
I apologize that it has taken me so long to write these stories down. The motivation to do so ispresent' but they are ditficult to recount at tirnes. Especially when anyon. *ho knew my gra,dpaknows how gentle. & honest & open-armed was. Bui oral histories don,t exist necessarily to bepretty or easily palatable; they exist because, fbr whatever reason, they are too perline't tofbrget.

Grandpa didn't tell most of these stories until later in his life. His brother Harvey had persuadedhim later in their lives that he should have gotten more disability revenue for the injuries that hehad sustained in ww2' Harvey was succesrrut in his persuasion, and grar-rdpa became curiousenough to approach the proper personnel at the vA, who determined that he needed to recounthis stories to someone at the vA who could determine the depth & extent of the experie,ce; bothphysical & psychological. This process, of finally talking about these stories, opene6 up awellspring for him, and he began to relay them to family'sparingly. Hc still did not talk about hisexperiences a lot, but they at least started to flow at thaipoint. I-rernemb.. *y GrandmaHouston, who must have been married to him fo. uppro*'imately 40 -50 years at that point, toldmy mother that she was hearing these stories for the lirst tirne. She had riever known until the,,for exan-rple, that he had gone into the war at 6'1 ", weighing in the l g0,s ar-rd full of muscle, whohad graduated high school being awarded scholarshipJto.lrir fbotball skills. But a handful ofyears later, came out of the war weighing sornewh".i in the 120's, a half naked waif whose teethwere already decaying 
]n that shorl period of time due to no physical care while he was helclhostage' The prisoners had been given no way to clean themselves or brush their teetli. He toldme later that while'a guest of the Gemran army', as he put it, the daily foocl consistecl of a cup,sworlh of tumip soup fbr breakt-ast with a hunk of bread and a cup of iu.nip soup tbr lunch.Grandpa told of the meu having one pie tin, eating their soup out of it, and then passing it on forthe next prisoner to eat out of. Some of the rnen rvluld portion their breacl so that tirey hacl sornewith the aftemoon soup' as they did not have the luxury of receiving breac-l fbr their last ,rneal'of

the day, which was in the afteruoon. once in awhile thlre may be a bit a meat in the soup;apparently meat fion-r horses rvho had diecl in rvhatever village that they rvere i1. I never hearcl .fhirn receiving water.

wliat I knew as a child r'vas really the skeleton of his story; that he had been honored a purpiehearl' been a prisoner of the Nazi's in France fbr 5 months after parachuti,g into Non.nancly withthe 101st Airborne. He livecl through that time witli a broken fbmur, whic6]ad s,apped on theimpact of hitting tl.re grourtd. A good cleal of what n"ry tarnily kner,v came out the summer that liewas passing' For whatever reason, he apprapro to noihing, would just starl tellilg a story. wewould be sitting around like any other titne,ancl he r.vouli relay o rr"rro.y to a group of'his closet-arnily; wif-e, kids, and grandkids. I get the irnpression that it rvas some of the more bizane andless historically relative stories that were told in the end of his lif-e. Stories that werc rnore abouthow strange and cruel Nazi's were, ancl less about technicalities such as precision and timi,g ofparachuting out of an airplane.

Retrospectively, I think that he downplayed his physical disability at times later in life when Iknew l-rirn' He told me once that the cloctors in the 
-hospital 

in England where he was directly
after France had told him that he could never have a 1ou in which he had to walk. we were quiet
a few seconds, and I said; "But they must have been ivrong, you must have gotten better; youwalked a beat as a policeman, walkecl a route as a mailman, and moved u.nr-d quite a bit as atraveling repaitman of vacuum cleaners when you worked with your brother Robb.,, He said tothat; 'No, I didn't get better. I was just always iir pain."



He really relished-talking about the planes and the parachuting aspect of his time in the service.To train while still stationed in the US, they would practice getting everything ready ancl actuallyjump while attached to a zip line of sorls that *u, ,tt far oft:the giorra. ge was alwaysinterested in learning, and telling of this trade was particularly ealy fo. him. Grandpa had goneinto the air fbrce, since he had a particular inierest i, nyrg. But clirectly before he went i,to theservice' for one year after high school he and a triend *ou"o to Buffalo and worked there to savemoney for what would lie ahead in their young lives. He earned his pilot,s license there andwould l1y people between Buffalo and canadal At this foint, he had not enough money to pay toeam his fiying hours, so he would find people who need.d rides ana theywould pay hirn to flythem where they needed to go while he racted up hours toward his pilot,s license. Grandpa hadtold me that he and his liiend were thinking or-ori,lg1o cunuaa in tnis time, and to fight ww2on the canadian side' But then An-rerica beiame invol"ved in the war and they went south ancl hejoined up in the country of his birth.
There is an interesting story of his early time in tlie air force; which was that he we.t to hissuperiors and told thern that he wanted to be a pilot. He said that he hal 

"^f 
Lt.r." and that hecould cany out the job of a pilot. Consequentially, they tolcl him that.o,r.or" coulcln,t be a pilotwithout having a college degree. But after he tefrihei.iffi.., they looked in his file, saw his IQscore' and called him back into the offrce to tell him that they would make an excepti.n for himdue to his natural intelligence. He still would have to take a written test, and if he got nonewrong he would be able to be a pilot in the air fbrce. Apparently, he got one questiol wrong, ancltherefbre would remain a paratrooper. My mother tolcl me that 50 years later 1e was still able torecall r.vliat that specific question was.

of course one of the tnore well known jurnps that his air fbrce division cornpletecl q,as towardthe end of the war in Nonnancly. Befbre the jump in Nonnandy, fiom the time tlie anny told tliemen in the l0lst of the task that tliey were utouito perform. the paratrooper,s mail wasintersected by their superiors. Fror.n the tirne that they knew what r.vas going to happen, they haduo contact with the outside world until after the jurnp. He remernberecl sitting i, t6e pla,e rvhileflying over Frauce waiting to arrive over Nonnandy. the one thing he said about those rnomentsprior to the jump rvas. in a jocular tone that l-ris comrades "were cool as cucurnbers. I don,t krorvwhat was the matter with us'" They lvere irnpeccably trained and preparecl. but ulbcklownst tothe paratroopers, the pilots hadn't told the.ol,li"., hor.v iow the planes were actually flying. Theylvere flying much lower than expected in orcler to stay below enemy tire. So r,v6en the me,jumped and opened up their parachutes as they had blen taught to do, they were much lower thanthey thought that they werc. Granclpa endecl ,p in o tree hanging with his parachute caught. Heonly told me the summer that he passed awayihat ire cut his parachute of liis own tr.ee rvill
"because the Nazi's were cutting the throats of everyone that rvas in the same situation,,. After hehit the ground he foun<l himself on the beach of Nomandy r,vith his f'emur snapped. As he layincapacitated ot-t the sand, he saicl he saw his comrades running by him on the teach. They werepained that they could not help him, but they ran on. Grandpa said that they had bee, trainecl fbrthat specific situation; of seeing their comrades in pain and needing assistance, but still runningand forging on. The soldiers would see people thaithey were clossto whom they wouldnaturally want to help, but that they had to think of tliocause; that car-rying an injured man wouldslow them down. Consequentially, Granclpa was left to f'end for himseif-. ,{tter this, he rnacle hisway inlar.rd; and told me that he crawlecl aiound by pulling hirnself along by his anns, sometirnes

eatir-rg bugs as he dragged himself along through tn" p."nIn countryside. After approximately aweek, he heard voices in tlie r.rear vicinity; German. And they were uporl him, had found him.



were suddenly pointing their guns at him. and speaking exciteclly i, a language he coulcl notunderstand' As he lay on the ground not knowing if th"ey would shoot, they spoke amongstthemselves as if they were deiiphering whether iiiey *ould kill him l,r,r"aiut"ty or not.
(Diane: I don't understand this parl but it's what I've heard and that is that at this point Grandpapulled out of his bag Hershey's kisses and held them up to the soldier's, and they didn,t shoothim' and took the chocolate instead. Actually, I only r.rnember hearing that one particular detailfrom Grandma, so it should be taken with a gruin oirurij Regardless, soon after that momentAllie planes flew overhead. The German soldiers became alarmed antl one of them quickly put astrap under grandpa's armpits & strapped hirn to his back. They ran to hopeful safbty across afield and the result.was that Grandpa's attachment to the Nazi,s back resuited in his broke,1egbouncing and jostring with very step. Hepasr- out nom ihe pain.

He woke up later in a barn, and fbr the next fbw months of-his life he stopped and traveled, againand again, within Nazi jurisdiction. In that time he traveled from Nonnandy to Rennes, at whiclipoint the war was over and he was liberated. After being captured, the Nazi,s and their prisorerswould ride the railroad, ancl intermittently woulcl stop aicl stay along the way wherever theylanded' Grandma told rne more reccntly that when he was traveling, that they were ,going tosomeplace like where Harvey was.'which rneans, of course, a frore tbrmal camp; a baracks inwhich to set down and to stop moving. Grandpa stated that they kept stopping because Allieplanes were aiming their flre at the rallroacls, trying to destroy one of their avenues ofprogression within the war. So they would ride the railroad a bit, then stop, then travel again u,tilthe end of the war.

He told me stories of the time he was traveling: once he r.vas alone in a barn fbr clays witS hisbroken leg while he watched a mother cat gi'n e birth to kittens rvhile the war raged o1 outsicle ofthe r.valls of the building.

Ar-rother titne'uvhen he rvas stopped ancl plantecl in a barn, he hacl been ofl'erecl Morphine by t6e
Nazi's; and had not taken it' He stated to me that he rvor-rlcJ rather have a broken leg a,cl be i, hisright mind than be drugged while in the care of Nazi,s.

or-rce while in one of many bams aioug that trek, a man came insicie who rvas Gennan. The
Gennan man spoke to grandpa in proficient English, wonclering what rvas physically rvrong wit1rhirn ancl asked fbr details on his lcg. cranclpu urk"d hirn rvhy he'ui,as helpiirglirn if l.re rvas
Getman. and furthermore r,vhere did he iearn to speak English so'nvell? Theinan respolclecl ,,1 arn
a doctor first and I studied at NYU." I don't know the details of lvhat that doctor clid for rnygraudpa, but I know that he did what he could ancl then he'uvalked out never to be seen again
with no names being exchanged. Grandpa told me many years after that occurelce (in the late
80's -early 90's) that he wished he coulcl see that,ron un,Lthank hirn.
I remember Grandpa telling stories of wasting tirne with British men rvhile they were waitilg tomove on again, and they taught him to play cribbage. He relayecl that sorne of itre British guys
had somehow, rigged up a radio in secret with theii time so that it worked. They then used it tolisten to what was going on in the war, and then baitecl some Nazi's coyly with the infbnnation
they knew.

I think Grandpa did not tell of a lot that happenecl there in the'camp,, but he did tell of an
overarching situation. This was that his clothes would keep disappearing, slowly ancl one piece at
a time' He said that he knew it was the Nazi otficers who ivere overseeing his ,barracks,. This
happened to such an extent that wlien granclpa was liberated in Relnes, hI had only a white t-



shirl on and nothing else' when, I heard this story there was not much emotional or philosophicalelaboration on why this happened- It seemed obvlous that the tactic was meant to convey areminder of who was in control and of course that the prisoners were meant to feel r,.ulnerable.A11 this time, Grandpa had a pocket sized bible under i.,is a.m; hidden in his armpit the r.vholetime' So even though, he came out of the war with barely any clothes to speak ot, he had asymbol of his faith secured under his arm. Grandma Houston stiil has ttraibibte in her hope chestat her house on the lake. Grandpa told rne that the first time that he looked into the miror afterhe was liberated, that he did noirecognize himself; long beard and a skeleton ot'what he hadbeen.

Not a lot more of his time there was told in Grandpa's lif-e. once, though, a few r,veeks before hepassed he told a room of his family members anotler story. From my memory it was Grandma,Taylor, Mom, Don, charlie and myself, and it was another time that a story carne out apprapro tonothing' But it goes such that, Grar.rclpa told the Nazi's that he was thirsty, that he,d like a glass ofwater' To that, a Gennan wolnan naked from the waste down was orclered to stand over him, andslowly lower herself over his t-ace until she urinated on his firce in answer to his request fbr waterrvhile Nazi's laughed at the situation.

Liberation

Grandpa r'vas liberated in Rennes, France. My mother has told me that Gra,dpa rvas in a hospitalin Englancl tbr a bit clirectly after the end of tle war, ancl that her f-ather tolcl her stories of hisbrother Robb finding him in tl-re hospital in Englancl.
My Great Grandlna Houston, back in Upstate Ner,v York, had apparently gottcn rnore than 1MIA letter at the same time concerninglr"..or-,r. I have heard this fiorn rny granclpa, grandma,
and mothel, although l cannot don't know nor.v who/if tirere rvcre any other brother,s missing atthat tirne. Han'ey atld Watren certainly, but rvho else of tl-re brothers^ I,m not sure. GrandpaHoustot] told rne that this was the worst thing to hirn about the r.var; that 5is mother had tor'vonder if he was dead' My grandrna Houstou (Marion) was young anci rvorking at the newspaper
at that tirne' Slie llad becorne smitten rvith Grandpa eadier, as she was a fr-ie,clof'Mart6a,s andthey had all gone ice skating on the chemung River together a f'erv christrnas.s earlier rightbetble Grar-rdpa rvas about to go overseas. Anyway. it ivas granchra's job to put the notice,s of theservice members in the paper, ancl oue day shc goi the notiCe of Grandpa ancl she had to just postit and keep rvorking. Eventually, though both Fanny ancl Marion were lucky elough to see flveHouston brothers come home alive.

Post War --hospitals

Aftel England, Grandpa went to a hospital in Massachusetts for trvo years after ww2. when Iwas a teenager, I asked hirn if it was because of his leg, anclhe responclecl, no it lvas more
because it had made him f-eel like he r.vas worth ,rc.y liitl". It took him trvo years to be ready togo out into the rvorlcl, and really be able to live in civilian lifb go again. He coulcl have seenfamily and friends in that time, but he was not ready. lt is strar.rge to me as an adult to learn that
he had such a hard time, because he always seemecl so steady aid cal,n. yet, I,ve learned only inthe past fbw rnonths that he was af1bcted into the rcst of his iir. uy those years. The extent torvhich l saw him affected by his war experiences as a child was that he had a hard time after
hearing tireworks at the lake; I remember hearing adults speaking about how it gave him
nightmares atter-wzird. More recently-- in the po.iy.ur, Grandma Houston told me that after thewar when they were newly mamied, he hacl g-tt.n-o job at a firctory. She saici it was a job that



made Inore Inoney than most others wliich were available at the time, but that he clicln,t last aweek there due to the sound of the machines, and after he left the job he was ,,laid up for rveeks.,,
He persevered' though, and his brother Robb was managing a vacuum cleaner business. Robbhired Grandpa to travel around and repair the vacuum .i.un.rr. He worked always a f-ew jobs on85% less disability than he was supposed to have had all of his working life. I think I have notmentioned that when Harvey coerced Grandpa to investigate his case this was disclosed. Theoutcorte, after the therapy and tests, was that he should h"ave been getting loo%disability hiswhole adult life instead of l5Yo, but there had been some type of paperwork rnistake. Regardless,he did receive a lump sum of money in 'back pay' at that time. I k;; that whe, Granclpagraduated frorn high school, he had gotten a sihtlarship to Ithaca College tunoea on his fbotballplaying' He also was making rron"y urd sending it home to his parents"on a regular basis to keepaside for hirn for posterity's sake after the war. As tin-res *"."."i1ly financially tight, his parentshad to spend the money to survive cluring trre war. when -y g;;;;;;';;;;;-e he had abroken fbrnur that had rlever been set (he limped the rest of his lif-ejso his scholarship was notvalid anyrnore, and the money that he had made in the war was gone, fbr the good of t6e cause. Iknow that he had wanted to go to college and become a teacher, but fbr sorle reason that nevercame to fruition' Grandma said that on the G.l. bill, he bought a housc fbr the two of them, anclthey bcgan to raise a family, and trre rest fr.m there is history.

orle last story that I remember from his tirne after the war is of Glandpa visiting rvith the parentsof one of his best friends who had not made it home. The visit was difrcult as the friend,s motherrvas sad but cordial, but his father was obviously chilly to Grandpa. Graldpa said that the t'eelingfiorn the fhther was "why ilid you make it back, and riot my son?" It madoliirn t'eel honible,
becausehe fblt at times the same way; grief from losingpeople, guilt at having livecl, a,d relief
fron-r l-raving colne out of the other side of a horrific 

"r["r-i"r.. all at the sarnc ti,e.
Othcr Houston brothers

The stories of rny graudpa's brothers ar.e more frorn other parls of rny family. rnorn and don. Mylnother remembcrs being at Uttcle Erw'in's housc rvl-rilc g.anclpa and grand,ra, E^vir1 & his lvif-e
Marha r'vere visiting together. Mom rerncmbers Err,vin giving her a blx of his pl-rotos that .,vere
tion] the r'var to look througl-r, in hopes of keeping he, o-ccupied while the coujles socializecJ inthe other room' Mom later asked her dad, wny uncte Er*,iri had so many plioios of the rvar. He
respor-ided that it had been his job; that he had been an aerial photographei clu.ing the u,ar. Fron-rhow I understand it, when plartes r'vent clown tliey woulcl photograph the rnen going clown tomake a record of the event and rvhatever valuabll details a pnoiogiaph could iive upon latervierving of it' I rvas told Err,vin hacl actually been photograpiring righi next to tis brother
Harvey's plane when it went clolvr.r, and took photos of ile-plane o,id tlr. men going dolvr.r,
knowing that his brother was ol1e of them.

All I know of Bill is that he was a medic.

The stories of Robb that I know come from my rnother ancl walt, his son. My rnother has an
interesting memory of a discussion with her dad conceming Uncle Robb whe. she was a child.You may have to ask her to expand on the story, but sorneiow Grar.rdpa tolcl mom that Robb had
ways of "knowing where everyone was at all times during the war." Tl-ris was obviously
insinuating that he had intelligence connections. He thoulht that this r,vas how Robb fbund
Grandpa so quickly after he was liberated, apparently at liis bedside in England days after
liberation.



Then the only other thing which I've heard about Robb was fiom walt, was that he was in theBattle of the Bulge. These are just the things which I've hearcl and I,m not exactly sure l.row theyfit together.

Jennifer Stratton. March 20l2


