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iVir. Zanibrano: Today is January 25h11, 2007. This is Mike Zambrano. I’m sitting here with

Mr. George Zapalac in his home at 1601 Vicki Lynn Court in Pilugerville,

Texas, arid we’ll start getting into the interview right now. Good morning.

sir, how are you doing?

11r. Zapalac: Good morning.

Mr. Zambrano: Well, let me just ask you, LIh ... let me start off with some ... a few

questions here. Now what’s your full name’?

Mr. Zapalac: George Cecil Zapalac.

Mr. Zambrano: And where were you born?

Mr. Zapalac: Pasadena, California.

Mr. Zambrano: Caliibrnia, huh’? I’m a San Francisco native, so ... oh, about what year?

Mr. Zapalac: 1923.

Mr. Zanibrano: And your birthday oulcI be

Mr. Zapalac: April 27hh1, 1923.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay. and. uh . . . what was 1ift for you like growing up as a young boy?

What was Pasadena like then’?



Nir. Zapalac:

l1r. Zambrano:

\Ir. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

‘1r. Zapalac:

JIr. Zambrano:

‘Jr. Zapalac:

Nir. Zanibrano:

N’Jr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

\Ir. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

Oh, it was great! The world x as at peace. Neighborhoods were all normal

and it was (lie textbook kiiid of life that you read about in fairy books.

Really’? It was that great, huh’?

it was great.

Thai’s good to hear. Urn . . I suppose you vent to school out there?

Elementary school

Yeah, I did.

• . . and all (lie way through high school.

Ahh ... no. I went up through the grade schools and. uh •.. and, uh

mother and dad moved around a good hit and they moved up to Louisiana.

And I went with them there and stayed for about a year, and then they

didn’t know exactly vhat they were going to be doing. so they sent me hack

to Austin, Texas here where they had family and they had me stay them

until they could get straightened out on what direction they were going to

go.

Well, about what year was that’?

Only that would have been covering tioiii about 1923 through 1930, ‘31

Okay. So, (lid you end up going to high school in Louisiana’?

Uh • . . no, I didn’t stay in Louisiana long enough to go to school there. I

came back to Austin to stay with relatives and this is where I stailed going

to school.

Oh. okay. Were you here ‘ hen the war began’?

Oh. yeah!
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Mr. Zambrano:
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Mr. Zanibrano:

IIr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:
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f4r. Zapalac:

And do you recall what you were doing when Pearl Harbor was attacked?

Yeah, I was in the army then and I was cleaning stables clown at Fort (lark

ort Clark, Texas, there at Brackettville.

So how did you get in the army’? I mean, what compelled you to go into the

service?

I just didn’t want to stay at home and the only way I could figure I could get

out and be on my own was to go and get in the arm, which I (lid.

Oh. beibre I thrget, did you hae any brothers or sisters’?

No.

You were

You bet.

• . . that you were the only child.

Yeah.

What did your parents used to do?

My mother was a registered nurse. My ti.tther was a construction worker.

So, you wanted to get out and figured that getting in the service you would,

urn . . . have an opportunity to get away from home

That’s right.

- . and to grow L1 a little bit.

That was the sum purpose of the thing was to get away from the home.

So what did ‘you ... what did you think of the service at first?

I think it’s great.
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I1 r. Zambrano: And, urn . so you heard that Pearl I larbor was attacked and what ‘A crc

your initial thoughts’? Did you. urn . did you well, how did you hear?

L)id someone just say ‘the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor or ‘Pearl

Harbor’s been attacked’!

Mr. Zapalac: No, it was in the newspaper and I was on stable duty there at Fort Clark at

Bi-ackettville. Texas and. uh ... the. ub . . . sergeant of the guard come up

and said, “Zap. we’ve gone to war”, and I said, “Fine. Let’s go start a

tight!” And I was just joking and then I find out later that he wasn’t joking

and we really were ... course everybody started looking lbr it and

e erything was leaning that ‘A ay

Mr. Zambrano: Yeah.

Mr. Zapalac: So it didn’t come as any shock.

Mr. Zambrano: Really? So did you think that something like that might happen?

Mr. Zapalac: Oh, yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay. So. you enlisted, uh . . ‘Ahat rank were you at this point’?

Mr. Zapalac: I was a private.

Mr. Zambrano: Oh, heibre I forget, what year did you enlist’?

Mr. Zapalac: That had been 19 ... 1940.

Mr. Zambrano: 1940. And that was the US Aimy, right?

Mr. Zapalac: Uh-huh.

Mr. Zanibrano: Did . so you, uh . . . must have entered service here in Austin?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah.

Ir. Zambrano: Okay. I3asic training: do you recall where you went’?
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f1r. Zapalac:

Mr. Zanibrano:

1r. Zapalac:
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Mr. Zanibrano:

Mr. Zapalac:
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Mr. Zambrano:
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fIr. Zapalac:
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iIr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

El Paso. Fort Bliss.

Foi-t Bliss. Okay. And what was that like?

Ne\\ experience.

Was ii, uh

It as very informative, very, uh . . . interesting. It was a new world every

morning hen you woke up.

Hmm . . . what else. Did YOU receive any other training other than basic

training’?

Yeah. I went into parachutes, uh . . . parachute school.

Oh, so then you were also inlhntry?

Yeah. Well, I was infantry, yeah.

That’s right. Okay, and but at this point you weren’t attached to any outfit.

What do you mean?

Well, uh . . . I guess, uh . . . because I know you go into the lOl1 later

Yeah.

but you went to basic training, you went to infantry training, and you

went to parachute school.

Yeah.

Do you recall where you cot to parachute school at’?

Yeah. Fort Benning. (leorgia.

Oh, okay. The same place I went. Uh .

Well, that was the only inflintry school that they had at that time.

Oh, Fort Benning ftr inlltntry school also’?
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Mr. Zapalac:
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Mr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

Yeah.

Also, okay? Do you remember ‘hat kind of weapons you trained on?

Yeah. We had ‘03’s and very shortly thereafter got the M 1 ‘s and, uh . . . that

was about the crux of it as thr as weaponry was concerned.

They didn’t have like bazooka training or anything like that’?

Yeah. they had bazookas, hut that came along a little bit later. Course you

had an ongoing training situation on something like that.

So what did you think of parachute training because it’s usually very

different from basic trai iii ng’?

Well, it’s just fluster and its, uh . . . ego building. The parachute troops at that

time were the elite of the army and to be selected for that and allowed to

train in it, you’d be very proud of’ that, and. uh ... then after we were

graduated from jump school we were assigned to regiments and divisions.

They had two airborne divisions at that time and that was the 1 01 and the

82’. And, uh ... so, uh ... that’s where it went from there.

What attracted you to jump school or parachute school’?

Primarily because that was the best that the army had to of’fer. They were

the best troops, the best trained troops. the best educated troops, and the

most likely place that you could go to get action immediately.

Do you recall how many jumps you made in parachute school’?

Five.

Fi\e. Well, it’s still live. I’m surprised. And were they all out ol DC—3 ‘s .

Yeah.
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• or do you recall? All of them, huh’?

Well, it v as the only airplane that they v crc using then ax a standard jump

plane. The DC—3 was the workhorse of the army.

Okay.

It was a troop carrier. It was a cargo carrier. A whole ball of wax.

Airight.

And they had a C-46 which is comparable to a DC—3, but it wasn’t as

flexible. It was a bigger airplane, harder to maintain. More prone to

mechanical breakdowns, so the DC—3 was the workhorse of’ the army.

Did you ever do any glider training at all’?

No.

Okay.

I drew the line there.

What kind of qualifications did you get, fr example, marksmanship,

sharpshooter, expert, or. uh ... training

Well, that wasn’t a requirement. Anyone that would say, “Yes, I’ll out of an

airplane” was about the extent of what was needed

Well, I guess I meant more . . . more as far as, uh . . . like in basic. You get

the, uh . . . you have the shooting . . . shooting badge and they have dilThrent

grades Ibr it.

Yeah.

And I remember that when I was in they had one fbr, uh • . . I think it was

lbr grenade throwing of all things.

Mr. Zanibrano:

Nir. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

‘Sir. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

Nir.

N’lr.

NI r.

NI r.

N I r.

Za rnb ran 0:

Za palac:

Zambrano:

Zapalac:

Zamb ran o:

Mr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

Nir. Zapalac:

Nir. Zambrano:
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flr. Zapalac:

Ir. Zanibiano:

Mr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

Nir. Zapalac:

lir. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zanibrano:

l’Ir. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

For v hat?

For grenade throwing.

Oh, yeah!

So, I assume that you probably got some things like that’?

No. We would . . . just getting qualified on your weapons and the various

things like a bazooka or how to set land mines or how to use grenades,

things like that, and whatever, just the mark of your tools of the trade.

Right.

And, LIh . . . yu progressed on from that.

Do you have any particular memories of these first few years in the army

before the war and, you know, do you remember any ... did you have a

good friend? Did, uh ... you know, what kind of memories do you have’?

Well, they were all good, because we were leading up to war at that tmw

and that was the number one thing that was on your mind was, “how soon

will I be going into action’?’ And, uh . . . getting all the training that you

could get, and, uh . . . it was a privilege to be selected for an airborne unit,

and, uh .. . so other than that it was no more than just routine. The v ar itself

was the ... was the end objective, because you knew that’s where you were

headed. It was working up all around us. The countries of 1-lolland and

Belgium and France and places like that were already being brought into it

by the Germans just marching in and taking it oer.

Right.
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Ii. Zapalac: So we kne\\ what our destination was and everything worked towards that

end, and, oh . . . it happened very quickly.

Mr. Zambrano: So, uh . you end up going to the 101st Were they stationed in Kentucky

lb en?

Nit. Zapalac: Uh . . . yeah. It vas . . it was organized in Fort Campbell, Kentucky. and I

was in jump school about that time [unclear]. On graduation I was assigned

to the 101 Airborne Division.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay. And from Kentucky do you recall where you went?

Mr. Zapalac: Well, I went to the 101 Airborne Division and they were in Fort Bragg.

North Carolina.

Mr. Zambrano: Oh, so you trained in Kentucky, but you ended up going to Fort Bragg?

Mr. Zapalac: Well, yeah. That was where the divisions were at.

Mr. Zambrano: Oh, okay. Alright. And how long were you there?

Mr. Zapalac: It wasn’t long. As a matter .. I guess less than ninety days.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay. And then you shipped out?

Mr. Zapalac: Well, we were formed up into divisions then and regiments. The 10151

consisted of the 501 , 502, and the 505, were the regiments that were lormed

the 1 01 ‘ Airborne Division.

1ii-. Zanibrano: Which one were you in?

liMr. Zapalac: I was in the 506

Mr. Zambrano: Did you ship out to Fnglancl straight liom Fort Bragg?

Mr. Zapalac: Well, yeah. That was our base of operations.

Mr. Zanibrano: And how long did that take to cross the Atlantic?
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Mr. Zapalac: Took twelve days.

Mr. Zambrano: What was the ship like? Was it a civilian ship’? Was it a military ship’?

Mr. Zapalac: It was a ci ihan ship that was pressed into military operations for

transporting troops

Mr. Zambrano: Right.

Mr. Zapalac: . . . from the United States to the European marshalling areas which would

have been England.

Mr. Zambrano: And what was your impression of England when you got there, I mean it’s

Mr. Zapalac: Oh, it was interesting. Haing never been anywhere before, everything was

new, everything was a curiosity. Their habits, their ways, the way they did

things that way they talked, the way they ate. Everything like that was a

curiosity to us. Then with the war being so imminent we didn’t dwell on

that for long.

Mr. Zambrano: Do you have any paiicular memories of England’? Anything that stands out

for you?

Mr. Zapalac: No. Not really. They vvere an English speaking people so it wasn’t too much

of a transition from being here in the United States, based, to going to

England, and the accent was the only thing that you had that would

distinguish them.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay. So, uh . . . about what year are we at now? You’re in England, you

just got there.

l1r. Zapalac: That would ha e been about I 943.
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\Ir. Zanibrano: So what did you spent what did your outfit spent its time doing in

England?

r. Zapalac: Well, we x crc doing training exercises and then we went in to we clidn t

realize it ourselcs, hut they were training us br the mission that we were

going to do which would ha e been the invasion of France. And. uh v e

were making a lot of jumps around the countryside and England in both

daytime and nighttime and that kept us active and out oltrouble.

Mr. Zambrano: Was the training pretty intense?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah, it was, because we didn’t hake a lot of time, so we had to train people

on . . . primary working as teams and, uh . it, uh . . was binding a niche in

the organization of things where you could do your best job and in the

infantry ... an infantry company or an infantry regiment consists of its basic

unit of inflintry and then you add to that. uh . . . scouting activities and you

added that, uh heavy weapons activities, which would’ve been primarily

Ii fty caliber machine guns and then to move on up from that the anti—tank

weapon that we had at that time was the thirty—seven millimeter weapons

which was nothing.

Mr. Zambrano: It was nothing?

Mr. Zapalac: Not much ol’ a weapon.

Mr. Zambrano: Was that that one that was on a ... was on a calTiage? Two large wheels or

was it something that you had to tow? Or as that

Mr. Zapalac: You could, yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay. Was there a version that you could carry?
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IJr. Zapalac: No.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay.

r. Zapalac: It \voukl have been too heavy.

Mr. Zanibrano: Okay. So ou did a lot ol’training. I imagine a lot more jumps overseas.

Mr. Zapalac: Oh, yeah. Well, you just kept yoursell on edge. and, uh . . . increased your

proficiency in, uh . . . fbr instance, we developed a leg pack that strapped on

to your leg and you could put in that your extra ammunition, another

weapon, numerous things like that that you needed to take with you and

would need almost immediately after getting on the ground. And, uh . . . SO

we worked with that quite a bit and, uh ... each unit would try to balance it

out to where it would he self—sufficient up to the point that they could be.

Mr. Zambrano: For the time they would be on the ground?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay. I can imagine that ... oh, I’ve seen movies and pictures where they’re

loading on to the DC—3’s and they look just SO weighed down with all this

equipment.

Mr. Zapalac: Yes. Quite a bit. Probably between sixty-live and seventy-five pounds.

Mr. Zambrano: Did you actually have to help each other into the plane because it was ... it

was just .

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: . . . you were jLISt so loaded down? l3ecause I’ve seen those packs that you’re

talking about.

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah. Yeah, they sure did.
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1i r. Zanibrano:

l\Ir. Zapalac:

llr. Zambrano:

i’lr. Zapalac:

f1r. Zarnbrano

1r. Zapalac:

Nir. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

J\Ir. Zambrano:

fJr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

Urn so as the in asion is starting to get closer, is there, uh ... do you start

having a sense that something is going on. that maybe its time’?

Oh. e kne things were going on. There was no secret about that. We just

didn’t kno v hen or where. Oh, we had a pretty good idea ot where

Uh—huh.

hut. uh

Really’?

Yeah. \Vell. there was no place else to go. We were in England and the war

going on in Erance.

So you knew generally that it would be in France’?

Yeah. Yeah.

Okay, but not that it would be Normandy or any other place along ... what,

what area specifically’?

Well, it could have been in Normandy or it could have been in southern

France. Southern France developed afier Normandy was already

established, so it just followed in a natural course of events.

Okay. So, uh . li-om what I’ve read the troops would be marshaled clown

to, uh . well, they were taken to marshalling areas in southern England

Yeah.

• .. and you’d all WOUldl be kept in camps

Yeah.

• . • until . . . did that happen more than once to the point where you really

weren’t really sure if it was going to happen or not or was it just that one
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lime that y’all went down there, you were pui in a camp, you said you

weren’t YOU were told you re not lea ing and was that more than once or

was that just that one time?

Mr. Zapalac: Well. I’m not really sure I understand V hat you re asking. We \\ ould be

moved to the coast ol England into an area where there was an airlield

here our airplanes could be assembled and our supply train would be

established because once we got into France. which was just only about

lorty miles across the English Channel

IIr. Zanibrano: Uh-huh.

\lr. Zapalac: . . . they v ould have to supply us from England, so our number one

objective would be to capture an airfield and a suppoi-t area where we could

fly in the supplies that we were going to need and then we moved out from

there, but, uh ngland was like a big warehouse to us.

Mr. Zambrano: Really.

Mr. Zapalac: U h—li uh.

Mr. Zambrano: It was stocked with everything

Mr. Zapalac: Everything you could imagine.

Mr. Zanibrano: So . . . okay, it’s June the fiflh and you get the word that the invasion is on

and you start loading up in planes. uni . . . what was that like?

Mr. Zapalac: A lot of tension. a lot of anxiety. Some people show their Relings

outwardly. Others don’t. and, uh let me go see unclearj

I lnterruption
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Jr. Zanibrano: Okay. Airight. v e’re back now. So you were talking about we were

talking about you getting on the airplane and said there as a lot o [tension

and so forth. Do you remember . do you remember ho many men it was

per plane j List about’?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah. About ten to twelve, because you take up a lot of room. We got your

parachute on and you got your held pack that you’ve also got. And. uh

then you have your cargo chutes that are in cargo packs under the bottom of

the airplane or the belly of the airplane. They’re things that are about almost

fIfteen inches square and maybe, rib . four to fi e feet long and you have

equipment and supplies packed in those and they go in para—racks on the

bottom oh the airplane, not in the belly, but under the bottom. They’re

earned externally.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay.

Mr. Zapalac: And you could di-op those. Pilot could trip a switch at the cockpit and drop

them and they’d come do\ n by parachrite.

Mr. Zambrano: 11mm . . . I never heard of those. Um . . . so you’re in your plane flying over

the channel and then what happens.

Mr. Zapalac: Well, oh course, you re flying to your drop areas and, uh ... as you approach

the area where you’re going to drop, you’ll get a ied light in the fuselage of

the airplane. that this red light comes on that tells you to get ready. so you

stand up, hook your parachute cable up to a cable that runs the length olthe

top of the airplane and you stand up, hook up, and then you start moving

towards the door in single lile. And as you get over the area, the
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Mr. Zanibrano:

l1r. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zanibrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

Jir. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

junipmaster then will pick a designated spot that he has on a map where lie

waiits to (Imp you, and the pilot ‘o. ill position he where he’ll have a run of’

maybe six or eight . Six to eight to nine minutes where you start jumping

just as lust as you can get them out of the airplane and that’s to keep them

1mm scattering all over the world.

Right.

And, uh . . that’s pretty much the existence of the jump itself’.

Well, did it actually go that smoothly or was there a lot of flak or

Ub . . . there was some, yeah, but you know, you’re so . . . you’re SO

concentrated with your attention being on hat you’re doing getting you

ready to jump, uh . . . getting ready to get out of the airplane that you’re not

looking at flak or listening for it or anything like that and if you got hit,

well, you were just hit and that was it. There was nothing you could do

about that.

Right.

So that part was just ihirly routine.

I remember when I spoke to you a few years ago and you were telling me

about, urn . the flight to France that you were supposed to go in another

plane. Do you recall that’?

Yeah.

Could you repeat that to me’? What happened’?

Uh .. well, it was just a problem in loading the airplane and so [iir us to he

v here v e needed to be they had to have us get in the airplane where our .
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our material and stuif was in the pam—racks of that airplane and not another

one. [3ut, uh . . . it was a rather routine sort ola thing. It wasn’t anything that

was earth shaking.

Mr. Zambrano: Didn’t that other plane get hit, though?

Mi-. Zapalac: Yeah. It got hit.

Mr. Zambrano: I think you mentioned something about bandoleers on it that it was carrying

or something like that’?

Mr. Zapalac: Well, it had ammo and . . . in some ol the para—raeks.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay.

Mr. Zapalac: But ban(loleers. there’s nothing too dangerous about those, but now if you

were carrying landmines or . . . or any other type of mining equipment in the

para—racks on your airplane, then yeah, that’s pretty touchy. That can turn

your airplane into a bomb in a hurry.

Mr. Zambrano: I can see. So you begin exiting your plane, uh ... there’s some link in the

sky, then what’?

Mr. Zapalac: Well, you’re not concentrating about the link. You’re concentrating about

getting OLIt of the airplane, getting clear, getting your chute opened. 01

course, it’s opened by static line, but then every now and then sometimes

you have a tendency to get tangled up, but that didn’t happen too ollen or ii’

you main chute came out streamer, in other words, it didn’t 1111 out and open

up, then you had to be aware enough of what your situation was that you

could open your reserve chute before you hit the ground. Now you had a

very short length ol time to determine those things.



Mr. Zambrano: About how high werc you jumping from?

Mr. Zapalac: Probably jumping from somewhere around seven hundred to eight hundred

feet. Sometimcs we like to jump as low as we can, which would be about

five to six hundred feet.

Mr. Zambrano: Right. So did you practice it at about five to seven hundred?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah, yeah, we did.

Mr. Zambrano: And how long would it take you ... tbr you to get to the ground?

Mr. Zapalac: Well, we dropped at about ... gosh, I don’t know, but it was, uh ... ifyou

jumped five, uh ... five to six hundred feet, you’d be on the ground then

ibur or five minutes. And that was the idea, so you wouldn’t be in the air

any longer then you actually had to be, because at that time you’re not

serving nothing as a fighting free, but you’re hanging there open view as a

target

Mr. Zambrano: Right

Mr. Zapalac: And you don’t like that.

Mr. Zambrano: No. Now, did most of your squad or most of your outfit stay together?

Seems that was a routine exit from the plane.

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah, but you could get scattered, uh ... some of the airplanes got separated

from the formation and consequently scattered them. Now, you could get

off course by a few degrees and then in a matter of four to five minutes you

can be miles from where you’re supposed to be and our ... almost none of

us got on the drop zones that we were originally assigned to be on, but you

could see tirefights developing from the air and you tried to guide yourself
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away from that SO YOU’d have a lain y routine preparation to go into action

once you got on the ground

iI r. Zambrano: Right.

Mr. Zapalac: . . . without having somebody breathing down your neck, but, uh ... I think

on the whole, it went pretty good.

Mr. ZarnI)rano: Really . . . so you get on the ground and you start kind of gathering yourself

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: . . . and what happens next?

Mr. Zapalac: Well, we had these, what we call crickets. You mash it and then it makes a

little popping

Mr. Zambrano: Right.

Mr. Zapalac: ... noise and that was identifying us from someone else without using a

voice. And. uh . . . so you would listen for those and you would move

towards them and you’d organize into groups that you had no idea if these

were people trom your own unit or whether it was some other unit or

whatever, but whatever equipment they had then you would organize them

together with you to form up a fighting force and, ub . . we had a pretty

good idea here our objectives were and what we wanted to do, but. uh

in the excitement of things sometimes those things went av ire, and you get

on the ground and you play it by ear.

Mr. Zaiiibrano: Okay. What was your objective that night?



Mi•. Zapalac: Our objectives was t o bridges over the Carentan Canal which, uh our

job was to either capture the bridges or to blow them up. one of the two. If

we could hold them. we were to hold them. If it seemed like ‘ e couldn’t

hold them then we crc to blow them up so that they couldn’t use them.

Mr. Zanibrano: So were you behind the lines of Omaha or Utah, because I remember

Mr. Zapalac: Well, they were right side by side.

Mr. Zambrano: Right, but I I think I recall the 101 was a different landing area, it was

supposed to be, then the

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah. It was Omaha.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay so you’re on the ground. You know your objectives, so did you

find a number of other soldiers

Mr. Zapalac: Oh. yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: paratroopers from other units?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay and then what? You said that sometimes you have 1o play it by

ear’ when you hit the ground.

Mr. Zapalac: Well, you would try to organize into a unit. In others words, ou’d find if

there was a commissioned officer available you’d get him to rallying around

him and i fhe had maps of what. uh of the objectives and things like that,

so we could move out knowing where we were going and, uh that was

the most difficult part. really, right there. And thing of it was that ii you j list

moved you knew that the beach was behind you or would be west of you



anything, here you were headed east, you was headed towards the enemy

or headed inland.

Mr. Zanibrano: Right.

Mr. Zapalac: And that was pretty much the limits that kept US going in the right direction.

Mr. Zanibrano: So you’re with these other soldiers, uh . did you get wounded, did

but what happens?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah. We were moving out towards these two bridges that we were

supposed to take and on the way to the bridges we were moving through an

area ol open ground where there was little cover and the Gemians were in a

wooded area. I guess primarily to the east and northeast of us, and they

were pinning us down with machine gun tire and I was pinned to the ground

in open . . open terrain and finally one of them caught me on the side with a

slug and went in between my ribs and come out right here at the base of my

neck and that pretty much ended it for mc.

Mr. Zanibrano: So it came in on your right side .

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah.

Mr. Zanibrano: . . . and it popped out behind your neck?

Iir. Zapalac: Uh—huh. Well, up here right in my neck.

Mr. Zambrano: Oh, right about here?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah.

Mr. Zanibrano: Okay. Right around the collarbone area.

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: That must have been painflil!



Mr. Zapalac: Well, there was so much going on and there was some much excitement

that you really didn’t recognize it. Uh ... you know ... Ibr instance, if you

were in an aceident on a road and there was an imminent danger of an

explosion, you might have a broken leg. but at that time you eould run on

that broken leg and not even realize it.

Mr. Zambrano: Right.

Mr. Zapalac: And that’s, more or less, the shock that we were in at that time. We did

things that we weren’t supposed to be doing because we wanted to get out

of an area or into an area that was safe and, uh ... so you tried to get as

many people together as a group as you could. The bigger the better.

Mr. Zambrano: Right ... so after you got hit you were still able to move?

Mr. Zapalac: Oh, yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: And ... and what did you ... run for cover? Did you ... what did you do?

Mr. Zapalac: I tried to move back towards the beach where I could get into a boat going

back to England.

Mr. Zambrano: And what happened?

Mr. Zapalac: Well, we were just sifting in the rocks over there just off the beach, and of

course, people were coming and going from the ships out in the bay. They

were coming on to the beach and taking people off the beach and eventually

a medical corpsman found me and he took me off the beach and put me on

the ship and that got me back to England.

Mr. Zambrano: Well, now, before that happened, 1 remember you told me an interesting

story last time about ... you made it an aid station at one point?
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Mr. Zambrano:

Yeah.

And then the Germans came along?

U h—huh.

And they basically captured everyone.

Yeah, well, actually, they were as confused and disoriented as we wei-e.

You see they had no idea that we would be dropping in there [unclear].

They didn’t know what we were, where we come from, or anything else.

And they were running around like a bunch of chickens with there heads

chopped ofi and, uh ... so that was rather comical.

So they just showed up. I mean, v hat did you think? I mean, you’re there,

you’re wounded?

I didn’t pay any attention to them because the shape that I was in at that

time. I didn’t pay no mind to them at all.

Uh ... let me just stop here [unclear] so we don’t run out.

[Tape flipped to Side B]

So you didn’t pay any attention to them?

No, there was too many other things going on that was more important.

Was the aid station very big? I mean, were there . .

No. It wasn’t a big one. [unclear]. It was just a mc(lical team. Probably out

of one of the company’s that happened to land close together. And. uh

then they tried to dra in as many other people as they could. No, it was

organized chaos.

So the Germans show up. Were they there very long or what?
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fIr. Zapalac: \Vell. they’ jusi pass through looking at you and ii OLI was laying down they

could see that you was \vounded there and they wouldnt stop and tool with

you because they didn’t have time to take care ol you. They just moved on.

Mr. Zarnbraiio: Do you recall just about how many there might have been?

Mr. Zapalac: No.

Mr. Zambrano: Did they say anything’?

Mr. Zapalac: Well, they could ha e said anything that they wanted to. I couldn’t

understand them.

Mr. Zanibrano: And they just passed through and moved on.

1ir. Zapalac: Yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: That’s an interesting story. So from there this is where you eventually make

it down to the beach’?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay. Urn . . and you said you got oii a ship and then

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: . . . back to England. Urn . . . what then’? I mean, you get hack to England and

Mr. Zapalac: You stayed in the hospital until you were able to go l)ack to your unit.

Which ibr me was about three months?

Mr. Zanibrano: Three months. What did the bullet damage’? I mean, it went in . you

described how it went in and out, but what did it hit’?

Mr. Zapalac: It didn’t hit any hones, but it did tear up a lot of nerves.
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[1mm . . . okay. So you sai(l about three months. You ... hut you went back

to your unit after that’?

Uh—huh.

And they were all back in France.

No, thcy were in England then.

Oh.

Getting ready to go to holland.

Oh, okay. So you go back with your unit, it’s about September, October or

so . . . and then what?

Well, mainly, just stand around the replacement depots until you could get

reassigned to a unit.

Oh, so you didn’t get back to your

Original unit, no.

Oh, okay.

You could eventually wind up back there, but that didn’t happen too often.

They sent you wherever you were needed.

Right. So what unit did you end up with’?

You know, I don’t recall what Linit I was with. I know it was in a

replacement depot where we would be sent to units that needed personnel.

but we weren’t really assigned into a company or something like that. You

were just a group and they would send you our as you were needed and I

was in and out of the hospital because of this ner e SitLWtiOfl. Blew the

nerve center ot this armpit away.
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1’1r. Zanibrano:
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Your right.

Which made this arm mainly useless.

At the time or . . . or . . . iii using your arm it seems noi-rnal.

It is now, because nerve tissue grows hack at about a quarter of an inch, uh

a year and, uh 0 it could take three or tour years before nerve tissue

grows back enough that you could get back to assemblanee of the nerve

organization that you had bethre and, uh

So, oh . . so while you’re at the repo, repo depot, replacement depot

That’s what they were.

‘you had this ongoing problem, so

Oh, yeah.

• . . what finally happened’? I mean, they must have noticed that you kept

coming back for the same thing’?

Well, I was • . . I was more or less stayed in a hospital situation until they

could, uh . . . I never did get reassigned to my own unit.

With, uh . • • when you said that you would get sent out with groups to

different units, what did you (10 at that point? Urn ... when you were with

the replacement depot you said that you would be sent out with a • . . as a

group, urn • . . doing what? I don’t think you went back to the Iront lines,

right’? At any point?

No. I eventually got back to the front, but I didn’t stay very long. I got sent

out again. Sent back to the hospital, because (he nerve damage to this arm

was that I couldn’t use a weapon and, oh o they had to find something



for mc to do so I just banged around from one place to the other without

ever doing anything.

Mr. Zambrano: So ... how long was it before you finally made your way back to the states

or better yet, what ... did you get back in ‘44 or did you get back in ‘45?

Mr. Zapalac: I got back to the states in 1945.

Mr. Zambrano: And the war was still going on then.

Mr. Zapalac: Urn ... it was about over. It was over in ... in Europe, but still going in the

south Pacific, but I was mustered out in September of 1945.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay. Did you get a lot of rehabilitation treatment for your arm?

Mr. Zapalac: No.

Mr. Zambrano: [unclear]. So do you recall where you were when you heard that the war

was over in Europe?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah, I was at, uh ... no, that was when it started. 1, uh ... I don’t recall.

Mr. Zambrano: So you get out in September of 1945 and then from there what do you do?

Mr. Zapalac: Well, I came back home and I worked for a little while and then I worked at

the Post Office and I didn’t want to follow that sort of thing for the rest of

my life. I needed education so I went back to school and I finished up my

high school work and I still had some 0.1. time left then and I decided to

use that for taking some college courses and ... so the wife and I decided

that at that time after my 0.1. assistance ran out that we could handle it on

my own and I could go ahead and finish my degree, which I did.

Mr. Zambrano: Where did you finish it at?

Mr. Zapalac: University ofTexas.
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Mr. Zambrano: Oh, okay. And what was it in?

Mr. Zapalac: Business degree with a major in transportation.

Mr. Zambrano: Were you married during the war or before or...?

Mr. Zapalac: No. It was after the war.

Mr. Zambrano: So you went, you’re a UT graduate, uh ... what did you do with your

degree?

Mr. Zapalac: I went to work for an airline.

Mr. Zambrano: Oh.

Mr. Zapalac: Went to work Ibr Pioneer Airlines and, uh ... that was in houston. And

then, uh ... it was no big deal. No excitement or anything like that. You had

ajob and was glad you had one.

Mr. Zambrano: Really?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah. Jobs were hard to come by.

Mr. Zambrano: Really, after the war?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah.

Mr. Zambrano: Why ... why was that?

Mr. Zapalac: Well, I don’t know why it was. I just know that unless you ... unless you

had a degree that . . .that ... that you had a hard time finding a job, so my

number one job was to go back and get my ... get my degree, which is what

we did. And when I got out of school with my degree and then I went with

an airline.

Mr. Zambrano: What year did you graduate?

Mr. Zapalac: Graduated in 194 ... 1945.
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IIr. Zarnhrano: ‘45’? And any particular reason why you chose bUSiHCSS as i college

pursuit?

Uh . yeah. I as weak in math, SO engineering would have been out t’or

me. and architectural drawing was my next best. but with this arm in this

sliape I couldn’t draw any longer, so I had to take a degree in a held where I

could do the v ork which meant a business degree.

And how long did you work for this airline’?

It was a combination of airlines. It was between Pioneer and Continental

and National Airlines in that period of about five years.

Now what did you do exactly’?

Sales.

Oh, okay. And then after your stint with these airlines, then what’?

Uh . . . I don’t remember what companies I went with after that. It was in

sales oriented activity, but may or may not been with an airline. And, uh

it’s difhcull to recall where you were and what you were doing ii fly years

ago.

Mr. Zambrano: I can imagine. So then you pretty much stayed in Austin fiji the rest of your

Ii fe.

Well, yeah, pretty much so. We spent some time in San Antonio and, LIh

and then I loListon.

Okay. Is there anything

Spent most of our work career in Ilouston.

So what brought you back to Austin’? Vvork?
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1r. Zapalac:

IIr. Zanibrano:

Mr. Zapalac:

Mr. Zanibrano:
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Mr. Zambrano:
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Yeah but that was ailer I retired From the airline business and I came back

here. I can’t think of the company I came back here . . . it was probably a

warehousing company and, uh . . and I retired sonic time a 11cr that.

There’s one question I lorgot to ask you and. uh that was, do you

remember your immediate commanding officer when you were in the 5061H

11mm . . you know I can see his face, but I can’t call his name. Uh . . . our

division commander was General Max cli Taylor and who our brigade

otlicers name was I dont recall.

But as fhr as platoon leader or company commander?

Uh . . . platoon leader was Sergeant Jafftiit and Sergeant George Rattan.

Rattan?

Uh—huh. 1-Ic got killed in Holland.

But you didn’t go to Holland though, right?

Uh . . . no I was in the hospital while they were in Holland.

Okay. Is there anything else that you’d like to add’?

No. Matter of Fact my military career and the things I did, places I went are

mainly routine, lackluster, nothing exciting about them or earth shaking or

did not move or shape events. Just pretty routine.

Really. Well, you took part in the . . . a very famous event.

Yeah, but then at the time, you didn’t realize that’s what you were doing.

You were in a unit, you were lighting a war and lighting the war whether

you’re in a parachute infantry or regular infiiitry or an artillery unit, it all

comes out about the same. There not a whole lot you cmi say about it that



I
-

would be different from the other. IJh ... I guess I’ve just lived a rather non

descript life. I was always satisfied with my station in life and not overly

interested about what the future was going to hold or anything like that. I

was more concerned about the here and now and other than that there

wasn’t a whole lot to it as I’ve told you before. There’s just not a whole lot

to mc.

Mr. Zambrano: Well, I think you’re probably the second person that I’ve talked to that was

involved with the D-Day landings ... that’s just, uh ... it’s a kind of a big

event to have been part of.

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah, but that’s because the whole picture was a big event, but as far as an

individual is concerned, you’re not a whole lot more different from anybody

anywhere up and down the line. When I came ashore ... well, I didn’t come

ashore, I parachuted in, and that was about one o’clock in the morning, by

noon of that day I had been hit It was a group of about four or five of us

that were all wounded that was trying to make our way back to the beach to

an aid station which we finally did. And then we went back down to the

beach and we were sitting there waiting for medical corpsmen to come

ashore and take care of us or put us on a launch craft to take us back out to a

ship which they eventually did. I was sitting there in the rocks there for

about two days.

Mr. Zambrano: Two days?
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Mr. Zapalac: Yeah. But I was comlortable and warm. Pretty much out ol it because eery

time Someone come by they’d give me a shot of morphine in my neck. We

had these vials of’ morphine strapped to the front ol our helmets

Uh—huh.

and they’d come by and they’d give one of us a stick in the neck with it.

So sometimes you were pretty much out of it.

Well, I was going to ask you, did you notice a lot of activity on the beach.

but maybe

No. I slept through most of it.

Wow.

Activity on the beach doesn’t stay there very long. It’s moving inland.

Right, right. With all the off loading and

Yeah.

Urn . . . do you remember the Mulberry Harbor’?

Yeah.

Really!

As I was going out to a hospital ship we saw those being brought in by tugs,

being floated in.

Now, did you wonder what they were?

Yeah, I did but I didn’t know what they were. I didn’t know what they were

going to be used thr.

I remember reading .

But it was an artificial harbor is what it was.
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Mr. Zambrano: Right. I remember reading that the Germans had spotted some of those

before the invasion and didn’t understand what they v crc either.

1ir. Zapalac: Uh—uh.

1Ir. Zambrano: So I can imagine

lIr. Zapalac: Well, I could say. ‘Welcome to the club’, we didn’t know either.

Mr. Zambrano: Was the channel pretty clogged with ships out there?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah, as I remember it, it was. uh well, on the English coast. on the

English Channel, you had a hea y concentration of crall and they were

moving back and forth across the Channel f’errying units into position and

other then that, that’s about all they did, just act as sea going taxis.

Mr. Zambrano: Right. Well, gosh, I think that pretty much should wrap it up.

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah, uh I, uh I can’t think of anything that could be anything more

than just the routine sort of thing.

Mr. Zambrano: Well, you know, even the routine, as you say, it’s because it happened so

long ago, it’s still of interest because, cli, obviously people like I will

never see that and it just

Mr. Zapalac: Well, I hope you never do.

Mr. Zambrano: Me, too. And my son. But what I mean, I guess what I mean is, oh it was

such a different point in time oI’difftrent ideas and different values and

people have ditlerent reasons ibr what they did and the world was a

different place. I guess some people could say that ii was a very dangerous

place and even, you know, 1 know that you say it was routine, but I

personally kind ol see it as you were a part ol something bigger that, though

-Y



you say at the time, yeah, you didn’t know how it was going to turn out or

hat it might seem in history, but no , as you know D—Da is just

synonymous with Normandy.

Mr. Zapalac: Well. it as Normandy. I guess the most interesting thing tbr me was the

people that I met when I got to England . . . to England and then to Fi-ance,

uh . people that 1, civilians that I met, friends that I made, uh . . . that was

interesting. Some of those people we’ve kept in touch with over the years.

Right now we’re not in touch anymore, well, most ot them are all dead.

And, uh . . . lijr me, uh . . . I remember this family that I spent some time

with and we had Christmas come up so I went by the mess hail and told the

sergeant that I was going to have a meal with these people so he give me a

whole ham.

Mr. Zambrano: Wow!

Mr. Zapalac: And I took that ham over there and Kitty’s jaw like to hit the floor when I

walked in. She really didn’t know what to do with it. And that was an

interesting thing, to see their reaction, because they were so limited on lood.

I mean clown to ounces, then I walk in there with an eight pound ham of

which was completely unheard o1

Mr. Zanibrano: Right.

Mr. Zapalac: I don’t think they’re eating ham over there anymore since then. Took them

so long to eat that one.

Mr. Zanibrano: Any other memories like that?

I’Ir. Zapalac: Naw that would he about it.
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I lave you ever gone back to visit?

No. No. that’s out ol’ the question now.

Well, anything else, 011CC agaIn, that you’d like to add?

Not that L can think ol.

Alright, well, I certainly appreciate that you sat down with me again aller

all these years.

Well. I’m glad that e ii nally got to do it. I don’t know what it was worth

or anything like that. uh ... it seems like something like that you do, uh

things you did, things you encountered, events happened and then they fall

into history and beconie insigiiiticant. You don’t think about it anymore.

Excuse me a minute.

[Tape interrupted]

Okay. so, uh ... one more time anything else you’d like to add or say.

Only one thing. This family I was staying with, Kitty Blake was one of the

ladies and she had . . . oh, v e went into Normandy on, I think, a Thursday

and I was over her house on a Tuesday or a Wednesday and, uh he v as

a piano player and a music teacher and she was sitting there playing tile

piano and she said, “George I think that ... I felt like you’re going to he

going away tbr a while”. she says. “I’ve got something that I’d like you go

have.” And she went into her upstairs and conic back do ii and she had this

jade boomerang. She says. “This belonged to my husband. It was gi cii to

him by his sister when he was a young man.” And she says, “I don’t kno
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but maybe it v ill bring you luck.” She gave that to me in I ) . 44, I guess,

yeah. And it’s been around my neck ever since.

‘si r. Zambrano: Wow.

Mr. Zapalac: And I think it did bring me luck.

‘sir. Zambrano: I think last time we talked, you said that you stayed in touch with her over

the years?

Mr. Zapalac: Yeah.

Mr. Zanthrano: Oh, okay. That’s great.

Mr. Zapalac: It was interesting. She called us one year long distance from England on a

Sunday and. uh that as the last contact I had with her. She was an

elderly woman then, she was in her ... in her eighties. And, uh . . . it’s

interesting sometimes to realize when you go into a place like that where

you’re a stranger and everybody’s strange to you and you make a contact

that you keep over the years but. uh ... it was quite an interesting thing in

my life to have had their acquaintance.

Mr. Zanibrano: Well, I think if ... do you . . . do you ha e any other stories or anything?

Mr. Zapalac: Gosh, I don’t know. I don’t keep up v ith stories. I just alk on from one

clay into the next one.

Mr. Zambrano: Okay, well, I think we can pretty much wrap it up. Weve got, uh . oh,

about an hour and a half I think.

‘sir. Zapalac: Okay. Well. if it was any use to you I’m glad.

Mr. Zanibrano: I think so. It was. sir.
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1r. Zanibrano:

Ir. Zapalac:

Mr. Zambrano:

Mr. Zapatac:

Transcribed by:
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March 2007

It was an experience in Ii k. one which I enjoyed and valued very much, but

one which I would never cure to repeat.

I would understand that. Okay, well, let me just set the tape right here.

Okay.

Thanks very much br your time.

‘iou’re welcome.
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