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Mementos tell story of a D-Day hero
Footlocker items, other artifacts fill out picture of Robert M. Brice for
museum
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Sixty years after Citadel alumnus Robert M. Brice was killed fighting the Germans on D-Day,
new clues to his life and death offer a glimpse of a war hero whose story went untold for decades
and now serves as a window into the struggle of the thousands who died that day. Interest in
Brice's story began earlier this year with the donation of an Army jacket to the American Military
Museum, his name hand-printed inside. Within weeks, to the surprise of the museum staff,
Brice's helmet appeared on the Internet auction house eBay, for sale by a British trader for
$5,100.

Then came a greater shock. Brice's widow called after reading an article in The Post and Courier
about the museum's search for clues about him, offering his footlocker that contained scores of
personal belongings, including his wedding band, a steel-covered Bible and the Purple Heart he
posthumously received.

His younger brother, the last surviving member of his immediate family, also came forward. He
still has Brice's Bronze Star and the final letter the young Army officer wrote to his family weeks
before crawling onto a landing craft the morning of June 6, 1944, headed to Omaha Beach.

What began as a riddle for the military museum's staff now seems close to resolution. With so
many artifacts, coupled with a greater understanding of this one soldier's life, the museum now
plans a display for the 1942 Citadel alum who has spent the past half-century resting in Plot J,
row 11, gravesite 16 at the Allied cemetery in Normandy.

"He had all the potential in the world," said museum Director George Meagher, Citadel class of
1954. "What have we missed by him not being here?"

'RANGER ALL THE WAY'

Robert Brice grew up the son of a neighborhood pharmacist in Roanoke, Va., where he excelled
in sports, particularly football. He enrolled at The Citadel. A year after he graduated, he signed
up for the Army and got married.

James P. Brice, a 79-year-old retired district court judge in Virginia, said his family knew little
about the circumstances surrounding his brother's death.

In his final letter home, penned May 16, 1944, Brice cautioned his younger brother about being
too eager to leave the Virginia Military Institute to enlist.

Robert Brice also wrote of an air attack on his base in England and cautioned his parents that it
might be a while before he could write again. He told them not to worry.
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Thirty years after his brother's death, James Brice saw an interview on national television with
one of the men who served in his brother's battalion. The fellow soldier put him in touch with
others who were on Omaha Beach that morning. The story of his brother's final hours began to
emerge.

"He jumped off the landing craft ahead of the platoon," James Brice said. "He then motioned to
the others and said, 'Let's go.' That's when he was cut down by machine gun fire."

Meagher and his staff at the museum tracked down retired Col. Edgar L. Arnold of Arizona, who
commanded Brice at D-Day. Arnold sent the museum a copy of the letter he sent Brice's brother
in 1989, detailing the events of that morning.

"Be assured that Bob died a heroic death," Arnold wrote. "He was in front leading his men. He
was a Ranger all the way. He now rests in Honored Glory."

FROZEN IN TIME

Brice, who was about two weeks shy of his 23rd birthday when he was killed, left behind a
young widow. The woman, who could not be reached for comment, kept many of Brice's
belongings. She donated them to the museum after reading of her former husband in the paper.

Meagher and others at the museum have been carefully sifting through Brice's belongings. On a
recent afternoon, Meagher spent four hours polishing the steel-plated Bible. The cover now
clearly reads: "May the Lord be with you."

Inside his footlocker, Meagher and the staff have found Brice's Elgin watch, wound down,
stopping at 1:45. A faded scrapbook boasts pictures of Brice and his family. Matchbooks are
pasted in the front from the places he visited, along with some of his military patches. Staff
members also found his eyeglasses inside, along with a bar of soap, a razor and a chessboard.

Meagher said he feels the loss each time he polishes Brice's belongings. "Look what all he gave
up to go in and serve and then die," he said. "He gave up one hell of a start in this world."

This is the last letter Citadel alumnus Robert M. Brice sent to his family in Virginia. The 22-
year-old was killed during the D-Day invasion.

May 16, 1944

Tuesday a.m.

Dear Folks,

We got up at 3:30 a.m. yesterday morning; went out on a problem and didn't get back until 8:30
p.m. By the time we finished taking care of our equipment, it was 11:30 so you can really see
we're kept rather busy. The morning we got up so early the planes came near and between the
sirens and the firing we didn't get too much sleep. But it was a good show. I don't know how
regularly my mail is getting through, but if there are breaks, don't worry, because I'll write
whenever I can. I'm in good health, but naturally miss Virginia and you folks. I'm sorry Mother
feels badly and hope she feels better. Don't think much of Jim leaving VMI until called. It's no
disgrace for an 18-year-old to be called from his books when he is needed and he is not needed
before.

Love to all,

Bob
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James Scott can be reached at jscott@postandcourier.com or 937-5549.

Technical problems: If you have a technical problem with your account please e-mail
newslibrary@newsbank.com.
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