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Some time ago you offered a clemency program to Viet Nam War resisters and

deserters. Just this week you asked the nation to close ranks, bind up our wounds
and care for the Vietnamese and Cambodian refugees.

Now I ask that you show clemency to a widow from World War Il and the background
to this request is necessary.

On 31 January 1945 Pvt. Eddie D. Slovik, 36896415, of Co. G, 109th Infantry, 28th
Division, United States Army, was executed by a firing squad of that same army in
France for the crime of '"desertion to avoid the hazardous duty of close combat."
He was the only American to be executed for such a crime since 1864.

I do not say the United States had no right to execute him. I only offer the following:

(1) Of 40, 000 men who deserted before the enemy during World War II, military
courts approved death sentences for 49.

(2) Of those 49, only one paid the extreme penalty-Slovik- and only because Major
Frederick J. Bertolet, reviewing the case, stated that the death penalty ''should
be imposed in this case...to maintain discipline...'" Thus, Slovik was used as
an example of disciplinary measure.

(3) Slovik was a paroled convict, overly nervous, with bad feet and legs. Unable
to wear the heavy, G.I. regulation shoes, he was allowed to wear light slippers.
These things would normally defer a man. The 4-F classification was changed,
however, and he was inducted in 1944. A poor recruit, he cheated on the rifle
range to make a passing score. He was a replacement, not a member of a
trained team; therefore, he did not go into battle with soldiers and leaders he
had trained with and under and whom he could trust.

(4) His wife, Antoinette, had been born with one leg three inches shorter than the
other and later became a victim of polio. After Eddie's induction she suffered
a miscarriage, epileptic seizures, failing eyesight, and with mounting debts,
she lost her job. Despite all of these hardships Eddie was not discharged.

(5) Three hundred and seventy-two days after he entered the army, Slovik was
executed for refusing to serve the United States and buried in an unmarked
grave. His widow was not informed of his execution, only that he had'died in
the ETO." Later, when she inquired about his insurance, she was informed
it could not be paid because he had '"died under dishonorable circumstances."
She did not know the truth until 1953.
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It could be said that Pvt. Slovik never deserted in the face of the enemy. Landing at
Omaha Beach in France the replacements were trucked to Elbeuf past destruction
and dead bodies. At the edge of the town shelling started and foxholes were dug.
There was a lot of troop movement and confusion and the replacements were separated.
(During the Falaise action many soldiers became separated from their units.) After
a night of shelling Slovik and another man, Pvt. Tankey, joined a passing company of
Canadians, and sent radiograms to the 109th informing them where they were. This
was charged as Slovik's first desertion although Tankey was never charged. The two
men stayed six weeks with the 13th Provost Corps-behind the lines-and Slovik was
well regarded by the Canadians. Upon joining their assigned outfit Slovik told the
commander that he was ''too scared' to serve with the rifle company and unless he
could stay in a rear area he would run away. This was charged as the second
desertion and Slovik turned himself in.

The general court martial tried, convicted and sentenced him '"to be dishonorably
discharged, to forfeit all pay and allowances due or to become due, and to be shot

to death with musketry.'" He was told the sentence would be overturned if he went
back to the rifle company, but he could not agree to this and was returned to the
stockade. Most likely, he thought that his sentence would eventually be commuted.
After all, it was happening almost every day with military men who had been convicted
of murder or rape and it had been almost 100 yearssince a soldier had been executed
for desertion.

Very few of those involved in the court martial thought the sentence would be carried
out. They assumed that a higher authority would commute the sentence. However,
they and Slovik misunderstood. The military needed an example so that no other
soldier would ever again question higher authority--and who would make a better
example than a convicted felomn.

General Norman D. Cota, commander of the 28th Division, approved the sentence,
but ""only so much of the sentence as provided that the accused be shot to death with
musketry.' This altered the court's finding so that the $10, 000 Army insurance
policy and the accumulated pays and allowances could be paid. He did not want
Slovik's dependants penalized. General Eisenhower confirmed the sentence.

The Veterans Administration, however, would not honor Gen. Cota's wishes. So in
1954 Sens. Homer Ferguson and Charles E. Potter of Michigan prepared to introduce
resolutions directing payment by the Court of Claims. White House opposition stopped
them. Then Mrs. Slovik asked the Senate and the President, but payment was never
made. General Eisenhower was then president and the White House thought these
efforts were being made to embarrass the president.

Perhaps Pvt. Eddie Slovik was a weak, hopeless man in the battle climate. I am
not asking that you declare him guiltless and executed without cause. I am saying
that many of the Viet Nam deserters could legally have faced the death penalty as
he did. Since you offered them clemency, I am asking you to review this case and
decide whether Mrs. Slovik should be paid the insurance, accumulated pays and
allowances. With your review, I recommend William Bradford Huie's book, '"The
Execution of Private Slovik})' and the ABC network movie, '"The Execution of Private
Slovik, " which will be televised Tuesday, May 13, at 8:30 p.m. '







