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The Bedford Boys: A Story of
Sacrifice, Community, and
Remembrance

When we speak of the Greatest Generation, certain stories stand as
powerful testaments to the courage and cost of World War Il. Few
narratives capture the heart of that sacrifice quite like the story of
The Bedford Boys. These were not just soldiers; they were
fathers, brothers, sons, and neighbors from a single small town in
Virginia. Their names are etched into history not because they were
unique in bravery, but because their loss was so concentrated, so
personal, that it forever changed the fabric of their community.
Today, the story of The Bedford Boys serves as a solemn
reminder of the price of freedom and the profound impact of war on
ordinary American families.

On June 6, 1944—D-Day—the men of Company A, 116th Infantry
Regiment, 29th Infantry Division landed in the first wave at Omaha
Beach. Among them were 35 young men from Bedford, Virginia. By
the end of that horrific morning, 19 of them were dead. This single
community suffered the highest per capita D-Day loss of any town
in the United States. Understanding who The Bedford Boys were,
what happened on that fateful beach, and how their legacy endures
is essential to honoring their memory and comprehending the true
scale of the Allied sacrifice. This article explores the human story
behind the statistics, the town's response, and the creation of the
National D-Day Memorial.

Who Were The Bedford Boys?

Bedford, Virginia, in the early 1940s was a tight-knit rural
community of about 3,200 people. The men who would become
known as The Bedford Boys grew up together, played baseball,
attended the same churches and schools, and worked at local
businesses like the Piedmont Label Company. They enlisted or were
drafted after the attack on Pearl Harbor, and many were assigned
to the same unit: Company A of the 116th Infantry. The bonds
formed in Bedford were carried into the war—brothers, cousins, and
lifelong friends served side by side.

Among them were brothers like Raymond and Roy Stevens; cousins
like Bedford and Raymond Hoback; and close friends who had
known each other since childhood. They were ordinary young
men—farmers, mechanics, a mail carrier, a grocery clerk, a truck
driver. But to the people of Bedford, they were extraordinary. One
of the most poignant stories is that of the two Reynolds brothers,
John and Wallace, who died together on the beach. Another is that
of Private First Class Frank Draper Jr., whose family would later
learn they had lost two sons. The unit’'s commander, Captain Taylor
Fellers, was a beloved local leader. He also perished that day.

The Unbreakable Bonds of Company A

The men of Company A were not just comrades; they were a
fraternity forged in a small Appalachian town. They trained together
at Camp Blanding, Florida, and later in England, preparing for the
invasion of Europe. Letters home reveal their anxieties, their
humor, and their deep longing to return to the rolling hills of
Bedford. They knew the invasion would be dangerous, but few could
have imagined the scale of the catastrophe that awaited them. The
proximity of these soldiers—sharing foxholes, meals, and
fears—meant that the loss in Bedford was not a scattered tragedy.

It was a clustered devastation that struck nearly every block and
every family.

The Fateful Day: June 6, 1944

Omaha Beach was a killing ground. The first wave, which included
Company A, faced overwhelming obstacles: fortified German
positions, machine guns, mortars, and artillery on the bluffs above
the beach. The amphibious tanks meant to support them sank in
rough seas. The men of The Bedford Boys waded ashore into a
storm of lead. Many never made it past the water's edge. Within the
first thirty minutes, Captain Fellers was dead. Platoon leaders were
cut down. The unit was virtually annihilated, with over 90%
casualties.

By the end of the day, the 35 Bedford men who landed had suffered
19 killed in action and several others wounded. The dead included
the Hoback brothers, the Stevens brothers, the Reynolds brothers,
and many others. One of the most harrowing accounts comes from
survivor John "Johnny" Robert, who later recounted seeing his
friends fall one by one. The chaotic, bloody reality of the beach was
beyond anything they had trained for. But despite the horror, they
kept pushing forward, fulfilling their orders to secure a foothold in
Europe. Their sacrifice was not in vain, but the price was
astronomical for one small town.

How the News Reached Bedford

In an era before instant communication, the news came slowly and
then in a terrible flood. Telegrams began arriving in Bedford days
after the invasion. First, the postmaster, Charles White, received
word as he sorted mail. Then the telegrams started—three, five,
ten, and finally nineteen. The town was plunged into a collective
grief that defies description. Families gathered at the Western
Union office, hoping for good news, only to see names they
recognized. Mothers fainted. The local minister, Reverend Robert
Smith, went door to door to offer comfort, but there was little
comfort to give. Bedford became a community of mourners. The
story of The Bedford Boys became a national symbol of the
human cost of D-Day.

The Impact on Bedford: A Town
Forever Changed

The loss of 19 men in a single day from a town of about 3,200
people created a demographic and psychological scar that lasted
for generations. Nearly every family had a connection to one of the
fallen. The local high school lost alumni; churches lost their young
men; businesses lost employees. The population of eligible young
men in Bedford was decimated. Many women became widows or
remained spinsters, never marrying because their sweethearts had
died. The town experienced what scholars call "communal grief"—a
shared trauma that both bound the survivors together and created
an enduring sadness.

In the years following the war, Bedford did not forget. A memorial
plaque was placed in the courthouse. The names of The Bedford
Boys were read aloud at community events. But the story remained
largely local until the 1990s, when efforts to build a national
memorial for D-Day gained momentum. Bedford was chosen as the
site for the National D-Day Memorial precisely because of the
extraordinary sacrifice of these men. The town’s identity became

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Marquise & Becker ¢ The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single page. * Page 1



forever intertwined with June 6, 1944,
Symbolism of the National D-Day Memorial

Located on a hill overlooking the Blue Ridge Mountains, the National
D-Day Memorial in Bedford, Virginia, stands as a stunning tribute to
all Allied forces who participated in Operation Overlord. But it holds
a special place for remembering The Bedford Boys. The Memorial
features a "Victory Plaza," a reflecting pool, and a massive
sculpture of soldiers wading ashore. Plaques and inscriptions tell
the story of the invasion and honor the fallen. Each year on June 6,
the town gathers for a solemn ceremony to read the names of the
nineteen men. Survivors, families, and visitors from around the
world come to pay their respects. The Memorial has become a
pilgrimage site for those who want to understand the scale of
sacrifice represented by D-Day.

The Legacy of The Bedford Boys

Why does the story of The Bedford Boys continue to resonate
more than 80 years later? Partly because it is so human. It is the
story of a community, not just an army. It is about ordinary people
caught in extraordinary circumstances. The Bedford Boys were not
generals or politicians; they were the sons of a small Virginia town.
Their sacrifice illustrates the democratic nature of war—that wealth,
education, or status did not shield them. They gave everything for
their country, and their hometown gave them everything back in
memory.

Their story also serves as a counterpoint to the grand narratives of
WWII. We often talk about the invasion as a turning point in history,
but the individual costs can be lost. The Bedford Boys remind us
that every casualty was a loved one, that every statistic has a name
and a face. Their story is taught in schools, documented in books
like Alex Kershaw’s "The Bedford Boys," and featured in
documentaries. It has become a case study in how small-town

America responded to the war.
Lessons for Future Generations

The legacy of The Bedford Boys carries profound lessons. First, it
underscores the importance of remembering those who serve. Their
sacrifice was not abstract; it was personal and devastating. Second,
it demonstrates the resilience of communities. Bedford could have
been crushed by grief, but instead became a repository of honor
and remembrance. Third, it challenges us to consider the cost of
freedom. The ease with which we exist today is built on the blood of
the Bedford Boys and millions like them. Their story compels us to
be grateful, to be mindful, and to pass that memory to future
generations.

In a world that often moves quickly and forgets easily, the story of
this Virginia town stands as a fixed point of reverence. The National
D-Day Memorial ensures that the names of The Bedford Boys will
never be lost. Families continue to visit, young people volunteer as
docents, and the town itself remains a living monument. The
Bedford Boys are gone, but they are not forgotten. Their bravery on
a distant beach, their bonds of friendship, and their ultimate
sacrifice define the best of the American spirit.

Conclusion: Honoring Their Memory

The Bedford Boys represent more than a footnote in history; they
are a profound example of sacrifice at the community level. Their
story is one of courage, loss, and enduring memory. From the
landing at Omaha Beach to the quiet hills of Virginia, their journey
has become a symbol of what ordinary people can achieve when
faced with extraordinary odds. Today, visitors to the National D-Day
Memorial can walk the same ground where these boys once played,
see their names, and reflect on the price of liberty. We honor them
not with empty words, but with gratitude, education, and a
commitment to never forget. Their legacy challenges us to be
worthy of the world they purchased with their lives.



