiomérview by Amy Judgeyeterans History
Project, American Folklife Center, Library of Comgs collection # AFC/2001/001/10556, December 9, 2003

2Lyilliam Jennings Arnett, “William Arnett Collectio”

122\yjilliam Jennings Arnett, “William Arnett Collectio”

123 Jesse Beazley, “Jesse Beazley Collection.”

124 Ellison W. Parfitt, “Ellison Parfitt Collectionihterview by Robert O. BabcockKeterans History
Project, American Folklife Center, Library of Comgs collection # AFC/2001/001/4654, October 29, 2002.
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landed on Omaha Beach, he “would run a while aed tid have to fall because | was give out,
and finally got into behind the — as well as | rember, it was kind of a hill there, and I got in a
rise there on the ground on the beach, and | go¢imnd that, and most of that then to me is a
nightmare.”™? The choice of word is revealing. A nightmare i$ aoly something frightening,
but something nonsensical. A nightmare usuallyahlagjic of its own, and those who experience
them cannot say why one horrifying image shoultbfelfrom the one before. To the men who
lived through D-Day it was a nightmare becauséént it made no sense, the experience was
too frightening.

It is not only in their inability to speak or iecurring nightmares that the veterans of D-
Day fail to give meaning to their experiences. Whey do tell their stories, the stories lack a
narrative structure and often lack any kind oficaitanalysis. They simply remember what they
lived, but often the memories seem random. Usuh#y are a series of unsettling and traumatic
images which have nothing to do with one anothed, @ften the entire story is somewhat
incoherent. How much time passes between one meamaranother, where specific events took
place, all of these are compressed into a kindishmash. No particular point in the narrative
contributes much towards a final understandindnefevent, and the conclusion often has little to
do with what the narrator has said.

Take Jesse Beazley's story as an example. Likmdmories of most of those who
landed on Omaha Beach, what he remembers is lcowitier being blown out of his landing
craft from some kind of explosion, he climbed otfte beach, “You were stepping over you —
your American soldiers, and some of them were legtpr help and crying for help. | seen
them with their face half blowed off and some a@rthwith their intestines hanging out, and

they’d just look at you with a pitiful look becaugeu couldn’t do nothing for them.” But along

125 jesse Beazley, “Jesse Beazley Collection.”
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with the upsetting there is also the bizarre, W sacow, a French cow, blew right up in a tree.
The tree was halfway just leaning over, and shebd@s up in there.” Beazley's story is one
that jumps from strange image to strange imagewtiae thing held together by fear and
confusion. Instead of a story of unity in the fatelanger, he remembers, “I didn’t know
anybody, | wasn't with anybody. | was completelpaated from anybody that | knew,” but
nevertheless he fought, among strangers, untittfaljhHiding in a German foxhole he
remembered “hunkering down in there, and then kgetondering if the invasion had been a
failure, and they had pulled out and left me amc$ by myself, and | expected Germans to
come down and kill me at any minute while | wasrgyin my hole.” He put his bayoneted rifle
between his legs to impale anyone who might tijyhop in his hole, and fell asleep. During the
night the Germans shelled the area, but he slepagh it, awaking to find everything around
him devastated and strange. Among the most specifis memories were “cattle walking
around with their hips sticking out and their lddswed off. The awfulest mess | ever seen.” He
also remembered seeing “American bodies fightinganmandy there in June and July that
would be — would be laying out in the sun and seeklip and bust. The clothes would pop off
them because the bodies got so big. That's Amesoéatiers.”

The only thing shaping Beazley’s story is horkde. does not remember the fighting on
D-Day as being symbolic in anyway, but instead geatizes his experience. Cows in trees,
sleeping through artillery bombardments, and bosleslling in the sun; one point in the story
does not follow to the next in any particular waygcept that this is what he remembers and what
he dwells on when he thinks of D-Day. Beazley fdugtturope until the defeat of Germany.
He continues his narrative after D-Day, but onlyatks more upsetting images. He remembers

fighting in the snows of the Ardennes Forest inBladtle of the Bulge and seeing hands and feet
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sticking out of the snow, then watching the snowvit mmewvarm weather to reveal German and
American corpses. He remembers something callethtbat wagon,” a two and a half ton truck
on which corpses would be heaped, often not inpaaee, “They’s just pitch them on there like
that. And it takes something out of you. You ca@ & enemy dead, but when you see your
own troops, that hurts. | remember those thingeyThalways be with me now. I'm 80 years
old, nearly 81 right now, and they never left me.”

He also remembers, “little children running arotine streets and their parents dead, and
nothing to eat and no water to drink. That's Fretmtins, I'm talking about, that we were
liberating. We were driving the Germans out, buthad to do that, we had to destroy their town
to do it.” Even this point, that Americans inflidtsuffering on the French people they were
supposed to liberate, passes by without furthemsemary; it is neither preceded nor followed
by any analysis or value judgment. All these upsgimages come together to form a story that
does not attempt to answer the question why? Qaf Wan? Beazley does not recall any
moments of evaluation, but instead he remembenkitig, “you go through the horrible
experience of those things, hungry people and pesiplving and people dying, and the you —
you — you remember what peace you had in the UStates, growing up, you remember the
wonderful feeling it was to be able to get out, atltbught how good it would be if | could lay
down one night without thinking somebody’s tryimgkill me, if | could just go to sleep one
night and sleep in peace, | could just rest.”

At the end of this story one would imagine that Beg would roundly condemn war.
Everything he has said, even his proclaimed goedteal the truth about war, would lead one to
anticipate a condemnation of the institution. Butereas the story he told seems to be one of

senseless, meaningless violence, when he comles amtl of his story he tags on an afterthought
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full of meaning. In 2003, he says, he was invitethe State Capitol of Kentucky to receive a
medal of thanks from the French for liberating tloaiuntry in 1944. He points out a letter
Eisenhower distributed among his troops beforarthasion, “It's really a nice piece that he told
about and what was expected of us and what wasmh &f us, that the whole world depended
on us that morning, on June 6, 1944, that was ¢lenbe of the war, that was the beginning of
the end of Adolph Hitler and his regime.” He is ydahat 18, 19, and 20 year olds were able to
defeat the “supermen that Hitler had.” They camenfeverywhere, he says, from the city, the
country, and the backwoods, and that, togethey, lthd “won the battle.” “We had stood for our
country,” he says, “and fought for our freedom, &hdpe that freedom stands, and | hope
people understand what it takes to get freedomt sdrae people has to go through.”
Particularly interesting, considering Beazley regar his history in 2004, are his last remarks,
“Now we’re going through the war in Iraq, and youngn are dying again over there, dying
terrible deaths, but we have to keep our faithlaglteve in what we believe in and keep our
country strong and all *?°

It is a strange way for Beazley to end his stdhe conclusion does not follow logically
from what he has said. The meaning he ascribeis texperience in D-Day and the war is
compartmentalized. It is completely separate frasmiemories. Unlike the Good War version
of the D-Day story, Beazley sees nothing meaninigftihe actual battle. In fact, his version of
the battle makes little sense. He is only ablestoibe meaning to war by distancing himself
from his own memories of it. To give it meaning,rhentions receiving a medal in 2003, and a
letter written by someone else. He assumes tha appen, and that they are terrible, but that
the discussion of the purpose of war must be dasbfoom the war itself. So for Beazley the

meaning of D-Day has nothing to do with the actigderience of D-Day.

126 jesse Beazley, “Jesse Beazley Collection.”
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Beazley is not the only one to tell a story of ByOhat reads like a nightmare, something
terrible, absurd, bizarre, and meaningless. FrdttManded with the 8 Ranger Battalion of the
79" Infantry at Omaha Beach on D-Day. His descriptibthe landing is likewise dreamlike and
macabre. He describes knowing that once the gangiée landing craft went down it would
not be an option to stay on the boat, and that/theren’t going to be there to take you back. So
we had only one way to go, and that was ahead.hRgrup the beach, troops used an explosive
device called a bangalore torpedo to blow holgkénobstacles the Germans had placed there,
and Millet remembers “we got up through a littldlgul don’t know if it was the bangalore
torpedo going off or what, but | lost all kind afrsse of where | was at and everything else.”
What he does remember next was looking out overlfoeg, waiting to make an assault and
cleaning his rifle, “these cows were laying arotimere, bloated with their feet up in the air, and
Germans laying around, their faces turned blactaaly.” A friend of his went from body to
body, searching for souvenirs, “That's where we dadmess truck come in and give us our first
meal, in this area where all these dead Germansdeaudl cows. So anyway, if you didn’t want to
eat, you didn't eat.” The next thing he remembexggening was that his friend Wright was shot
accidentally by someone cleaning his rifle, “Thasvanother one that was missing in action
done by our own man. He died on the way back tdtspital. That's the guy | used to go to
church with down in Camp Blanding, Florida. So,&ny, we cleaned our equipment®’

When an interviewer asked James R. McCartney lfdmefited in any way from his
experience in war, he could not respond in fultseces. What came out was a jumble, “Yes, |
guess you'd have to — years ago, | wouldn’t have isaid any good, but | think as you look

back and you see what young people are doing tedlay’ Regrouping, he continued and

127 Ered Millet, “Fred Millet Collection,” interview Y Alice Healy,Veterans History Project, American
Folklife Center, Library of Congressollection # AFC/2001/001/5344, December 3, 2002.
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produced something somewhat more coherent, “I ivadykars. | was a civilian before, | was a
college student before, and came out and- there fiver that if it hadn’t been for the killing of
people it would have been good, | could look bagW and say it was good training. It was not
wasted time, but it's such a — just the killing dhd just — the one thing | would like to say, the
Air Force. | have all the respect for the Amerieand British, the Allied air force.” And with that
he changed the subject, and spoke about how muapgreciated the contribution of Allied air
power, without which the D-Day landings would hdaiéed. **® McCartney wanted to think that
somewhere in his experience there was meaning;duld not articulate it. For him, finding
meaning in his experience of battle, in this casairig something positive in the experience that
built character, was too difficult. As much as hanted to say that he took something positive
away from his experience, the contradiction betwaeaning and killing, meaning and violent
death, was too stark for him to overcome. Wherribd to synthesize meaning and violence,
language literally failed him.

Nowhere is that conflict clearer than in the exxdes between an interviewer looking for
a Good War story and a veteran remembering b&then an interviewer asked Ellison W.

Parfitt if he had any occasion on June 6 to figerlie he answered:

Ellison W. Parfitt; Yeah.
Interviewer: You did?

Ellison W. Parfitt: That's a strange feeling, tamshat a human being. | never could
bring myself to go look and see if I'd hit anyone.

Interviewer: | understand that.
Ellison W. Parfitt: | couldn’t do it.

Interviewer: Yep.

128 James R. McCartney, “James McCartney Collection.”
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Ellison W. Parfitt: I...it just....l asked my ministabout it one time, | got a little book

over there, there’s some parts of it left. Andils&Vhy would I put down in there that

| shot my first German?” And he said, “It was aytr You were taught to shoot at a

target. That was it.” | guess | accepted that and®&eause it was one of the weakest

ones, but it was my easy way out.

Interviewer: Uh...Where did you spend the first nigjht

The interviewer changed the subject because heim@snfortable, and from the video
recording of this interview it seemed as if Pasfitinted to say more. What Parfitt was saying
could not easily be reconciled with a good war. WRarfitt went to his minister he wanted
meaning, he wanted to be sincerely convinced titte¢rewhat he did was right and that
something good could be found in it, or that whaadid was wrong and that he was guilty of a
crime. But he did not find either. Parfitt knewliify was wrong, but when he went to a moral
authority he was told that it was not wrong, whithknew was not true. Parfitt's country put
him in a difficult situation and told him he neededill. Then his church told him, although he
knew better, that killing was not wrong. Then th&erviewer failed him by changing the subject.
Parfitt was a man abandoned by all those institgtibat were supposed to give meaning to his
life. It seems like a heartbreaking, maddening lohtbneliness, to feel you have done
something wrong and for no one to agree.
The tension between the meaninglessness of vieland the meaning of the Good War

narrative, the different stories that Parfitt ane interviewer want to tell, shows up again.

Interviewer: As you started up from D-Day, and nmgyione of the things that you've

contributed to the archives of the"2mfantry is a piece of a parachute.

Ellison W. Parfitt: Oh yeah.

Interviewer: Tell about that.
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Ellison W. Parfitt: Well there was a lot of, a lattroop...paratroopers who’d come
down in that area, and we found them hanging iestreshere they’d been [lifts up his
head slightly, closes his eyes, and takes a longgjasery...uh, how do you say
it...they’d been disemboweled. And there’s nothingniake you more angry. | don’t
think there were many paratroopers taken prisdrarday. It made the men go wild to
see that happen. And we had a couple that we pigkethd took with us. And that
same day, | found an old parachute. A cargo cliutd.l just wrapped it up, cut the
down lines off of it, and that kept me warm for eek or two. That was good to sleep
in. It was warm and yet it was cool. Yeah, | bouggneral of them after the war.

Interviewer: But you wrote on this one that youbantributed, you wrote somewhere
along the way all the places you had been.

Ellison W. Parfitt: Oh yeah. [in agreement, nottthe had forgotten.]

Interviewer: So was that something you did allatey or did you do that, have that
idea-

Ellison W. Parfitt: No that was done sparinglyiatds, some of them done by
candlelight. With, if | remember right, with som&ipens that we had. | forgot, | sent
that to my mother. | sent one to Marge. Mom gotlitygest one, | think it was. | think
that’s the one | sent down to be put in our archive

Interviewer: Yep. It's hanging on my wall.

Ellison W. Parfitt: Yeah?

Interviewer: | look at it everyday.

Ellison W. Parfitt: Well isn’t that something, thglu

Interviewer: Yep. Yep, I've got it in a shaded spatthe wall.

When Parfitt heard the word “parachute” his mimchped to “paratrooper” and then he
remembered the sight of the dead soldiers hangomg & tree. Then, thinking about the word
“parachute,” he returned to the narrative the ingsver set up and began to address his question.
The tidbit about the piece of the parachute, orctvihie wrote all the places the regiment had

been, implies something about Parfitt's dedicathis unit as well as his self-awareness in
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taking part in a “historical” event. But when Parfemembers the war this kind of symbolism
does not occur to him. Instead he is preoccupidi thbse paratroopers tangled in the tree.

One last exchange between Parfitt and the interinés even more revealing. For the
first month after the invasion General Teddy Roe#evr. was in Normandy, and before he died
of a heart attack, Ellison Parfitt was his bodygludihe interviewer continually showed interest
in Parfitt’s experiences with Roosevelt, and madeféort to steer Parfitt towards speaking of
memories that involved him.

Interviewer: Teddy Roosevelt was credited with wiogkon, figuring out a way to get
through the hedgerows, working along with some ople@ple. Do you recall any of
that action, that he —

Ellison W. Parfitt: No, | don't, | don’t recall thaExcept that's where | think they put
the bulldozer blades on the tanks. And they starsaalg them to break through the
hedgerows.

Interviewer: Right.

Ellison W. Parfitt: Because | — my squad leaderpwtl been a good friend of, in the
22" was buried by one of those tanks. We couldn'thiftout in time. He's a fellow
from Albany, the name of Miller.

General Teddy Roosevelt, Jr. is a hero of the Gad version of D-Day. He is an
important character in Cornelius Ryait’se Longest DayPeter Fonda portrayed him in the film
adaptation of the book, and a life size wax scuéptif the man stands in the National World
War Il Museum. He, along with others, stands agnab®| of competent American leadership in
the Second World War, a leadership that was willmgacrifice itself along with the normal

soldier. But Parfitt, for all his earlier praisetbe general, had his own preoccupations which did

not lend themselves to symbolism. Instead, thevi@eer’s search for a specific meaning in the



Resnikoff 63

war came up against a memory in which a good frigasl buried alive by one of the general’s

ingenious tanks?®

Arch Lewis, Jr. was a second Lieutenant and atywanper in the 1071 Airborne Division.

On the night of June 5, 1944, he parachuted irand&, but missed his drop zone by about ten or
twelve miles. He found himself completely alone amtinot know where he was. Like the

others, his story is hard to follow. He wandereabiad Normandy for days, seeing Germans and
avoiding them. He eventually found himself in acbgned by an old French woman who
served him milk. At one point members of the FreResistance led him to another band of lost
paratroopers who were trying to find their wayhe toast. Time in Lewis’s story is vague.

Some of his memories are set during the day, otetargyht, but he is unable to specify where he
was, what he was doing, or exactly how many dagsezh He primarily remembers being
disoriented and frightened.

After being reunited with the group of lost paoafpers, they all found themselves under
attack, and before Lewis had the chance to threngtenade he had in his hand someone raised
a white flag and they were all taken prisonerhia group was his friend Pinkosky. Some time
later, either that day or the next, two P-51s, Aoaar fighter planes, made a strafing run at the
group, “They had orders to shoot anything that nddwehind enemy lines, and that's what they
were doing, and they thought we were Germans.”plaiees made two passes and the
Americans jumped into ditches along both sidefefrbad to avoid the .50 caliber machinegun
fire:

Anyway, we got the — after the second strafiny ti@ve us orders to, you know,

move on, and | got a look back, and Pinkosky, adgwad mine, he was in our battery
C, he was — | guess his head was between my feat'sThow close we were. He

129 Ellison W. Parfitt, “Ellison Parfitt Collection.”
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didn’t move. | said, ‘Come on, Pinky. Let’s golooked back, and he was lying in a
pool of blood. He had been hit between the kneetlamdiip and bled to death and
didn’t make a sound. We buried him up on a hillsM didn’t have his rifle and his
bayonet. We didn’t have his helmet to put on thafewe had was we put a couple

of sticks together with a shoe — shoelace — anldthiem together and put his dog tags
on that. They never found him. | found out latertlb@y never found his body.

Lewis then continues his story. He describesihie in a POW camp somewhere in
Poland, how he was constantly hungry and cold.ddgeembers being liberated by the Russian
army, finding Red Cross packages that the pris@amdguhad been hoarding, and finally scouring
the countryside looking for food. His memoriestukttime consist primarily of strange images.
He remembers riding on a cart pulled by a horseljriig a bottle of champagne with his friends,
seeing a large Russian truck bump into their aadtv@atching his friend chase after their horse
who ran away. Finally, he was sent by Russian ailit®to Odessa, where he and other
American and British soldiers went out to restatsamd the opera before finally being put on a
boat for England, and then home.

After finishing his story, the interviewer askeeviis if he had kept a diary during the
war. He responded, “No, | didn’t. | had some—I hawvene signatures here. And getting back to
Pinkosky, I think | kind of skipped over that besawhen | came home—I didn’t know about
this guy. We thought he had been buried back metieis country, re-interred back here.” Lewis
goes on to explain that he and his wife returnedomandy in 1994 for the tanniversary of
D-Day. When he was there, he saw that Pinkoskysenaas listed on the wall of the missing,
and then, he says, “it really hit me. And | feltgglty because | had never called his parents
when | came back, only because we only assumedhé¢hladd been re-interred. So when | came
back I tried in vain for a while to — to find thanhily.”

When he returned to the United States, Lewis abedza producer from the television

show, “20/20,” and she was able to locate Pinkasky’ee surviving brothers. Lewis met with
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them and told them how Pinkosky died, “but | figadiot through and found them, and that made
me feel better somewhat.” The interviewer then dskm what it was like to go to the 80
anniversary of D-Day, “Well it was good and badnteoof the boys, | talked to them later, that
were—they were advised by the VA not to go back, lacan understand that, but | don’t—I
don't regret it, although it—I went through heltexf| found all that out, but it was worth it.
People were wonderful over there, and | think thpgreciate what we did for them.”

At the 50" anniversary of D-Day, Bill Clinton told the santery that Ronald Reagan
told in 1984, and that George W. Bush would teR@94. But what Lewis took away from the
commemoration had nothing to do with what Clintardsabout sacrifice, liberty, unity,
freedom, or the “turning point of the twentieth ttey.” D-Day’s symbolic significance was
completely lost on him. His trip there reminded hofrsomething much more immediate and
human. His friend had died and he had buried humnb one knew where his body was. After
coming home, Lewis wrote to John C. Melzler, JAdington Cemetery and told him that after
he contacted Pinkosky’s brothers they “showed neelétters one of which stated that ‘Pinky’
was missing in action. The other letter stated hieatvas killed on the"®of June and was buried
in Arlington Cemetery,” but that after contactireyy Yates at Arlington he learned, “they could
not find any information on John Pinkosky.” To Lispthat was wrong. Besides survivor’s
guilt, Lewis felt a sense of responsibility to Rasky’s family. In a letter to Senators Coats and
Lugar on February 16, 1995, a little less thanax wdter the 50 anniversary, Lewis wrote, |
feel a sense of remorse for not getting in toud tie family after the war. | also feel a sense
(strongly) of responsibility for going forward witin effort to remove ‘Pinky’s’ name from the

Wall of the Missing if that is possible.”
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Lewis’s search for Pinkosky’s body, his familydams mission to remove his friend’s
name from the Wall of the Missing has no symboatue to Lewis. It is instead an assertion of
human dignity in the face of inhuman violence. @nhaiversary did not remind him of how
noble his mission had been on June 6, but insteadawful it was that Pinkosky’s family never
discovered what happened to him. Lewis’s attempeassert essential human values, in a war in
which his good friend died nonsensically from fdgnfire, shows an intuitive understanding
that meaning cannot be found in battle, but outside Lewis had to try to bring in the norms of
death and mourning into the reality of battle, véhiemerals are so makeshift that where bodies
are buried is easily forgotten. For Lewis, the Dyaniversary was a reminder that something
awful and wrong had happened to his friend, antldad to do everything he could to set it
right.

Although Lewis does not find the Second World Warmeaning in his own experience of
D-Day, he does find it somewhere else. In his inésv he remembered the soldiers he served
with, “They are a wonderful outfit. | read the baB&nd of Brothersand I think we are a smaller
band of brothers. There were only 90 of us; theas 260 of them, | think, but we were a smaller
band of brothers, just as tough and just as loaimdja wonderful group of guys. | can't say
anything better about them:* Lewis needed Stephen Ambrose’s book, an exteoats, to
give meaning to his war experience. He could nat donself at Normandy, either in 1944 or in
1994. But, with a cleaner narrative, one that edetlhis memories of battle, he was able to find

something to take away from World War 1.

130 Arch Lewis, “Arch Lewis Collection,” interview bRatricia H. McClainVeterans History Project,
American Folklife Center, Library of Congres®llection # AFC/2001/001/540, undated.
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VI. History and Violence

History is an attempt to find meaning in the péstory hopes to comprehend the past
by shaping disparate, disconnected events intea,atlean narrative. But those who experience
violence find nothing clear or clean about it. Th@od War history of World War Il ignores that
contradiction. Historians use the experiences lofiss to create meaning out of a battle to
which the men themselves do not ascribe meaningjr Stories of battle are incoherent, with the
only unifying theme being the horror of combat. iflstories are testaments to the incoherence
of the experience of violence. Those who give ligsory a meaning are historicizing, narrating,
rationalizing that which is impossible to explamgently. Conflicts among nations,
irreconcilable contradictions in world outlook, @rances, war aims, justifications; all of these
are the history of war, and it is in them that wel fwar's meaning. But there is no history of the
experience of violence, and there cannot be.

So what do we do with the experiences?

The meaning of history has weight, and so does@ninglessness of violence. The two
make up an insoluble contradiction: sometimes pebpd it is necessary to fight a war, and war
is always criminal. History and violence sit opggesach other in the scale, neither weighing
more than the other. We need to give meaning tpaiseto make sense of what has happened,
but violence will always annihilate meaning. Thertie rub. It is a Catch-22 that burdens the
sensitive soul. The meaninglessness of violenceldlaways remain as a caveat, a snaggletooth
in the mouth of history. Using violence as the dasi which a history of meaning is built misses
the entire point of discussing war: to explain giade, not vindicate it. The goal is not to

overcome the contradiction and to synthesize hisdad violence, like the Good War does using
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D-Day. A mature society recognizes the contradichetween the meaning and meaninglessness
of war, and accepts both.

What is gained by accepting this contradiction?

Allowing it to stand unsynthesized lets us ungerdtwhat war is. To ignore it, as the
Good War does, to make meaning out of violencepx&s the ugly criminality of war. Should
wars never be fought? World War 1l may indeed hasen unavoidable. But by accepting the
contradiction, one is forced to take responsibiittythe crimes one has committed, even if they
were deemed necessary. And more importantly, wiiekihg about war in the future, one will
feel the weight of violence tugging him away frone tveight of history. Going to war should
not be a question of living up to an idyll, butteed a question of how much criminal behavior

we can tolerate in our society.
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