
developed by Julie K. Heintz
Grade level(s): 9-12
Subject(s): Social Studies, english / language Arts
Cemetery Connection:    Ardennes American Cemetery
Fallen Hero Connection:  Captain Charles dunbar lancaster Hewes
 private First Class James H. vrtatko

Activity: Some Gave All

Guiding question: 
How did American families cope with the loss of loved ones in 
the Battle of the Bulge?

https://www.abmc.gov/
http://www.nhd.org/
https://chnm.gmu.edu/
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Overview
In this lesson, students will study the profiles of two men 
killed in the Battle of the Bulge, Captain Charles Dunbar 
Lancaster Hewes and Private First Class James H. Vrtatko. 
The lesson will allow students to understand the aftermath 
and meaning of this pivotal military campaign.

Historical Context
After D-Day, Allied forces recaptured most of France within 
a matter of months. The Battle of the Bulge was a major 
German counter-offensive campaign launched through 
the densely forested Ardennes region in Belgium, France, 
and Luxembourg. The battle began December 16, 1944 
and ended on January 25, 1945. German forces pushed 
back part of the Allied line—the “bulge” in the front line 
that gave the battle its name. More than 800,000 Allied 
soldiers fought in the battle, the great majority of them 
American, and there were 90,000 American casualties 
(including 23,000 taken prisoner). 

Captain Charles Hewes and Private First Class James Vrtatko were both killed during or 
after the Battle of the Bulge. After the war, the U.S. military set up an identification lab near 
Ardennes, Belgium to identify remains and bring closure to as many families as possible. Both 
Hewes and Vrtatko are buried today at Ardennes American Cemetery, along with more than 
5,000 of their comrades in arms.

Objectives
At the conclusion of this lesson, students will be able to

• Understand how the Battle of the Bulge impacted American families at home;

• Consider the choices individual families had in regards to their loved ones; and

• Predict and explain why they think families made the choices they did after the war.

“Every individual who fought 
in World War II has a unique 

story. This lesson will allow 
students to study the profiles 

of two men killed in the Battle 
of the Bulge. Students will be 

able to see that behind the 
sheer numbers are real men- 

sons, brothers, husbands, 
friends—who gave their lives 

for our freedoms.” 
— Julie K. Heintz

Heintz is a teacher at The Mississippi 
School for Math and Science in 

Columbus, Mississippi.
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Documents Used ★ indicates an ABMC source

Primary Sources
Disposition of World War II Armed Forces Dead, 1946
United States Department of War

Individual Deceased Personnel File, Captain Charles Hewes
United States Department of the Army

Individual Deceased Personnel File, Private First Class James Vrtatko 
United States Department of the Army

Newsreel, German Drive Rolled Back by Allies, January 1, 1945
Universal Theater Newsreel
youtube.com/watch?v=wtNcB83H7X0

Request for Disposition of Remains, Captain Charles Hewes
Individual Deceased Personnel File, United States Department of the Army

Request for Disposition of Remains, Private First Class James Vrtatko 
Individual Deceased Personnel File, United States Department of the Army

Secondary Sources

Ardennes American Cemetery Website  ★
American Battle Monuments Commissionom
abmc.gov/Ardennes

Captain Charles Dunbar Lancaster Hewes, Fallen Hero profile  ★ National 
History Day
nhdsilentheroes.org/profiles/charles-dunbar-lancaster-hewes/

Map, From Ardennes-Alsace to the Rhine and Beyond  ★
American Battle Monuments Commission 

https://nhdsilentheroes.org/profiles/charles-dunbar-lancaster-hewes/
https://www.abmc.gov/Ardennes
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wtNcB83H7X0
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Private First Class James H. Vrtatko, Fallen Hero profile  ★ 
National History Day
nhdsilentheroes.org/profiles/james-h-vrtatko/

Materials
introducing the Fallen Heroes 
• Captain Charles Dunbar Lancaster Hewes Fallen Hero profile

• Private First Class James H. Vrtatko Fallen Hero profile

• Map, From Ardennes-Alsace to the Rhine and Beyond

Some Gave All 
• Correspondence Organizer

• Letters File, Captain Charles Hewes

• Letters File, Private First Class James Vrtatko

• Decision File, Captain Charles Hewes

• Decision File, Private First Class James Vrtatko

decision
• Request for Disposition of Remains, Captain Charles Hewes

• Request for Disposition of Remains, Private First Class James Vrtatko

Lesson Preparation
introducing the Fallen Heroes 
• Divide the class into two groups.

◦ Print (or make available electronically) one copy of the Private First Class James H. Vrtatko
Fallen Hero profile for one half of the class.

◦ Print (or make available electronically) one copy of the Captain Charles Dunbar Lancaster
Hewes Fallen Hero profile for the other half of the class.

• Project (or print copies of ) the map, From Ardennes-Alsace to the Rhine and Beyond.

https://nhdsilentheroes.org/profiles/james-h-vrtatko/
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Some Gave All 
• Print one copy of the Correspondence Organizer for each student.

• Divide the two larger groups into subgroups of three to four students each.

◦ Print (or make available electronically) one copy of the Letters File for Captain Charles
Hewes for one half of the subgroups.

◦ Print (or make available electronically) one copy of the Letters File for Private First Class
James Vrtatko for the other half of the subgroups.

◦ Print (or make available electronically) one copy of the Decision File for Captain Charles
Hewes for one half of the subgroups.

◦ Print (or make available electronically) one copy of the Decision File for Private First Class
James Vrtatko for the other half of the subgroups.

decision
• Project (or print a copy) the Request for Disposition of Remains for Hewes and Vrtatko.

Procedure
Activity One: introducing the Fallen Heroes (15 minutes)
• To help students understand the context of the Battle of the Bulge, show them the Universal

Theater newsreel from January 1, 1945, German Drive Rolled Back by Allies.

• Distribute the Fallen Hero profile for Captain Charles Dunbar Lancaster Hewes to half of the
class and the profile for Private First Class James H. Vrtatko to the other half of the class.

• Project for the class a copy of the map, From Ardennes-Alsace to the Rhine and Beyond. Point out
“The Bulge” and the location of Ardennes American Cemetery.

• Ask students to read their Fallen Hero profile and underline or highlight five to ten details that
stood out to them.
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Activity Two: Some Gave All (45 minutes)
• Break students into smaller groups (three or four students each) with those who read the 

same profile.

• Distribute the Letters Files for Captain Charles Hewes and Private First Class James Vrtatko

• Tell students, When a family member died in World War II, it often took weeks for their loved ones at 
home to receive the news. For those who were missing in action, the wait could have been even 
longer. You have in front of you the actual series of letters that were sent between the Hewes and 
Vrtatko families from the U.S. federal government.  You also have investigative reports that military 
officials would have that would not have been released to the families. While you read these letters, 
consider the following questions:

◦ What were the challenges faced by the family?

◦ What did the family members want to know?

◦ What answers were given to the family?
• Give student groups time to read and discuss these letters in their smaller groups. Ask them to 

complete the Correspondence Organizer as they read and discuss.

◦ Teacher Tip: Observe and listen to student discussions. You may want to consider sharing 
answers with the whole class or asking one student to summarize their group’s findings with 
the class and have the whole class discuss the similarities and differences between each 
family’s experiences.

◦ Teacher Tip: Because the Hewes documents do contain one letter written in cursive, assis-
tance might be needed for some students.

• Distribute one copy (paper or electronic) of the Decisions File for Captain Charles Hewes or 
Private First Class James Vrtatko to each group.

• Explain, Now you will be presented with the same choices that the families had.  In January 1948, 
Mrs. Mabel Elders and Mrs. Barbara Vrtatko received letters from the federal government asking 
them to decide what they would like happen to their sons’ remains. Once your group has a chance to 
read the file, discuss what decision you think these families would have made.

◦ Teacher Tip: This task could be assigned as homework if desired.

• Encourage each student group to discuss the options and predict what decision they think the 
Hewes and Vrtatko families would have made.
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Assessment
decision (45 minutes)
• Now it is time to make a decision. Each student or group (at teacher discretion) will now take

on the role of Mrs. Mabel Elder or Mrs. Barbara Vrtatko.  Using the address for The Office of
The Quartermaster General (on page 17 of Disposition of World War II Armed Forces Dead), each
individual student or group will write a letter explaining the choice that they would have made
for their son.

• Letters may be submitted or presented to the class as time permits.

• After all students have made predictions, project for the class the Request for Disposition
of Remains Forms signed by Mabel Elders and Barbara Vrtatko (both chose interment in an
overseas cemetery).

• Show the eulogies given for Hewes and Vrtatko at Ardennes American Cemetery in 2015.

• Lead a class discussion. Prompts may include:

◦ Were you surprised at the families’ decisions?  Why or why not?

◦ Why do you think the families made this decision? Can you infer any of their intentions from the
letters?

◦ Why did approximately one-third of American families make a similar decision? What factors
do you think influenced this decision?

◦ What would you say to Mabel Elders or Barbara Vrtatko if she were standing here today.

◦ Teacher tip: Approximately 60% of families chose to have their loved one’s remains
returned to the United States and only about 40% of those killed rest in U.S. military
cemeteries abroad. Today Vrtatko and Hewes rest with 5,323 of our military dead at the
Ardennes American Cemetery in Belgium.
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Methods for Extension
• Students could write journal entries describing the different days’ events from their soldier’s

viewpoint comparing the experience of a medic and the experience of a pilot.
• Students could use the Ardennes American Cemetery Website to learn more about their soldier’s

final resting place.
• Students could create and answer a Most Often Asked Question sheet for visitors at the Ardennes

American Cemetery.
• Students could design a plaque for a visitor’s center at the cemetery to honor the sacrifice of their

fallen hero.
• The American Battle Monuments Commission maintains U.S. military cemeteries overseas.

These cemeteries are permanent memorials to the fallen, but it is important that students know
the stories of those who rest here. To learn more about the stories of Americans who made the
ultimate sacrifice, visit abmc.gov/education and NHDSilentHeroes.org.

• Teachers can enhance students’ interest in sacrifice and loss in World War II by exploring these
related lesson plans:
◦ Cemeteries and Communities: Identifying Local Perspectives during Construction of an

Overseas Military Cemetery

◦ Until they All Come Home: Locating and Identifying Missing Service Members

Adaptations
• Students could work in mixed-ability groups to assist those who are English-language learners.
• Teachers could record audio versions of letters as needed to assist struggling readers.

https://abmc.gov/education
http://NHDSilentHeroes.org
https://nhd.org/en/resources/cemeteries-and-communities-identifying-local-perspectives-during-the-construction-of-an-overseas-military-cemetery/
https://nhd.org/en/resources/cemeteries-and-communities-identifying-local-perspectives-during-the-construction-of-an-overseas-military-cemetery/
https://nhd.org/en/resources/until-they-all-come-home-locating-and-identifying-missing-service-members/
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Fallen Hero Profile: Captain Charles Dunbar Lancaster Hewes

name: Charles Dunbar Lancaster Hewes 
born:  March 10, 1921
died: February 13, 1945
Hometown:  Biloxi, Mississippi 
entered the Military: October 1939 
branch of Service:  U.S. Army Air Forces 
org unit: 335th Fighter Squadron, 4th Fighter Group
Rank:  Captain
Award(s):  Distinguished Flying Cross, Air Medal with Oak Leaf Cluster, 
Purple Heart

before the War
Charles Dunbar “Dunny” Lancaster Hewes was born to Charles and 
Mabel Hewes in Biloxi, Mississippi on March 10, 1921. Hewes gradu-
ated from Biloxi High School on May 31, 1939. After graduation, he 
worked at the local F.W. Woolworth store.

Military experience
pilot training
Hewes enlisted October 1939 in the Army Air Corps and studied meteorology. Even though he did not have the 
required two years minimum of college, he was allowed to sit for the flying cadet exam. Hewes’ initial ten-week flying 
training program took place at Rankin Field in January 1942. In order to join flight training, Hewes had to start over 
and elected to be reduced to the rank of private, but soon rose through the ranks to become Aviation Cadet First 
Sergeant of Company B.  He graduated on March 26, 1942. 

Next, Hewes moved to the Merced Army Flying School in California and then completed advanced training in Phoenix, 
Arizona. He was commissioned at Luke Field, Arizona on July 26, 1942. Stationed in Sarasota, Florida, he flew a P-39 
Airacobra.

Hewes’ sister, Lela, was a First Lieutenant in the Army Nursing Corps. According to a news clipping from the family 
scrapbook, it is believed that Dunny and Lela were the only brother-sister commissioned officers from Biloxi.

pacific theater
Hewes was transferred to New Guinea and served with the 13th Bomber Command, known as the Devil’s Own Grim 
Reapers. Here he fought in the Battle of the Bismarck Sea, where Allied Air Forces sent wave after wave of Allied planes 
to bomb the Japanese. After three days, the Japanese had lost eight transports, four destroyers, and 20 aircraft. Allied 
losses totaled four aircraft. 

In April 1943, Hewes switched from flying a pursuit plane to piloting a “Jimmy Doolittle” B-25 Bomber.

On September 12, 1943, Hewes’ bomber dropped a 500 pound bomb sinking a 350 ton freighter in Muschu Harbor, in 
Papua New Guinea. On December 21, 1943, Lieutenant General George Kenny presented Hewes with the Air Medal. 
The citation read, “The bombing run was particularly difficult and dangerous because the vessel was anchored close to 
a larger vessel which was being attacked at the same time by another aircraft.”
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battle of Rabaul
In the fall of 1943, as part of Operation Cartwheel, the U.S. Fifth Air Force began a bombing campaign on New Britain, 
a key port that the Japanese held in New Guinea. Hewes took part in the bombing raid where he was credited with 
destroying a Japanese Zero.

back Home
In April 1944, Hewes returned from 17 months in the Pacific Theater, having completed 65 combat missions as a B-25 
and A-20 pilot and assistant operations officer. He was assigned to be an instructor pilot in Florence, South Carolina.

on to europe
In August 1944, Hewes volunteered for foreign duty and was assigned to the European Theater operating out of 
England. He joined the 335th Fighter Squadron, 4th Fighter Group. Throughout November and December 1944, 
Hewes flew a series of missions and was promoted to Captain.

battle of the bulge
The Battle of the Bulge was a major German offensive campaign launched through the densely forested Ardennes 
region in Belgium, France, and Luxembourg on the Western Front. Adolf Hitler guaranteed his ground commanders 
strong air support. During the first three days of the offensive, the Allied air forces and the Luftwaffe met in the skies 
over the cloud-covered battlefield as the Luftwaffe attempted to get under the low ceilings to support its ground 
offensives. 

In late December 1944, Mabel Hewes received a letter from her son, informing her that his squadron was going to be 
engaged “on a big push.” Hewes would be part of that “big push” when he flew his last mission on December 18, 1944.

Captain McKennon led 17 pilots that day to the Kassel-Frankfurt area. Hewes and the other pilots ran into difficulties 
due to heavy cloud layers and enemy aircraft. When the squadron returned that evening, Hewes  was not with them. 
According to the Army Air Forces’ records, “He did not call in or report any trouble. He was last seen at 4000 feet at or 
near Giessen at approx. 1430 hours.”

According to Missing Air Crew Report 11312, “His Mustang was seen to spiral out of formation while climbing through 
a cloud bank. Crashed in a moor in Tinholt, Germany suffering a fractured spine. Captured and sent to a hospital.” His 
P-51D Mustang was forced down over Germany, and Hewes had to bail.

The principal doctor at the hospital in Lingen, Germany, reported that Hewes had a “compression-fracture of his verte-
bral column with following palsy of his bladder and cystis.”

Hewes was reported missing in action on December 18, 1944. Short-wave radio listeners had relayed messages to his 
mother, Mabel Hewes Elder, that Hewes had been taken prisoner.
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Fallen Hero Profile: Private First Class James H. Vrtatko

name:  James H. Vrtatko
born:  August 1, 1908
died:  January 22, 1945
Hometown:  Chicago, Illinois
entered the Military: March 20, 1942
branch of Service:  U.S. Army
org unit: 326th Medical Company, 101st Airborne Division
Rank:  Private First Class
Award(s):  Purple Heart

life before the War
James H. Vrtatko was born in Chicago, Illinois on August 1, 1908. His 
parents immigrated to the United States in 1904 and owned a home in 
a predominantly Czechoslovakian immigrant neighborhood known as 
Little Village.  

His mother, Barbara Vrtatko, was widowed sometime before 1930 
and had two other children, Olga and Charles.  Vrtatko, the oldest child in the family, did not continue his education 
beyond grammar school, most likely so he could work and support his family. At the age of 21, he worked as a laborer 
at a soda fountain and by the time he enlisted in the Army in 1942 at age 33, he was working as a stock clerk.  

Military experience
After his enlistment, he was trained as a glider combat medic in the 326th Medical Company of the 101st Airborne 
Division. He was with the division from their activation in August 1942. 

d-day
Vrtatko was a part of the D-Day invasion and entered Normandy on a glider to support the regiment in their elimina-
tion of German beach defenses. They secured beach exits for infantry troops followed by the capture of Carentan.
After Normandy, the company moved to Cherbourg to support the operations there. Due to heavy personnel and
equipment losses that the division experienced in Normandy, the 326th was shipped back to England in July where
they prepared for Operation Market Garden.

operation Market Garden
Vrtatko entered Holland on September 17, 1944 by glider and supported the 101st Airborne Division’s assault on two 
German Panzer Divisions in Belgium and the liberation of several Dutch towns from German control. The unit dealt 
with strong German counter attacks and brutal, close-quarter fighting. 

The division was relieved and sent back to France on November 28, 1944 for rest. On December 17, the 326th Medical 
Company moved by motor convoy to Bastogne, Belgium in order to provide medical care to the 101st Airborne 
Division in their defense of the Ardennes Forest.  

defense of bastogne
During the early part of the Allied defense of Bastogne, a German force mistakenly attacked the 326th Medical 
Division Clearing Station for a short period of 15 minutes. Once given the opportunity, the division commander 
surrendered the facility on December 19, 1944, and Vrtatko was initially classified missing in action until after the war 
when more detail was uncovered regarding his capture. 
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Vrtatko was taken prisoner and transferred to Gerolstein Prison Camp where conditions were abhorrent and disease 
was common. There he contracted bronchial pneumonia and was transferred to Nettersheim, Germany. On January 
22, 1945 his heart failed, and he died.

As a medic, Vrtatko had a very unusual war experience that required an incredible amount of courage not only to be a 
part of major battles in the European Theater but also to face death and human suffering more intimately than many 
other soldiers. As a medic, rather than soldering on to advance mission objectives, he was always running to help 
others who were wounded. When Vrtatko heard the cry of “medic!” he knew he was heading into the depths of human 
carnage left in the wake of battle. 
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Map, From Ardennes-Alsace to the Rhine and Beyond
American Battle Monuments Commission
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Correspondence Organizer

When a family member died in World War II, it often took weeks for their loved ones at home to receive the news. For 
those who were missing in action, the wait could have been even longer. You have in front of you the actual series of 
letters that were sent between the Hewes and Vrtatko families and the U.S. federal government.  While you read these 
letters, consider the following questions:

What were the challenges faced 
by this family?

What did the family members want 
to know?

What answers were the family 
given?
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Letters File, Charles Hewes
Letter from First Lieutenant Lela M. Hewes to U.S. Army Graves Registration, August 4, 1945
United States Department of the Army
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Letters File, Charles Hewes
Letter from Major James L. Prenn to First Lieutenant Lela M. Hewes, October 22, 1945
United States Department of the Army
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Letters File, Charles Hewes
Report of Investigation Area Search, May 22, 1946
United States Department of the Army
Note: the family would not have received a copy of this document.
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Report of Investigation Area Search, May 22, 1946
United States Department of the Army
Note: the family would not have received a copy of this document.
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Letters File, Charles Hewes
Statement of Dr. Krumbein, May 17, 1946
United States Department of the Army
Note: the family would not have received a copy of this document.
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Letters File, Charles Hewes
Letter from Major General T. B. Larkin to Mrs. George N. (Mabel) Elder, August 20, 1946
United States Department of the Army
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Letters File, James Vrtatko
Letter from Olga Vrtatko to the Adjutant General’s Office, U.S. Army, January 8, 1946
United States Department of the Army
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Letter from Olga Vrtatko to the Adjutant General’s Office, U.S. Army, January 8, 1946
United States Department of the Army
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United States Department of the Army
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Letter from Major General Edward Witchell to Olga Vrtatko, February 27, 1946
United States Department of the Army
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American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day

Letters File, James Vrtatko
Report of Investigation Area Searching, April 6, 1946
United States Department of the Army
Note: the family would not have received a copy of this document.
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Letters File, James Vrtatko
Report of Investigation Area Searching, April 6, 1946
United States Department of the Army
Note: the family would not have received a copy of this document.



Activity: Some Gave All | Handouts

American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day

Letters File, James Vrtatko
Letter from Major James L. Prenn to Miss Olga Vrtatko, August 7, 1946
United States Department of the Army
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Letters File, James Vrtatko
Letter from Major General T. B. Larkin to Mrs. Barbara N. Vrtatko, August 19, 1946
United States Department of the Army
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American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day

Decision File, Charles Hewes
Letter from Major General Thomas B. Larkin to Mrs. Mabel B. Elder, January 12, 1948
United States Department of the Army
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Disposition of World War II Armed Forces Dead, 1946
United States Department of War
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Disposition of World War II Armed Forces Dead, 1946
United States Department of War



Activity: Some Gave All | Handouts

American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day

Decision File, James Vrtatko
Letter from Major General Thomas B. Larkin to Mrs. Barbara N. Vrtatko, January 15, 1948
United States Department of the Army
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American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day

Decision File, James Vrtatko
Disposition of World War II Armed Forces Dead, 1946
United States Department of War
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Decision File, James Vrtatko
Disposition of World War II Armed Forces Dead, 1946
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Request for Disposition of Remains, Charles Hewes
United States Department of the Army
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