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There are very few memories I can recall from my early childhood days without undergoing some sort of 

Birdey Murphy regressive hypnosis. One is listening to the NBC Symphony Orchestra under the direction of 

Arturo Toscanini with my dad on Sundays while reading the comics, another is hearing the reports of the 

bombing of Pearl Harbor (I was five). I can remember when I dropped my faux army colt 45 pistol made of 

compressed sawdust and it broke in half and VE Day (the day the war with Japan ended for you youngsters). 

Most of all I can remember D-Day, June 6, 1944, (I was almost eight). I can recall hearing the first reports 

from my dad, who had returned from his night shift job at Warner and Swasey, a defense plant where they 

made turret lathes that would be shipped to the Soviet Union to make the tools that made the T-34 tanks. He 

told my mom that they had piped the NBC news reports throughout the plant during the night and how excited 

everyone was. I remember going into the living room where we had the big RCA radio, the one with the green 

magic eye that told you if you were tuned to the station correctly, and listening to the NBC coverage 

throughout the day. Recently I was able to acquire audio CDs of the full 24 hour coverage of the D-Day 

landings by NBC. I will have more to say about that latter. What does this have to do with the photography 

and travel, issues I usually discuss in this newsletter? Just read on and you will see. 

 

June 6th has always been a special day for me. I have read almost everything ever written about this event 

including what I consider to be the definitive account, Cornelius Ryan’s book the "The Longest Day", three 

times and I manage to watch the film of the same name at least once a year. I can probably quote almost 

every line in the film. The first time I saw Zanuck’s film with my dad I recall him commenting that he would 

have rather been a paratrooper than working in a defense plant. I’m glad he wasn’t. If you have never seen 

this film you should treat yourself by renting it and taking three hours to get an accurate account of what 

happened 65 years ago. Saving Private Ryan was a great film as it portrayed the violence that was suffered 

upon the invasion forces, but Zanuck’s film follows Ryan’s account and provides the viewer with a better 

historical overview of the invasion. 

In May, 1977 Kathy and I took our first trip to Europe. We spent a wonderful week in London with my cousin 

John and his wife Kim where we enjoyed many great experiences. Out next stop on our month long European 

adventure was Cherbourg, France and a two day tour of the Normandy invasion beaches before driving on to 

Paris. We sailed via the ferry from Southampton to Cherbourg where we rented a red Renault and drove 

through the bocage laden countryside dotted with little Norman villages so we could get the feel of what the 

soldiers of the 82nd and 101st airborne divisions had to fight in. Over the two day period we visited Sainte Mère 

Église, Saint Marie Dumont, Utah Beach, Pointe du Hoc, Omaha Beach, Gold Beach, Juno Beach and ending at 

Sword, the most easterly beach. We also stopped by the Gondree Café next to the Pegasus Bridge over the 

Orne River Canal, the D-Day mission of the British 6th Parachute Division. We wanted to see it all. 

In 1977 the towns and villages in Normandy were much as they are today, the countryside seems to be 

timeless. The battle sites were quite another story. I had to battle bramble bushes almost six feet high to 

reach the gun emplacements on Pointe du Hoc. Not only were there bushes but also the endless craters filled 

with stagnant water. When I finally made it out the point there were still signs of the fighting that took place 

here between the men of the 2nd Ranger Battalion and German 352nd Infantry Division. There was rusty barbed 

wire strung along the edge of the cliff, chunks of metal fragments lying about and the gun emplacements were 

filled with about four inches of water mixed with other nasty stuff. It looked nothing like it does today with the 

neat path leading to the Ranger Monument. I was particularly taken by the minor damage done to the concrete 

bunkers from the five inch naval guns of the invasion fleet. The damage resembled no more than minor skin 

blemishes. Unfortunately I did not have my 35mm camera with me as I was into film making in those days and 

I came equipped with movie camera. My apologies. 

The beaches were in better shape and looked pretty much as they do today with 

the exception of more cafes, souvenir shops, wider roads, filling stations and 

more French people. Our most memorable stop on that trip was in the town of 

Sainte Mère Église where the American Airborne Museum is located. Ste. Mère 

Église was the first town to be liberated in France. It was taken by the troopers 

of the 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions during the early morning hours of June 

6th. The most famous landmark in the town is the 16c Norman Church, where it 

is reported that a paratrooper from the 82nd named John Steele hung when is 

parachute became tangled around the church spire. While in Ste. Mère Église 

Kathy and I had the most wonderful experience we ever had in our several visits 

to France. After touring and exploring all morning we wanted to get a bite of 

lunch. We spotted a hotel and café that appeared to be open. Not realizing that 

the lunch hour ends at 2 pm in most of France we walked in and expected to be 

seated and get something to eat. We noticed the café was empty except for a 

group seated in the corner eating lunch. One member of this group arose and 

approached us with a scowl on his face and informed us, in French, that the 

Café was closed. When we expressed our regrets in English he smiled and 

inquired if we were English. We told him we were Americans and his smile 

broadened. He pulled out a chair and motioned us to be seated and left. A few 

minutes later he returned with two enormous ham and cheese sandwiches and a 

carafe of red wine and told us to eat. When we had finished I went to pay him 

and he refused my money. He smiled and said, when he noticed a Japanese 

camera hanging from my neck, “Americans great, Japanese bang, bang.” The 

name of the café was the Hotel and Café John Steele and the proprietor was 

eating lunch with his family. Keep in mind this was in 1977 when there were 

strong anti American feelings towards the United States due to the Vietnam 

War, mainly in Paris. 

I returned to the beaches of Normandy two more times. Once with my family and parents in 1978 and the 

other with my brother in 1986 two years after the 40th anniversary of the invasion and Ronald Reagan’s 

famous “the boys of Pointe du Hoc” speech. By 1986 the beaches and battle sites had been spruced up, 

restored and sprinkled with historical plaques and direction signs. Even the guns at the Longues sur Mer 

battery had been restored to their original state. When I visited the site in 1977 the guns were broken, rusted 

and the bunker was filled with mud and water and were being used as a local toilet. What a difference a 

Presidential visit can make. 

In 1978 Kathy and I purchased a VW van from the factory in Wolfsburg, Germany and toured Germany, 

Austria, Hungary, France and England with our three children and my parents. This was one of those lifetime 

family events you will never forget and one that whether you know it or not makes a lasting memory for 

everyone. My children aged 13 (Doug), 11 (Gwen) and 10 (Lisa) were required to pick a location on our trip 

itinerary, research it and write a report for the family prior to leaving. Doug picked Beethoven’s birthplace in 

Bonn, Germany. Gwen picked France and the palace of Versailles while Lisa (our pianist) selected Mozart’s 

Birthplace in Salzburg, Austria. The trip was a great adventure for all the family but two events stand out with 

clarity to this day.  Somewhere between Paris and Normandy we lost the muffler on our new VW van and it 

sounded like a Tiger tank as we roared through the small villages in Normandy. We arrived at a café in the 

vicinity of Omaha Beach and decided to get some lunch. We pulled up in the parking lot, got out of the car and 

sat down at an empty table. The serving staff ignored us for about twenty minutes. Finally out of frustration I 

called a waitress over and asked for menus in English. She smiled and said “are you Americans?” When I 

responded yes, she raced over got us menus and delivered the best service she could. Latter she explained 

that when she spotted the VW bus with the German Zoll (customs) plate in the parking lot she thought we 

were Germans. I guess that explained everything. By the way; we had some truly great omelets. 

 

The other almost special experience was in Ste. Mère Église. We had just completed our tour of the Airborne 

Museum and were leaving at closing time around 5pm. We were the last group to leave the museum and as 

we were there in late October it was getting dark and we had a bit of a drive to our hotel in Caen. The founder 

and curator of the museum, Philip Jutras, approached us in the parking area and invited us to his home for 

dinner. Of course I wanted to go, but Kathy felt it would be too much of an imposition for all seven of us to go 

there so we politely declined. I am sure Mr. Jutras; a veteran of the D-Day drop would have filled our heads 

with his personal accounts of the invasion. Oh well, it was one of those missed opportunities in one’s life. 

The American Military Cemetery at Omaha Beach. I have saved this until the 

end of this article because it is here that I have some strong emotions and 

editorial comments to share. I have given you an overview of my 

experiences related to D-Day and my three visits to the Normandy invasion 

beaches. None of those experiences can match the emotions I felt each time 

I visited the American Military Cemetery overlooking Omaha Beach. The 

cemetery comprising 172.5 acres and containing 9,387 American graves was 

deeded by the French to the United States in perpetuity and is one of the 

most peaceful and beautiful places you could imagine. If you saw the movie 

Saving Private Ryan you will recall that the opening and closing scenes were 

filmed in the cemetery. I won’t go into any detail about the cemetery as I 

have included links that will do that and I have a gallery of captioned photos 

for that purpose. 

 

When I recall my visits to the this cemetery and others, such as Luxemburg 

and Malmedy, Belgium I think of the words of Colin Powell when he stated at 

the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland on January 26, 2003 when 

queried by the former Bishop of Canterbury, George Cary: "We have gone 

forth from our shores repeatedly over the last hundred years and we’ve done 

this as recently as the last year in Afghanistan and put wonderful young men 

and women at risk, many of whom have lost their lives, and we have asked 

for nothing except enough ground to bury them in, and otherwise we have 

returned home to seek our own, you know, to seek our own lives in peace, 

to live our own lives in peace. But there comes a time when soft power or 

talking with evil will not work where, unfortunately, hard power is the only 

thing that works." The Normandy invasion was the result of the “soft power” 

used in 1939 and of “hard power” used in 1944. Si vis Pacem Parabelum. 

 

During the presidential campaign of 2008 when Michelle Obama stated “that 

this was the first time in her adult lifetime she was ever proud of her 

country” in Madison, Wisconsin, I wished she had made this remark amongst 

the grave markers at this cemetery and then quietly listened for the 

whispered response from the grave markers. It would have been a 

crescendo of rebukes. 

 

One of the privileges I have had bestowed upon me is that of being a part of 

a group of men who keep alive the history of WWII. They are the reenactors 

of the 101st Airborne Division, 506th PIR, Second Battalion, E Company. 

These fellows put their heart and soul into maintaining the tradition, uniform 

accuracy and history of the unit’s accomplishments during WWII, a real 

“Band of Brothers”. Last October I had the opportunity to participate in a 

simulation of the D-Day night drop with them and to meet five veterans of 

the June 6th drop. They were Ed “Doc” Pepping, Bill True, Don Malarkey, Bob 

Noody and Bill Janes. I will always remember a remark made by Bill True 

when asked what the most memorable experience was for him in WWII. He 

thought for a moment and then responded that there were many, but his 

visit to the American Military Cemetery at Omaha Beach really gave him 

pause. He went on to state that when he stood among those grave markers 

he thought how fortunate he was that he was able to go to college, marry a 

beautiful wife, have children and grandchildren and have a long and 

prosperous career, something those men did not get a chance to do. If you 

ever visit this cemetery please think of Bill’s words, they speak far better 

than I or Michelle Obama can. This is the true meaning of sacrifice. Please 

click here to read a full account of this event. 

One last experience I want to share is that from a conversation with friends of ours who live in Paris. They are 

Francois and Isabelle. Francois is a bit older than me and Isabelle is the same age. Francois, who grew up in 

Paris, clearly remembers seeing his brother executed by the Germans for being a member of the Resistance. 

Isabelle, who was child in Normandy, remembers her first account with an American. She recounts that as a 

tank passed by an American soldier tossed her a bar of chocolate, something she had never had before. They 

both expressed an everlasting love for Americans. 

 

I believe that there are many things wrong with our education system today, especially the government run 

school system called public schools. They teach sensitivity, gay marriage, and spend a great deal of time and 

book pages on the civil rights movement and other social issues. They teach little or nothing of World War II 

and the Cold War, two of the seminal events of the twentieth century. These are events that shaped the world 

we live in today and most college students, let alone high school students, know little or nothing of these 

events. All they know is what they see in movies, mostly shallow and revisionist presentations. How can one 

understand our relationship with Europe if they know nothing of NATO or the democratization of Germany? 

How can they know the face of fascism if they know nothing of Hitler or Mussolini?  How can they know the 

true face of communism if they know nothing of Stalin? There was a recent editorial in Pravda addressing this 

very same issue. Pravda, once the official mouthpiece of the Soviet Union, states that we have dumbed down 

our education system to such a state that we might not be able to reverse the course. I can assure that the 

reenactors of the 101st Airborne Division and other similar groups will do all in their power to keep this 

knowledge alive and accurate. 

 

As mentioned above I acquired a set of DCs with the full twenty four hour coverage of the Normandy invasion 

by NBC. Those CDs are now in the hands of the reenactors of the 506th PIR where they can be shared with 

others to pass on knowledge of his event. It is a great experience to listen to the reports from the 

correspondents on the beaches or in England and hear their factual reporting. Something that you will find 

missing with today’s media reporting. 

 

You may view or download all of the photos used in this newsletter at the hollowing sites. If you wish only to 

view the images you can go to the gallery hosted on Fred Henstridge Photography by clicking here. If you wish 

to download any full resolution file or obtain a print please click here. Digital downloads are FREE for Facebook, 

personal PC use and personal use for printing. If you want to use the image on your PC or make a print on 

your printer please select the “Royalty Free-Personal Use option. On checkout you will be presented with these 

options and you can make your choice. The copyright watermark will not be included in your download and will 

not show on any prints. Remember, digital downloads are free and licensed to your use. 

 

Click Here to download a color brochure and maps of the U.S. Military Cemetery at Omaha Beach. 

 

I have one last comment before closing. Earlier I mention that I had a movie camera with me on my first two 

visits to Normandy. I shot thousands of feet of super-8mm film that I used to produce a 30 minute 

documentary film on the D-Day invasion by juxtaposing official combat footage with scenes of the places 

shown as they looked in 1977 and 1978. As there was no History Channel then I thought this was a really good 

idea and I had just finished one year of film school. It took about six months to write the treatment and story 

board, acquire the original combat footage and stills, record the narration and music track and assemble the 

film. When I was done I submitted a copy of the film to Filmx, an exhibition of films from amateur filmmakers 

held in Los Angeles each year. Suffice to say I did not win nor make the final cut. I learned a great deal from 

the experience though. The one big thing I learned, however, was to keep my day job. I think some lefty 

looney tune won with an artsy film, they always do. Oh, the title of the film, “A Day At The Beach”. 

 

Before you exit this edition of the Aperture please click here for a special remembrance and tribute to those 

boys of Pointe du Hoc. 
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