
Prologue      

 

Edward Christopher Piech was born to Polish immigrants Lawrence and Eva 

Piech on May 26, 1920, in Sayreville, New Jersey.  Edward grew up with his older 

brothers and sister, Rudolph "Rudy" (b. March 1, 1914), Frank (b. July 15, 1915), and 

Amelia (b. November 15, 1917), and younger sister, Irene (b. January 27, 

1925).  Although they were removed from the Polish section of Sayreville, Lawrence and 

Eva preserved many aspects of their native culture in their household and reared their 

children to speak a mixture of Polish and English.  The neighborhood where the Piechs 

resided, populated mostly by employees of the DuPont and Hercules companies, also had 

a profound influence on Edward and his siblings. 

     Taking their cue from the executives whose children they played with, Rudy and 

Frank regarded education as the key to success.  Both of Edward's older brothers did 

well, particularly in the sciences, in South River High School.  Rudy, the first high school 

graduate in the family, secured a partial scholarship to Lafayette College.  To help pay 

for the rest of Rudy's education during the depths of the Great Depression, Edward 

helped his brother pick and sell berries from the local woods.  However, expenses 

ultimately forced Rudy to transfer to Rutgers College.  He attended college during the 

day and worked at the DuPont plant at night, eventually earning his degree in chemistry 

in 1936.  Frank followed in his footsteps a year later, studying "on the Banks" and toiling 

at the DuPont plant after classes.   

     Edward Piech graduated from South River High School in 1937.  Hard times forced 

him to delay his matriculation into Rutgers.  In the meantime, he pursued his education at 



Perth Amboy Junior College.  He took odd jobs to make ends meet, such as working as a 

pinsetter with his cousin, Adolph Kuchta, in the Hercules Club Bowing Alley.  In due 

time, his friends from the neighborhood helped him land a job at the DuPont Film 

Laboratory, where he worked as a technician.  During this time, Edward persevered in 

another pursuit he picked up from Rudy and Frank, being active in the Boy Scouts of 

America.  After attaining the rank of Life Scout, one grade below Eagle Scout, Edward 

gave back to the organization by running a local troop as a junior Scoutmaster with his 

pal, Lyle Van Dorn.  Edward credits his experience in the Boy Scouts with teaching him 

many of the practical skills that he later utilized in training and combat.  His duties as a 

junior Scoutmaster allowed him to develop the leadership qualities that he demonstrated 

as an officer in the USAAF. 

     On September 1, 1939, heartache and fury swept through the Piech household as the 

German Blitzkrieg overwhelmed Poland from the west.  Eva wept for the family members 

she left behind and prepared relief packages for the beleaguered Poles; Lawrence, at first, 

held out hope that the Polish Army could repel the Nazi invaders.  In the fall of 1940, the 

war touched the Piech family again when Rudy was selected by the prewar draft adopted 

by Congress as part of the US mobilization after the Fall of France.  Rudy became an 

ordnance officer, specializing in bomb disposal.  His expertise as an instructor at 

Aberdeen Proving Grounds in Maryland made him more valuable to the war effort 

stateside.  Likewise, Frank's position as a chemist at Hercules made him an essential war 

worker and precluded military service.  Fate kept the oldest Piech boys out of harm's 

way, much to their consternation; however, the youngest boy would cause his mother 

enough worry, because he would join the Air Corps. 



     Aviation had fired Edward's imagination in 1927, when the Spirit of St. Louis made its 

trans-Atlantic flight.  Every time an airplane flew overhead, the seven-year-old would be 

moved to cry, "There goes Lindbergh, there goes Lindbergh."  As a teenager, Edward 

would spend his breaks at the Hercules Club Bowling Alley reading the volumes of 

World War I histories in the club library.  The tales of mud and gas attacks in the 

trenches reaffirmed his predilection towards aviation.  His aerial aspirations were 

confirmed in 1939 when Lyle and he took a fifteen-minute joyride in an open cockpit bi-

plane at nearby Hadley Field.  If the time came, Edward resolved to join the Air 

Corps.  He, for the time being, set his sights on the halls of higher learning. 

     In the fall of 1941, Edward became the third Piech to take up the Scarlet van.  To save 

money, he commuted to New Brunswick with a buddy from Sayreville named Larry 

Casey.  He registered as "unclassified," but pursued a degree in chemistry, like Rudy and 

Frank, studying under such Rutgers luminaries as Professors William Rieman and Peter 

van der Meulen.  Since Rutgers was a land-grant college, Edward signed up for 

compulsory ROTC service.  He found the order and discipline of the unit so to his liking 

that he joined the Scarlet Rifles precision drilling team.  At the end of his first semester, 

an incident half a world away would make military training more than just an 

extracurricular activity for Edward and his classmates. 

     The afternoon of December 7, 1941, found Edward playing cards in the living room of 

the Piech home with Rudy and a buddy from Aberdeen Proving Grounds.  As the "old 

soldiers" showed Edward the finer points of bridge, reports of the attack on Pearl Harbor 

broke through their concentration over the radio.  With two young men in uniform in the 

house, as Edward recalled, the news, "was a bombshell for all of us."  Rudy rushed back 



to the Proving Grounds, and Edward returned to campus the next day, determined to 

complete as much of his education as possible before his country called him to arms.  In 

early 1942, after receiving the infamous "Greetings..." telegram from President 

Roosevelt, Edward decided to apply to the Army Air Force before he was put on the fast 

track to the infantry.   
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