
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the nooks of Louis Zamperini's mind, an incredible past still roils. 

 
Those long-ago places, names and situations surface and flash. The reeking dungeons at "Execution Island." The man they 
called "The Bird," who beat, tortured and tormented him. The guinea-pig injections they shot into his veins and, literally, the 
crap they shoved in his face. The men who died right in front of him. 
 
Zamperini spent almost seven weeks in 1943 adrift on a raft, a speck of suffering in the dead of the vast, monochrome Pacific, 
with little food or water. The beating equatorial sun slowly burned madness into the brains of Zamperini and his two 
companions. They fought off the constant sharks that sometimes jumped aboard, eager to finish off what a horrific plane crash 
hadn't. 
 
He drifted west some 2,000 miles, right into the enemy's hand. For the next two years, he was a prisoner of war. 
 
His story has attracted attention over the years. Laura Hillenbrand's best-selling 2010 biography, "Unbroken," revived interest 
in Zamperini (who had written his own book, "Devil At My Heels," more than a half-century earlier). Now, A-list Hollywood 
has come calling; a film version is in the works, with Angelina Jolie as director and the famed Coen brothers, Ethan and Joel, 
slated to write the final script. 
 
At 96, Zamperini no longer does interviews. But he still tells his story to groups as he will to the 30th annual Star Scholar 
Awards program honorees Tuesday night in Camarillo. 
 
Fighting off sharks and the like were his son Luke's bedtime stories growing up. As time passes, more details and new things 
come out, Luke says, sometimes jogged by something the audience asks his dad. 
 
"Even today, as I ponder what he went through," Luke said, "it's still mind-boggling." 
 
Or as his daughter Cynthia Garris put it, "Many times he almost died, but he didn't." 

 
A Sledgehammer 
After training (for World War II), he wound up stationed in Hawaii and was assigned to a B-24 bombing crew. They flew long 
missions, sometimes covering 5,000 miles round trip. 
 
On May 27, 1943, Zamperini and crew were called out on a search-and-rescue mission to find a crew that reportedly had 
crashed near Palmyra. 
 
Some 200 miles north of Palmyra (and about 800 miles south of Hawaii), the plan ran into trouble. An engine on the left side 
suddenly died, then an engineer accidentally shut down the other engine on that side. After the second one was gone, the 
plane "just dropped like a rock," Zamperini told CBS. 
 
The plane hit the water, cartwheeled and exploded. 
 
"It felt like someone hit me in the head with a sledgehammer," Zamperini told "WWII in America" magazine. 
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He blacked out in the sea, and awoke in a tangle of "metal spaghetti," wires and cables around him. 
 
He was sinking, drowning. He was finally able to force himself out of the plane; the skin scraped off his back as he squeezed 
through a hole in the fuselage. He surfaced to find fire, smoke and debris on the water. Rivulets of blood curled among the 
wreckage. 
 
He inflated his life jacket. He heard a voice, then saw pilot Russell Allen Phillips and tail gunner Francis McNamara clinging to a 
fuel tank about 20 feet away. Zamperini corralled a life raft, and pulled a badly bleeding Phillips aboard; McNamara climbed 
aboard under his own power. 
 
Eight of the 11 men onboard died. For Zamperini and the other two survivors, the odyssey had only started. 

 
Drifting Away 
Zamperini found scant provisions in the raft pockets a few chocolate bars, a few half-pint tins of water, a flare gun, fish hooks 
and line, and other supplies, according to the Hillenbrand book. 
 
Soon, the sharks found them mako and reef sharks, Zamperini believed. They rubbed their backs along the raft bottom as 
they passed underneath. 
 
In the first few days, they spotted a B-25 and a B-24, but both planes failed to notice them or the flares they fired. 
 
Thirst, starvation and agony set in. They used up the water in the first week, then depended on the scant rainstorms that gave 
them precious drops they harvested. They drank the blood of birds they caught, and used the bodies as bait for the few fish 
they caught. 
 
They deteriorated, as Zamperini relayed in the Hillenbrand book. Their lips burned and cracked, and they had sores and open 
slashes that stung when saltwater whitecaps hit them. They lost weight, their flesh evaporated, their cheeks became concave. 
"Their bodies were digesting themselves," Hillenbrand wrote. 
 
As bad as that was, Zamperini knew the mental side was worse. He tried to keep up morale and sanity by reciting favorite 
recipes and how he prepared them. They did arithmetic, tried to remember the starting lineup for the 1927 New York 
Yankees, and sung hymns and Bing Crosby tunes. 
 
"My dad did not go into this odyssey unprepared," said Luke, who noted he'd taken survival training. "He learned that in such 
situations, the mind needed to be exercised." 
 
On the 27th day, they were strafed by a Japanese bomber. Zamperini jumped in the water to dodge the bullets, then had to 
fend off a shark with kicks and punches, hitting it in the nose. McNamara and Phillips mostly stayed in the raft, pretending to 
be dead. Surprisingly, neither one got hit. 
 
"It was unbelievable," Zamperini told CBS, "that after 45 minutes of strafing and all those bullets, those guys were missed. It 
was a miracle." 
 
But they spent hours patching holes, part of the raft submerged. Several times, sharks lunged over the raft walls and attacked. 
The men swatted them with oars as they pumped air into the raft. 
 
The episode left them exhausted. At one point, for one of the few times in his life, Zamperini prayed. 
 
On the 33rd day, McNamara died. Zamperini and Phillips conducted a brief eulogy before committing his body to the sea. 
 
Zamperini and Phillips drifted for two more weeks. On the 47th day, they reached the Marshall Islands, which they knew 
were in Japanese hands. They washed ashore on Wojte; from there, the Japanese took them to nearby Kwajalein. 
 
POW Horrors 
At Kwajalein, after weeks on a raft under open skies, Zamperini took off his blindfold and found himself "locked in a cubicle 
the size of a dog kennel," as he recalled in his "Devil At My Heels" book. 
 
"The instant claustrophobia made me want to scream," Zamperini wrote, "but I was too weak. Instead, I lay down and looked 
at my body. Just six weeks before, I'd been a vigorous athlete who could run a mile in just over four minutes. Now I was 
fleshless, skeletal I could no longer help myself. I broke down and cried." 
 
He was beaten. A doctor injected him with strange substances. 



 
Kwajalein was called "Execution Island." On a wall of his wooden cell, Zamperini read the names of nine Marines whom he 
later learned had been beheaded. 
 
His captors reinforced the morbid vibe. 
 
"They took great joy in telling us we were gonna be executed," he told CBS. "Every morning we woke up, we expected that 
this is the day they're gonna kill us." 
 
After about six weeks, Zamperini and Phillips were put on a boat to Japan. There, Zamperini would go through three POW 
camps first Ofuna, a secret camp near Yokohama; then Omori, a man-made spit in Tokyo Bay, where he met his tormentor, 
"The Bird"; and finally at Camp 4-B in Naoetsu, a small town near Nagano. 
 
All told, Zamperini was a POW for more than 25 months. He was a slave laborer. He and others subsisted on rice sometimes 
infested with insects and mice droppings. 
 
He recalled the time when the POWs had to fertilize potato and carrot crops with their own dung, then eat the result. 
 
He was denied medical treatment for such things as beriberi and bloody diarrhea, according to a 2010 Wall Street Journal 
story on Hillenbrand's book. 
 
When they found out he was a star Olympian runner, "they broke my nose three times," he told "WWII in America" 
magazine. He was forced into demeaning acts, such as doing pushups atop pits of human excrement; then, they pushed his 
head into it, he said. 
 
At Omori, The Bird (whose real name was Mutsuhiro Watanabe) punched him out "every day for 10 days" Zamperini told 
CBS. He couldn't bear to look into The Bird's eyes "to me, they were that sadistic." 
 
In November 1944, Zamperini was taken to Radio Japan offices in Tokyo to do a propaganda broadcast; he agreed only after 
the Japanese let him write the script. 
 
Back on Gramercy Avenue in Torrance, his family which already had received his death certificate signed by President 
Roosevelt learned he was still alive. 
 
When Zamperini soon refused to do another broadcast this time with a Japanese script he was put on a train to Naoetsu. He 
thought at least he'd be getting away from The Bird, then saw him shortly after arrival. 
 
"I felt probably the lowest ebb of my life almost like, It's useless,'" he later told CBS. 
 
The severe beatings, often with a belt buckle whipped across his face, continued. 
 
But soon, near the end of summer in 1945, Japan surrendered. A U.S. B-29 flew overhead and blinked a Morse code message 
with its red lights: "The war is over." 
 
Zamperini waved to the plane, and the pilot waved back. Years later, at a veterans reunion, Zamperini met that pilot. They 
talked again a few years ago, Zamperini's son Luke said. 


