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D-Day Legacy

Emotions Vary for American, German

By Michael Dobbs
Washington Post Forelgn Service

BAYEUX, "France—Howard Gil-
lingham and Edwin Schmieger
fought on different sides in the Bat-
tle for Normandy—and each has a
very different view of Wednesday’s
celebrations for the 40th anniversary
of D-Day.

For Gillingham, who served with
the American victors, the ceremonies
are a welcome opportunity to relive
one of the great episodes in his life

~and bathe in public esteem for the

men who liberated France. For
Schmieger, who was one of the Ger-
man vanquished, the same occasion
provokes concern about the resur-
facing of old animosities that he be-
ligves are best forgotten.

Psychologically and physically,
Gillingham and Schmieger are much
closer to the old wartime memories
than most of the veterans who will
come back next week. They are
among the handful of former soldiers
on both sides who, after the war was
over, returned to Normandy, mar-
ried French women, and raised fam-
ilies on the soil over which they had
once fought.

The stories of how the two men
settled in France, and the place that
each has found in the local commu-
nity, provide an insight into French
attitudes after the war and the val-
ues of the Gérman and American
armies. 4

Apart from his midwestern Amer-
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ican accent, there is little to distin-
guish Gillingham from other cafe
owners in small towns throughout
Normandy. A former tank mechanic
with the U.S. 2nd Armored Division,
he drinks and plays cards with the
locals and seems to have absorbed
some of the Norman character,
which is typically shrewd, cautious
and initially mistrustful of outsiders.

As one of the few American vet-
erans living in Normandy, Gilling-
ham is frequently invited to com-
memorative ceremonies for soldiers
killed in the Normandy campaign.
On Wednesday, he will be at the
American cemetery above Omaha
Beach for a joint ceremony led by
President Reagan and French Pres-
ident Francois Mitterrand.

Just a few miles away from Gil-
lingham’s village cafe, Schmieger has
built a house that is as Teutonic in
inspiration as could be imagined.
There are Alpine scenes and a cuck-
00 clock on the walls, a beautifully
carved wooden staircase of the kind
you might expect to find in an Aus-
trian.chalet in the hallway and trees
from the Tyrol in the garden.

Schmieger, who served as a para-
trooper with the 3rd German Para-
chute Division, will not be attending
any of the D-Day commemorations
despite the fact that thousands of
his comrades lie buried in Nor-
mandy. With a gentle smile, he re-
calls the fanatical belief of a gener-
ation of young Germans in Adolf
Hitler as “the savior of the German
nation” after its economic and mil-
itary catastrophes.

“Nowadays everybody is saying
that these ceremonies are not direc-
ted against Germans, but only
against the Nazis. What they forget
is that virtually all Germans of my
age believed in Nazism at that time.
The two things were inseparable,”
said Schmieger who was 19 in 1944,

It was only months later, when he
was a prisoner of war, that he heard
about the Nazi concentration camps.
And, while he now vehemently con-
demns the German war crimes, he
remembers that his first instinct was
to dismiss the reports of Auschwitz
and Dachau as Allied propaganda.

Howard Gillingham first met his
future wife Jeanine soon after he
landed in Normandy on the third
day after D-Day. He was 21, she an
impressionable 17. Looking back on
their courtship, conducted in the
hedgerows and ditches around the
US. Army camp, dJeanine Gilling-

ham laughs that “American boy-
friends were all the rage at the
time—but mine was one of the few
to come back to find me after the
war.”

“We liked the Americans not only
because they freed us from the Ger-
mans but because they brought with
them exotic things like chocolates
and bananas that we hadn’t seen for
four years,” she recalled. “The Ger-
mans had been much more military-
like and stiff; they made a noise with
their boots. The Americans marched
like cats and chewed gum.”

Edwin Schmieger met his future
wife, Marie-Yvonne, while working
as a compulsory laborer on a farm in
Normandy. A country girl studying
German to become a teacher, she
used to stop to chat with the tall,

blond prisoner of war when she came
to the farm to collect milk.

It was difficult being German in
France just after the war, with mem-
ories of the accupation still fresh and
the French determined to erase the
shame of collaboration. But Schmie-
ger says he did not have much of a
choice about where to live. Like for-
mer members of the SS, former
paratroops were not even welcome in
Germany where they were blamed
for continuing the war unnecessarily.
His birthplace, Carlsbad, had be-
come part of Communist-controlled
Czechoslovakia.

Thanks to hard work, and his skill
as a furniture maker, he was grad-
ually accepted into a community
that at first rejected him. But some
of the stigma has remained.
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American veteran Howard Gillinghan, at left with his wife Jeanine,

welcomes opportunities to participate in commemorations ef the .
Allied landing, while former Nazi paratrooper Edwin Sechmieger fears
a resurfacing of eold animosities.

A couple of years ago, Marie-
Yvonne Schmieger lodged a formal
complaint with the local school when
their children were taunted with the
nickname boche, the derogatory
French equivalent of “kraut.”

The D-Day ceremonies have re-
vived some of the old controversies
about the Nazi occupation in the
cathedral town of Bayeux where the
Schmieger family lives. A political
storm blew up this week when it was
discovered that the town’s assistant
mayor had given a “D-Day medal-
lion” to a group of returning German
veterans led by a former SS general.

The presentation of the medallion
was immediately denounced as scan-
dalous by a local Communist Party
official who said, “We are all for
friendship between peoples but not

for decorating hangmen whose hands
drip with the blood of innocents.”
The local bishop agreed that the in-
cident was unfortunate, but pleaded
for tolerance, saying, “Let he who
has never sinned cast the first
stone.” The former SS officer, Heinz
Harmel, said he was “astonished” by
the way the whole affair had been
blown up out of proportion.

It is incidents like this, refocusing
public attention on the events of the
past war, that the Schmiegers feared
when the French government an-
nounced plans for grandiose 40th
anniversary of D-Day celebrations.

“I think the whole business is a
disgraceful waste of money,” said
Marie-Yvonne Schmieger. “It’s not
by behaving like this that we are
going to build a new Europe.”
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Jeanine Gillingham disagreed.

“It’s good that young people learn
what happened in the last war and
why Americans like my husband
came here. That’s the best way to
ensure that such a war never hap-
pens again,” she said.



