He Was So Young a Couple of Hours Ago
  Every day starts a new story, and this one summons a specter which appears much too often.  Ernie Pyle wrote a column during the North Africa campaign that featured an overdue B-17 crew.  The mission had been successful, but one bomber failed to return.  As hours passed a pall fell over the base as it became clear ten young friends were gone.  Then, late in the evening a flare shot up in the distance.  “Barely moving, barely staying in the air” the “dark speck” struggled “toward us with such pathetic slowness.”  Hearts soared as ten friends returned from the grave.  Still the day had one sad ending.  One of the earlier planes landed with a dead pilot.  As the crew tenderly removed his body Ernie described him with this sentence “He was so young a couple of hours ago.”  
  Those words are carved into my mind, for I have seen them with my own eyes and through the eyes of those who have witnessed hard and untimely deaths.  

  I recently spoke with Marine 2nd Lt. Ed Cavallini who led a rifle platoon on Iwo Jima.  The first day he lost a 24-year-old Marine, who happened to be the only one in the platoon who had a child.  Like most of us at that age he was on the upswing of his life, and now he lay dead.  He was so young a couple of hours ago.
  This phenomenon has another side.  SSG Charles Amos could hardly be called young.  He was over 80 when we interviewed him in 2003, and yet he seemed so young.  He was thin and well framed.  His smile and the sparkle in his eyes were those of a young man.  His stories of Peru and his service years were colorful and full of laughter.  Charles told us of an old bachelor in Peru named Pete who lived with his dog and a cow named Daisy, and who had served in The Great War under Captain Wendell Wilkie.

  SSG Amos was a Marine radioman assigned to a SBD-Dauntless dive bomber squadron in the Solomon Islands in 1943.  The Dauntless was a wild roller coaster, capable of high speed vertical plunges to a near crash landing before pulling out over the waves just in time to doom an enemy ship.  Charles had experienced a few stomach-in-mouth check flights.  Back stateside he had a ’39 Chevy which his friends kept full of high octane aviation gas.  Laughter and crazy youth prevailed in Charles’ interview, and then the unthinkable happened.  A few months after our visit Charles Amos died - he seemed so young a couple of hours ago.

  And so it goes, we sit across from these great people and watch the years melt, the camera lights fade, and then we hear of their passing, casting an unnatural silence over our own story. 
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