CHARLES DURNING: AMERICAN HERO

While every National Memorial Day Concert honors all members of America’s armed forces, this year, the program will recognize the immense contributions of World War II decorated veteran, distinguished actor and fourteen-year-participant in the National Memorial Day Concert, Mr. Charles Durning.

Recipient of a Tony, Golden Globe, eight Emmy awards and two Oscar nominations, Charles Durning was also honored this year with the Screen Actors Guild Lifetime Achievement Award.  But it is his Silver Star and three Purple Hearts that he received for bravery under fire that are being honored in this year’s concert.  Over the years, Durning’s valor and willingness to share his painful memories of war have provided a healing experience for his fellow veterans. 

Charles Durning fought in the major battles of the European theater -  from landing on the beaches of Normandy to fighting and  being captured in the Battle of the Bulge.  But none of the horrors of war compared to what he saw when liberating the prison camps. Concert- co-host Joe Mantegna will lead this tribute that will showcase excerpts of Durning’s past concert performances in which he speaks, in strikingly personal detail, from the perspective of one who was there.  Charles Durning will also be recognized in person at this year’s concert.  The National Memorial Day Concert will be broadcast live on PBS, Sunday, May 25, 2008 from 8:00 to 9:30 p.m. ET (check local listings).

D-DAY/OMAHA BEACH

Twenty year old army ranger, Private Charles Durning, had no idea what was coming his way as part of the first wave at Omaha Beach in Normandy, France on June 6, 1944.   Only a short time after being reassured by his sergeant that it was “good to be scared,” Durning witnessed his sergeant being blown in half by an explosion that nearly claimed Durning’s life as well.  As the Allied invasion continued that long day, Durning saw countless other soldiers die right before his eyes and the of memory of the “eerie sight of bodies which looked like driftwood floating in the water” will forever be etched in his mind. 

BATTLE OF THE BULGE

After Normandy, the GI’s fought their way across Europe.  But, even when the end seemed almost in sight, Durning found himself fighting for his life in the biggest and bloodiest battle in our entire nation’s history, the Battle of the Bulge.  In this month-long battle, Durning describes the troops as having “only one option: be captured and executed, or fight like hell.”  He chose the latter and when he and his buddies were ambushed while on patrol, Durning fought back, throwing grenades into the machine gun net.  Most of his buddies were killed and although Durning was bayoneted eight times by the Germans, he managed to kill all three of his assailants. But Durning was captured….and would have been executed if not for a daring escape.

LIBERATION OF THE PRISON CAMPS

As the war drew to a close in the spring of 1945, Durning was put in a unit in charge of mop-up operations.  He though he finally had it “easy.. until they got orders to check out what was called a ‘prison camp.’”  Durning describes entering the camp as like “walking through the gates of hell.”  When he saw the people who looked like walking skeletons, he wondered “how could people do such evil to other human beings?” 

Though fifty years later the memories of war continue to haunt him, Durning holds tightly to the belief that we must never forget the enormous sacrifices made by so many of his World War II buddies, “for it is in the remembering, however painful, that we bear the seeds of hope for a better tomorrow.” 
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