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Veterans breathe life into war tales

Project formed to save history



On a bitter-cold day in February 2002, an elderly Maryland man named Jerry Brenner, wearing a heavy coat and carrying three maroon loose-leaf binders, boarded the subway and rode to a stop near the Library of Congress.

In the binders were old love letters once exchanged by Brenner and his wife, Norma, while he was away at World War II--many of them half-silly and half of them addressed to Darling Honeyheart. 

The library, that venerable repository of American history, wanted them badly.

The envelopes too.

"Each one is a wonderful, unique personal story," said Ellen McCulloch-Lovell, director of the fledgling Veterans History Project for the American Folk Life Center at the library. "What you read in the letters is the story of his life during the time he served. 

"And you read the story of her life stateside, waiting for him."

If you thought important old documents were sober and history stuffy, consider the Veterans Project, created by Congress in October 2000 to preserve the oral histories and other offerings of men and women who have served from World War I to the Persian Gulf and beyond.

This Memorial Day weekend, the project turns its attention to the Midwest as the Chicago Historical Society, the AARP of Illinois and the city's Advisory Council on Veterans Affairs start recruiting veterans and training volunteers to interview them to preserve their stories. But the project, whose aims include preserving the collected papers and images digitally and eventually posting many of them on the Web, is more than just the war stories of old men. Long on whimsy and rich with poignancy, it includes photographs, videotaped interviews, journal entries and the 1,261 yellowed letters Brenner delivered--letters kept in a suitcase for 50 years and uniquely valuable because they document both sides of a correspondence.

Some veterans have mailed their contributions while others have delivered theirs on foot, toting in cardboard boxes full of--stuff.

"Today I was down in the processing area, looking at a brand-new memoir from a Korean War veteran--110 pages long--and out fell these pictures of him at the time when he served," McCulloch-Lovell said.

"So there's this young guy in his uniform looking at you, but it's the older guy who's sending his reflections. The personal part of it is very affecting and very moving."

Working against time

There is an urgency to the project, said Ralph Yaniz, state director of AARP in Illinois. It's estimated that 1,600 veterans die each day, said Jennifer Dart, a project spokeswoman.

"So it's imperative we get these stories," Yaniz said.

"We're talking about many millions of veterans and many stories that need to be told."

The growing collection at the Library of Congress stands at more than 25,000 items, representing 7,000 people nationwide--many from Chicago. Contributors include one of the first black women in the military; a South Side man who found himself on Omaha Beach though his job divvying up rations was supposed to keep him out of the action; and Samuel Miller Jr., who served in Vietnam and still can't sleep some nights.

Miller, a victim of post-traumatic stress disorder who has had psychological problems since returning from war, is an example of the project's unflinching look at the war experience. Not all the stories are fuzzy with nostalgia or bright with revisionist history.

Miller, 55, a former combat security officer in Vietnam and Thailand who now works for a South Side agency that helps homeless veterans, woke with a start at 3 a.m. recently because the weather was damp like it often was in those countries, he said.

He turned on the television and watched reruns of the "Streets of San Francisco" until he was able to fall back to sleep.

"The real heroes all were killed," Miller told the Columbia College student who interviewed him for the Veterans Project.

Miller, recommended to the student by Chicago's veterans advisory council, granted his request for an interview somewhat grudgingly, taking a week to think it over before acceding. To talk about the war is to relive the war, and that isn't easy even now.

"Something just ticks off in your brain and puts you someplace you'd rather not be," he said.

"And we're talking about 31 years ago &lsqb;that&rsqb; I was in Vietnam."

Also represented in the Veterans Project is Silas Butler Jr. of the South Side. Butler, born and raised in Chicago, heard about the project from a friend, wrote to ask how he could contribute and received in the mail the information he needed for submitting his story.

Butler, a retired music industry salesman who once peddled instruments and other items wholesale, sent the Library of Congress a videotape of an interview he gave in 1995 to a friend who was producing a public-television documentary.

Butler trained as an acting supply sergeant in the United States before heading to Europe and seeing active duty in 1944. As part of the Quartermasters division, he tended the food supply and never was supposed to see action. But one day he found himself on Omaha Beach surrounded by the dead bodies of more unfortunate soldiers.

"We was right in the invasion," he said. "We was on the beach in Omaha."

Butler manned a 50-caliber machine gun. "I had to shoot at planes. I was guarding my area, that food dump of ours.

"We didn't have time to get frightened. I guess we was all hyped up."

Seeking vets of recent wars

So far the Veterans Project is heavy on World War II, McCulloch-Lovell said.

"We're still trying to get the word out and tell people how to participate, so by creating and announcing these new partnerships, we're hoping to stir up interest."

Eventually the collection will include the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, she said, though so far nobody who served in those places has contributed.

"One thing we've learned is that people need a little time to reflect," she said, "so I think it might take a little time for people who served in Afghanistan and Iraq to talk to somebody about it."

Until then there are men like Jerry Brenner and his binders to breathe life into history.

"When I went down to the Library of Congress and showed them the letters, they were very excited," he said.

"It's very unusual to get letters from both people, not just one. The reason I was able to retain them and send them back home was I was a radio repairman and driver of a radio truck, so my duffel bag was with me on the truck at all times. The ordinary infantryman would never have been able to do that.

"And my wife and I both had a sense of history, so we decided to keep them."

Norma Brenner died of lung cancer in 1995, her death devastating the man with whom she once had traded more than 80 love letters in a month.

"She was 16 and I was 17 when we met. We got married four years later, and, yes, we were very much in love.

"When I was drafted and left home, we had a 3-month-old infant daughter. I didn't see her again until she was 2 1/2.

"Now she's a grandmother in California," Brenner said, laughing, "and I'm a great-grandfather."

