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August  26, 2005    National Guard Conference    Hanscom Field


Let me begin  by saying that I feel so privileged to be with you today, to share in this conference, and to  join with you in this great act of love.  I quote St Augustine’s definition of legitimate war: 

"War is love's response to a neighbor threatened by force."—

Some of you may be startled by that remark, so let me explain.  You here are seeking ways of alleviating the lifelong impact of Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome on  returning veterans, your neighbors and friends, returning  from combat. It is entirely in keeping with the noblest traditions of the army that you do this. For as you and I all know, the army takes care of its own, especially when their lives are threatened, as an act of caring, of love for their comrades in arms. 


I am going to tell you about the lifelong  impact of the force of  war experiences on three veterans  who  served in WW II, as  part of the 120th Evacuation Hospital, Third Army.  Charles Green, form Texas, Milton Silva from Massachusetts, and myself,  from New Hampshire.  Ours was the first medical unit to enter Buchenwald Concentration Camp in April, 1945, three days after the prisoners liberated themselves by driving the very young camp guards out into the forest, and proclaiming their freedom from Nazi tyranny.  But first, I want to update you on some of  the latest research being done on the human brain. That research has been described most vividly in a new book called “A General Theory of Love” by three psychoanalysts,  by Lannon, Lewis and Amini)  

            They describe  the limbic brain, present in all humans and other mammals, as  Nature’s assurance of survival  for the species.  The limbic tie--- is  unique in all the animal world. 


The limbic brain makes mammals as ready to fasten to their fellows as LEGO Blocks.  To Survive, human beings  form lasting  attachments to a variety of others; husbands, wives, children,  friends, alma mater, the baseball team nearest their home,  the corporation they work for, and, yes, by our neighbors,  as St Augustine said, for whom we feel impelled to go to war to protect them as we would our own families, as a matter of human survival.  Natural limbic inclinations include loyalty, concern,  and affection. “When you love”, wrote Ernest Hemingway, “you wish to do things for. You wish to sacrifice for. You wish to serve.” Within their designated environment--- a family---these  impulses make fertile ground wherein healthy relationships take root and grows.  The workplace  bears strong  resemblance to the home---indeed,  for most of humanity’s history, the work environment WAS the home.  IN both settings, one encounters amiable companions, authoritative overseers, and shared work.


Walker Percy wrote that “ modern man is estranged from being, from his own being, from the being of other creatures in the world, from transcendent being.  He has lost something----what, he does not know;  he only knows  that he is sick unto death with the loss of it”,  The mysterious, absent element is a deep and abiding immersion in communal ties, the limbic connection.  “In all of its varied and  protean forms,  love is the tether that binds our whirling lives. Without that biological anchor, all of us are flung outward, singly, into the encroaching darkness”.

A great divide, however, separates corporations and family.  Attachment urges prompt exploitation--- the “bottom line” rules--- because companies do not have emotional impulses, and human beings do.  A company has no  limbic structure  predisposing it to recognize its own as intrinsically valuable. Many people who extend loyalty and devotion to a corporate entity, legally a person, and biologically a phantom, have been duped into perilous unilateral contracts.


Steeped as they are in limbic physiology, healthy people  have trouble forcing their minds into the unfamiliar outline of this reptilian truth:   no intrinsic restraint on harming people exists outside the limbic domain.  Preparing soldiers for combat involves not only teaching them the physical skills necessary  to vanquish opponents, but also indoctrinating the emotional outlook that creates an enemy. That psychological goal is achieved by severing the mental bonds between US and THEM, while simultaneously strengthening  inter-group ties.  The enemy is not like us, both sides tell prospective combatants, they are  subnormal, inhuman, less than animals. The average infantryman fights not for lofty political ideals, but because homicidal fiends threaten him and the family of buddies with whom he has labored, suffered, and loved.   History brims with the brutality  that flows between groups when no limbic tie unites them. IN WW I we fought against the inhuman Hun, and many veterans came  home with what was called “shell-shock”;  In WW II, we  fought against  the Nazi’s and the “Japs”, both of whom were reviled in our media as sub-human. Most of the returning veterans, however, had one common response  to their war-time experience;  “They did not want to talk  about it”!


Separate the soldier from combat, and the vivid combat memories of his ignoring his limbic ties to other peoples often becomes  unbearable to accept, and the consequence is frequently a Post Traumatic Stress,  resulting sometimes in a permanent psychological disorder, remaining with him for a lifetime. 


Corporate malfeasance shocks many, but corporations operate outside attachment as surely as armies do. Misdeeds, even savagery are inevitable.  When the tobacco industry delivers death more efficiently than any war machine in history,  it does so to our own people, because our own is a limbic, not a corporate precept. When Johns Manville Corporation covered up the lethal effects of asbestos, the company sent to their unknowing deaths not strangers, but hundreds of their own employees.  Any reptile would have done the same.  Assuming mutuality where none exists is a mammals’s grave and occasionally fatal error.


In the Manville litigation,  Charles H. Roemer, former chairman of the Paterson Industrial Commission, recalled a luncheon meeting he had  with Manville’s president, Lewis Brown, and his brother Vandiver Brown, Manville’s corporate attorney. The latter ridiculed other asbestos manufacturers for their foolishness in notifying  workers about  the terminal illness they had contracted on company time.  Mr. Roemer’s testimony. “I said, Mr. Brown, do you mean to tell me you would let them work until they dropped  dead?”  He said, “Yes. We save a lot of money that way”. 

             Now , let me set the stage for the story of the three veterans  by relating  the uniqueness of the times in which they lived when they were called to war. 

The background of these three  Members of 120th Evacuation Hospital---  1945 are best described in the following paragraphs by William Manchester, I “Farewell, my Lovely”.
 

“As I stand on that crest I remember a passage from F. Scott Fitzgerald.  World War I, he wrote, ‘was the last love battle’; men, he said, could never ‘do that again in this generation’.  But Fitzgerald died just a year before Pearl Harbor.  Had he lived, he would have seen his countrymen united in a greater love than he had ever known.  Actually love was only a part of it. Among other things, we had to be tough, too.  To fight World War II  you had to have been tempered and strengthened in the 1930’s Depression by a struggle for survival---in l940 two out of every five draftees had been rejected, most of them victims of malnutrition.  And you had to know that your whole generation, unlike the Vietnam generation,  was in this together, that no strings  were being pulled for anybody; the four Roosevelt brothers were in uniform, and the sons of both Harry Hopkins , FDR’s closest advisor, and Leverett  Saltonstall, one of the most powerful Republicans in the Senate, served in the Marine Corps as enlisted men and were killed in action. But devotion overarched all this. It was a bond woven of many strands.  You had to remember your father’s stories about the Argonne, and saying your prayers, and Memorial Day, and scouting, and what Barbara Frietchie said to Stonewall Jackson.  And you had to have heard Lionel Barrymore as Scrooge and to have seen Gary Cooper as  Sergeant York.  And seen your how your mother bought day-old bread and cut sheets lengthwise  and re-sewed them to equalize their wear while father sold the family car, both forfeiting what would be essentials today so you could go to college.

You also needed nationalism, the absolute conviction that the United States was the envy of all other nations, a country that had never done anything infamous, in which nothing was insuperable, whose ingenuity could solve anything by inventing something.  You felt sure that all lands, given our democracy and our know-how, could shine as radiantly  as we did.  Esteem was personal, too; you assumed that if you came through this ordeal you would age with dignity, respected as well as adored by your children.  Wickedness was attributed to flaws in individual characters, not to society’s shortcomings. To accept unemployment compensation, had it existed, would have been considered humiliating. So would committing a senile aunt to a state mental hospital. Instead, she was kept in the back bedroom, still a member of the family.

Debt was ignoble.  Courage was a virtue.  Mothers were beloved, fathers  obeyed.  Marriage was a sacrament.  Divorce was disgraceful. Pregnancy meant expulsion from school or dismissal from a job.  Couples did not keep house before they were married and there could be no wedding until the girl’s father  had approved. You assumed that gentlemen always stood and removed their hats when a woman entered a room.  The suggestion that some of them might resent be called “ladies” would have confounded you.
All these and ‘God Bless America’, and Christmas or Hanukkah and the certitude that victory in the war would assure their continuance into perpetuity---all this led you into battle, and sustained you as you fought, and comforted you if you fell, and, if it came to that, justified your death to all who loved you as you had loved them”


And now let me tell you about the three veterans, all of whom have carried a Post Traumatic Stress with them for their lifetime.  For Charles Green, recently deceased,  stress came from an incident  in which he, quite innocently, brought on the deaths of a number of inmates in Buchenwald.  Charles, or Tex, we all called him,  was a fun-loving, good-natured 18 year old from Lubbock, Texas, who knew no malice against anyone. He was part of the Motor Pool,  driving a truck with “C Rations” for the 120th  veterans. He drove his truck through the gate of Buchenwald on April 14, 1945, and was immediately surrounded by 25-30 prisoners suffering from severe malnutrition. They reached up their arms, begging for some food,  and Charles, knowing he had C Rations in his truck, grabbed   a case, opened it up, and began throwing the boxes out into upstretched arms of the ravenous group of starving prisoners.  They grabbed the boxes, tore them open, and started devouring the highly concentrated  food as  fast as they could.  Almost immediately,  they began wretching, , then they fell to the ground, and all died within an hour. The food was more than their systems could tolerate.  Charles had killed these men, thinking all along he was restoring them to life as a matter of basic human compassion, of love for mankind.  He lived in torture with this memory all his life, a lifetime of sleepless nights and continuing memories of his experiences,  and sought, without  any  success, help from the  Veterans Administration, even in his last year of life, in 2004!  


Milton Silva was also a member of the 120th Motor Pool, whose family  were morticians, and who was quite familiar with death and the dying.  When Milt came upon a scene unexpectedly in Buchenwald, he had a trauma which came   not from what he himself was doing, but from what he saw other human beings doing to another human being.  He heard a noise coming from a room in the barracks, and when he came into the room, he saw a number of inmates, having caught one of the Nazi guards, and tying him up, were beating on him unmercifully, one by one.   Milt,  caught up by the intensity of the  horrible scenes he had seen about him, by the awful plight of the thousands of prisoners so near death,  found himself yelling intensively , “Kill the son-of-a-bitch! Kill the son-of-a-bitch”!  Milt reveals that he has never been able to forget that moment, when he forgot everything he had learned about basic human behavior, that no one has the right to take the life of another,  a violation of the basic limbic impulse  which every person shares.  Milt’s agony remains with him  today, and his memory of that scene, fraught with emotion,   is as  vivid as the day he lived it, some 60 years ago.


Warren Priest was a freshmen at Boston University in 1942 when he was drafted, did basic training in Miami, went to Army Specialized Training  Program at Fordam University  in New York, then on to the 104th Division in Colorado, and finally to the 120thy Evacuation Hospital in 1944.  He trained to be an orthopedic surgical; technician, and had  practical experience in England during the 1944 Battle of the Bulge, then on  to France and Germany as  part of the Third Army, following General George Patton across France, and into Germany.  When the 120th entered Buchenwald, like most others of our unit, we did very little of the work we has been trained  to do. Our every effort, for the first three or four days, was to save as many lives we  could.  Warren’s post traumatic stress came because he was unable to  achieve success at a critical moment in his life when he wanted, more than anything else, to have success. This is Warren’s story:

An Angel in Hell--  Little Angela's Story
I have my assignment;  check out the children's barracks, to see that there 
are no children or bodies remaining. It is not an assignment that I relish, but at
 least it takes me away from the scene of the walking dead--- human beings so 
starved, so hungry, and yet  the obvious remedy so difficult to bring to them! 
They can't eat our food;  we've tried that. They can't control their  bowels, the 
dysentery is so advanced  in many that no food remains in their system very long. 
They carry an odor of dying, and of death around with them, and that permeates
 the atmosphere of the whole camp. 
           The poor, wretched souls that have died recently have been  piled like cord-wood 
along-side the barracks, because the carts used to haul them away are filled to 
capacity;  there is no place to put them.  The death rate in the camp exceeds the 
capacity of the  ovens in the crematorium.  Furthermore, the gas used for  the 
cremation has been depleted long since, so there they lie, those mortal remains 
of thousands representing such a human tragedy  probably unequaled, and doubly 
agonizing because it was caused by a human  condition, not by natural causes.

I proceed to the children's  barracks, trying to escape from the sights and 
odors  all about me by listening for sounds--- the awful silence of the dead  is 
also all about.  I arrive at the rectangular, wooden structure  which housed  
perhaps 4-500 children at one time, most of whom had been moved out. I enter 
the building, and  am immediately assaulted by the power of the stench, a 
combination of excrement, urine, diseased flesh, and decaying bodies all together.  
The indescribable litter  of filthy clothing, soiled bedding  (there is no running 
water in the building, no nurses or care givers to care for the young people). 
The hundreds  of young  children, ages ranging from 4-12 years, who  suffered 
life here left every article of their bedding and clothing behind in piles on the 
wooden shelves used as beds, on the floor scattered indiscriminately  about, so 
that passing from the front of the building to the back becomes a kind of exercise 
of avoidance, which I attempt as quickly as I can, in order to  get out of the building. 
          I reach the end of the barracks, and am about to return to the front entrance, 
when I see what appears to be a slight movement in a pile of clothing in the far 
corner of  the last "bed" at the back of the row of shelves;---perhaps  a rat, I think, 
that has found  a home for itself in this hell--- and how appropriate, I think!  
Then I hear a sound, like a  slight whimper, and I stop to investigate;  it is no rat!  
I use a stick to push aside the  pile of cloth, and see a small child, a girl, perhaps 
five or six, huddled in a fetal position.  She is barely conscious.  I gently pull her 
from the back of the bed, and taking off my jacket, wrap her in it, and taking her 
in my arms, rush out the door with but one thought; I have to get her to the aid 
station as soon as I can! I don't remember much of what I see, or smell on the way. 
I hear once or twice a slight whimper, then no sounds,  and I fear I am too late to 
make a difference. She weighs so little---I keep looking at her pathetic form to 
assure myself that she is still  in my arms.  
The little girl died, perhaps in my arms on the way to the aid station, I do  not 
know. I do know that she lives still in my memory, that little human form, whose 
name I never knew, perhaps no one ever knew--- and since then she  has become a 
constant companion of mine, and I have given her a name;  I call her Angela---little 
angel from hell, who never lets me forget what happened to her, and moves me to  
actions whenever and wherever I am to fight such a fate in other children.  Angela 
lives on my shoulder, and close to my heart, and whenever I hold out my hands  to 
comfort or bring relief;  to educate  others who have not known an Angela, it is 
Angela who is my motivating force, as she has been for my lifetime.

And so, these three veterans, all of whom  have lived with their war-time stress

 for their lifetime, and all of whom  had their limbic connections assaulted; one by what he did, 

one by what he said, and one by what he couldn’t do. 


How does one live with that awareness?  I had an early support from a psychologist  

at Duke University, who told me the best way of handling  the torments of sleepless nights was 

to become active  in the lives of others, by strengthening the limbic ties that connect me with other human beings, especially children.  This I have done, by spending 35 years in the classroom teaching social studies, and the Holocaust, and into retirement, by developing a website which I  have done with the assistance of other members of the 120th  Evacuation Hospital, who have sent me their  memories of their Buchenwald experiences.  Many of  the families of deceased members  have also been helpful in building the story of the 120th and its work at  Buchenwald.

            I have continued to present Holocaust Workshops to high school and college groups, and to several community groups, giving over 38 just in the past year.  

Milt Silva, a judge in Swansea, Massachusetts, has also been  active in community 

Programs  in his retirement, and bother of us have been the subjects of a number of

 video programs and a couple documentaries about the work of the 120th at 

Buchenwald in 1945.


As a final word, I urge you to remember that love for mankind  has been the

Force that carried us to war.  Love was the force that sustained us in our trials.  

Love is the force, finally, that has brought you here together to bring relief to our

returning veterans from their war-time stressful traumas. I am convinced that that relief can come best by restoring their limbic ties to their fellow mankind by some kind of  love experience, whether some social involvement, by some charitable involvement, or by involvement in some profession    that strengthens the human ties that bind our lives 

together.  That tether, love, must be strengthened where it has been frayed or broken, as happens so frequently in victims of post traumatic stress disorder. We must address the

ways of bringing their lives back into the family of humankind. I believe it can be done by a caring and loving  nation. I know; I am a product of that loving nation, as were 2 ½  million other GI’S, who were given the benefits of the GI Bill by a grateful nation in 1945!


Thank you for inviting me to speak with you today. I would be happy to respond to questions as they may come to your mind during the day.  May I  congratulate you again 

this program, and wish you all   success in arriving at a recommended solution  to our veterans’ problems.           

