World War II Couldn’t Stop Sam Busalacchi 
from Living the American Dream
By Steve Busalacchi


When Milwaukee native Sam Busalacchi returned to Belgium 56 years after being wounded there in World War II, he never expected anything but the opportunity to reflect on what happened there. But the local community of Erezee rolled out the red carpet for him when he arrived in June of 2001. There were historians, the Mayor, Champaign, a lunch and many, many expressions of gratitude.

War never stopped my father, but heart disease finally did on May 14 at age 88. Returning to Belgium turned out to be one of the most significant experiences in his later life. He was 82 when he returned and recounted what happened in the tiny, rural community of Soy, Belgium.


Dad, who was awarded both the Bronze Star and the Purple Heart, participated in one of the key campaigns of World War II, known as the “Battle of the Bulge.” At age 25, he found himself far away from his hometown of Milwaukee in a tiny country, barely one-fifth the size of Wisconsin. He and his buddies were caught in the middle of the last German offensive on the Western Front.

Dad was sunk in a foxhole, armed with a machine gun, bazooka, hand grenades and a rifle. At around noon, his position came under intense tank fire.


“With my naked eyes, I could see the German soldiers in the forest,” he recalled. He could see tanks moving, as well. He was sure the enemy could see him, too, because his foxhole was in an elevated area, where he was guarding a road. “If a tank came by, I was to shoot it with the bazooka,” he explained.


With shells exploding all around him, he soon felt shrapnel rip through his thigh. Luckily, he was able to make it to a first aid station and was transported to Paris for surgery.

He survived the injury and the war to return to Milwaukee to start building a life--one he never expected to have. “I never thought I would make it,” he told me. “War isn’t a day or a week long. It’s months and years.”


But he made it through those months and years, came home to Milwaukee and soon married Bess Catalano. Having celebrated their 50th Anniversary last year, they have five children and 12 grandchildren. After 25 years, he retired from the U.S. Postal Service, spending plenty of time traveling and participating in various functions at the Italian Community Center, which is built across the street from where he and his seven other siblings lived with their parents.

Like the movie character George Bailey, Sam Busalacchi had a wonderful life. He was a regular guy who worked hard, had dozens of friends and neighbors and a family who adored him. “I don’t know where we would be, if it had not been for men like your father,” said Caroline Foley, MD, of Leuvan, Belgium, during the 2001 trip. “Maybe we’d be speaking German now.” In a small way, dad helped change the world for the better and in a huge way, made it better for his family and friends.

When he passed away peacefully at 3:16 a.m., the intensive care unit was jammed with sobbing family members, on the floor, in chairs and on his bed. Dad even hung on long enough for Father Tim Kitzke to get out of bed and administer last rites. A life of 88 years is a good long run, but not nearly long enough for those of us who knew and loved him.
