
DEVELOPED BY CHERIE REDELINGS
Grade Level(s):  9-12
Subject(s):  Art, Art History, Social Studies
Cemetery Connection: Netherlands American Cemetery
Fallen Hero Connection: Second Lieutenant Gordon Chamberlain

Activity: Design a Battle Monument

Guiding question: 
How and why do we use art and architecture to com-
memorate wars, battles, and fallen heroes?

http://www.nhd.org/
https://chnm.gmu.edu/
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Overview
 Students will learn about Gordon Chamberlain’s career 
as a glider pilot and Operation Varsity, the military 
action in which he perished. Students will then examine 
Chamberlain’s grave marker and several other art works 
at the Netherlands American Cemetery through visual 
images and text. After evaluating the style, purpose, and 
meaning of these art works, they will design their own 
memorial to commemorate Chamberlain and the soldiers 
who perished in the crossing of the Rhine. Art History 
students will have the option to connect World War II war 
memorials to art historical war memorials.

Historical Context
Gordon Chamberlain, a San Diego State College student, 
joined the U.S. Army in 1943 and trained as a glider pilot. 
He participated in airborne operations in Normandy, southern France, Operation Market 
Garden, and the Battle of the Bulge. Chamberlain was killed during the largest airborne 
operation of the war, Operation Varsity. He and other soldiers who perished in the libera-
tion of Holland and the crossing of the Rhine were buried in temporary locations in western 
Germany and the Netherlands. 

After the war, the American Battle Monuments Commission built eight cemeteries in Europe 
to honor and house the remains of their fallen soldiers. Chamberlain’s remains, along with 
the those of over 8,000 other soldiers, were moved from their temporary resting places to the 
Netherlands American Cemetery. Like other AMBC cemeteries, the Netherlands American 
cemetery contains war memorials such as a wall of the missing, a reflection pool, sculptures, 
inscriptions, gravestones, maps, and buildings.The artwork at the cemeteries was meant to 
record the heroic actions of American service members as well as to commemorate the sacri-
fice of the service members and their families with beauty and dignity.  

Netherlands American Cemetery commemorates Gordon Chamberlain and others killed in 
Operation Varsity and other military actions to liberate the Netherlands from Nazi control.

“As an art history teacher, 
I like to involve students in 
the process of creating art. 

As a history teacher, I know 
it is important for students 

to participate in creating the 
memory of past events. By 
designing a war memorial, 

students will have an 
opportunity to do both.”  

— Cherie Redelings

Redelings is a teacher at Francis Parker 
School in San Diego, California.

http://abmceducation.org
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Objectives
At the conclusion of this lesson, students will be able to

• Design a war memorial to commemorate the sacrifice of fallen soldiers in Operation Varsity;

• Explain the rationale behind their design;

• Explain the reasons humans use monuments to commemorate their war dead; and

• Analyze the art works at one cemetery in commemorating the sacrifice of one fallen hero.

Standards Connections
Connections to Common Core

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-10.1.A Come to discussions prepared, having read and researched 
material under study; explicitly draw on that preparation by referring to evidence from texts and 
other research on the topic or issue to stimulate a thoughtful, well-reasoned exchange of ideas.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-10.4 Present information, findings, and supporting evidence clearly, 
concisely, and logically such that listeners can follow the line of reasoning and the organiza-
tion, development, substance, and style are appropriate to purpose, audience, and task.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-10.5 Make strategic use of digital media (e.g., textual, graphical, 
audio, visual, and interactive elements) in presentations to enhance understanding of find-
ings, reasoning, and evidence and to add interest.

Connections to C3 Framework
D2.His.3.9-12 Use questions generated about individuals and groups to assess how the sig-
nificance of their actions changes over time and is shaped by the historical context

D2.His.7.9-12 Explain how the perspectives of people in the present shape interpretations of 
the past.

D2.Soc.9.9-12  Explain the role of social institutions in society

http://abmceducation.org
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/SL/9-10/1/a/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/SL/9-10/4/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/SL/9-10/5/
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Documents Used ★ indicates an ABMC source

Primary Sources
Photograph, Chamberlain in uniform, 1945
Courtesy of Joseph McCulley 

Gordon Chamberlain diary entry, June 11, 1944 (Normandy)
Courtesy of Joseph McCulley

Gordon Chamberlain diary entry, March 17, 1945 (Operation Varsity)
Courtesy of Joseph McCulley

Eloise Jenkins Chamberlain diary entry, 1961
Courtesy of Joseph McCulley

Photograph, Gordon Chamberlain and sister Bobbie
Courtesy of Joseph McCulley

Photograph, Gordon Chamberlain high school portrait, 1939 
Hoover High School yearbook 1939

Photograph, Gliders landing at Normandy, 1944
National Archives and Records Administration

Photograph, Horsa glider crash site
National Archives and Records Administration

Photograph, Los Sabres High School Officers Corps
Courtesy of Joseph McCulley

Secondary Sources 
Excerpt, Philippe Esvelin. D-Day Gliders.

Map of Operation Varsity ★
American Battle Monuments Commission

http://abmceducation.org
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Michael MacRae, “The Flying Coffins of World War II” 
American Society of Mechanical Engineers
https://www.asme.org/engineering-topics/articles/aerospace-defense/
the-flying-coffins-of-world-war-ii

Netherlands American Cemetery Website Page ★
American Battle Monuments Commission
http://www.abmc.gov/cemeteries-memorials/europe/netherlands-american-cemetery#.
VUgtJtpVhHx

Netherlands American Cemetery Visitor Brochure ★
American Battle Monuments Commission
http://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Netherlands%20508_03-26-2015.pdf

Netherlands American Cemetery and Memorial Visitor Booklet ★ 
American Battle Monuments Commission
http://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Netherlands_Booklet.pdf

Matthew J. Seelinger, “Operation VARSITY: The Last Airborne Deployment of World War II” 
National Museum of the United States Army
https://armyhistory.org/operation-varsity-the-last-airborne-deployment-of-world-war-ii/

Major Leon Spencer, “Eight Missions” 
National World War II Glider Pilots Association, Inc.
http://www.ww2gp.org/eight_missions.php

The Crossing of the Rhine: Operation Plunder and Operation Varsity
Liberation Route Europe
http://liberationroute.com/the-netherlands/historical-location/
the-crossing-of-the-rhine-operation-plunder-and-varsity

http://abmceducation.org
https://www.asme.org/engineering-topics/articles/aerospace-defense/the-flying-coffins-of-world-war-ii
https://www.asme.org/engineering-topics/articles/aerospace-defense/the-flying-coffins-of-world-war-ii
http://www.abmc.gov/cemeteries-memorials/europe/netherlands-american-cemetery#.VUgtJtpVhHx
http://www.abmc.gov/cemeteries-memorials/europe/netherlands-american-cemetery#.VUgtJtpVhHx
http://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Netherlands%20508_03-26-2015.pdf
http://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Netherlands_Booklet.pdf
https://armyhistory.org/operation-varsity-the-last-airborne-deployment-of-world-war-ii/
http://www.ww2gp.org/eight_missions.php
http://liberationroute.com/the-netherlands/historical-location/the-crossing-of-the-rhine-operation-plunder-and-varsity
http://liberationroute.com/the-netherlands/historical-location/the-crossing-of-the-rhine-operation-plunder-and-varsity
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Materials
• Design a War Memorial PowerPoint presentation

• A Glider Pilot in World War II handout

• In Memoriam Organizer

• Netherlands American Cemetery Visitors Brochure

• Design a War Memorial Assessment

• Evaluation Rubrics

• Graph paper and colored pencils

Lesson Preparation
• Print one copy of the lesson materials (A Glider Pilot in World War II, In Memoriam Organizer, 

Design a War Memorial Assessment, and Evaluation Rubric) for each student.

• Print one copy of the Netherlands American Cemetery Visitors Brochure for each group of three 
students.

Procedure
Activity One: Art Historical Monuments (30 minutes)

• Teachers will introduce the lesson using the guiding question, How and why do we use art and 
architecture to commemorate wars, battles, and fallen heroes?

 ◦ Teachers can generate a brief discussion about why humans use art to commemorate war.

 ◦ Teachers can encourage students to identify war memorials or battle monuments they have 
seen in their community, at battlefields, or in museums. 

• Students will analyze famous war memorials and battle monuments from several cultures 
and time periods. Using PowerPoint presentation slides students will view and read about art 
historical memorials.

 ◦ Students will answer questions about art historical monuments, and then decide on the 
“message” of the memorial. 

 ◦ Extension: If students have access to the Internet, they can research an art historical monu-
ments in greater depth.

http://abmceducation.org
http://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Netherlands%2520508_03-26-2015.pdf
http://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Netherlands%2520508_03-26-2015.pdf
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Activity Two: Historical Context (30 minutes)
• In groups of three, students will explore the military career of one fallen soldier, the function of 

military gliders during World War II, and the battle in which the soldier perished. 

• Using the Activity Two PowerPoint slides in conjunction with the A Glider Pilot in World War II 
handout, students will explore one aspect of World War II historical context:

 ◦ Student One: Gordon C. Chamberlain: Glider Pilot

 ◦ Student two: Gliders in World War II

 ◦ Student three: Operation Varsity 

• Each student will read the handout and view the PowerPoint, then facilitate the completion 
of one aspect of the historical context on the In Memoriam organizer, sharing the information 
with other members of the group.

• If time permits, students can conduct more in-depth research on gliders, pilots, and Operation 
Varsity. 

Activity Three: War Memorials and Battle Monuments (30 minutes)
• In groups, students will examine and discuss the war memorials in the Netherlands American 

cemetery by using the Netherlands-American Cemetery Visitors Brochure and/or viewing the 
PowerPoint slides.

 ◦ Students will identify and describe five war memorials at the Netherlands American 
cemetery.

 ◦ Students will discuss each war memorial using the following questions:

• Which population would especially relate to each particular war memorial?

• Which war memorial would be especially meaningful to Gordon Chamberlain’s wife? His 
parents? His fellow soldiers? A student on a school trip?

• What does each war memorial tell us about the people who created it?

• What is meaningful about the materials or style?

• What would this memorial mean to later generations of Americans, or later generations of 
Dutch citizens?

• In one sentence, what does this war memorial say to you?

• Teachers can assess each student’s contributions to the discussion using the Discussion Rubric.

http://abmceducation.org
http://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Netherlands%2520508_03-26-2015.pdf
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Assessment
Design a War Memorial or Battle Monument

• This activity can be done in class or as a homework assignment. Ideally, the activity would be 
done after students have had a chance to discuss and reflect on the guiding question and 
subsidiary questions and plan their design.

• Students will use colored pencils and paper to design a war memorial to be installed at the 
Netherlands American cemetery in commemoration of the anniversary of Operation Varsity.

• Students will write a rationale supporting their design to the ABMC. This rationale should 
integrate information from Activity Two.

• Students will present their drawings and rationale to their group. 

 ◦ The presentation should include analysis of monuments already present at Netherlands 
American cemetery, integrating information from Activity Three.

• Finally, students should revisit the guiding question, How and why do we use art and architecture 
to commemorate wars, battles, and fallen heroes?

 ◦ Responses during discussion should include information presented during the earlier 
activities.

• Teachers can assess the student’s design for a war memorial using the Visual Image Rubric and 
the the student’s rationale for a war memorial using the Written Rationale Rubric. 

Methods for Extension
• Students can research another fallen service member buried at an ABMC cemetery.

 ◦ Students can create a war memorial for the service member of his or her choice rather than 
for the soldier covered in the lesson.

 ◦ Other ABMC cemeteries offer a brochure like the one at Netherlands American Cemetery, 
explaining monuments and memorials.

• For Art History students:

 ◦ Students can research a war memorial from another culture or time period.

• Students can compare and contrast the artistic styles of other war memorials with the 
ABMC World War II war memorials from Netherlands American Cemetery.

• Students can research the purpose of the other war memorials.

• Famous battle monuments and war memorials include:

http://abmceducation.org
http://www.abmc.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Netherlands%2520508_03-26-2015.pdf
www.abmc.gov
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 ◦ the stele of Naram-Sin

 ◦ the plaque at Thermopylae commemorating the Spartan sacrifice

 ◦ the Arch of Titus

 ◦ India Gate (or All India) war memorial

 ◦ Battle of Iwo Jima sculpture

 ◦ Vietnam War Memorial

 ◦ Yakasuni Shrine

 ◦ “Gattamelata” equestrian statue

• Students can read about the controversy surrounding the construction of the Vietnam War 
memorial in Washington, D.C.

• The American Battle Monuments Commission maintains U.S. military cemeteries overseas. 
These cemeteries are permanent memorials to the fallen, but it is important that students 
know the stories of those who rest here. To learn more about the stories of some of 
the men and women who made the ultimate sacrifice, visit www.abmceducation.org/
understandingsacrifice/abmc-sites.

Adaptations
• For younger learners, teachers or support staff can read the handouts aloud or can use only the 

PowerPoint slides and the design activity. 

• In Activity Three, teachers can divide the class into five groups and ask each group to describe 
one of the memorials in the Netherlands American Cemetery.

http://abmceducation.org
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Design a War Memorial 
Activity One: Historical Memorials 

Activity Two: World War II Context 

Activity Three: A World War II Cemetery 

Assessment Activity: Design a War Memorial  

Why Do we Create War Memorials? 
Activity One: Art Historical Monuments 

•  Who creates war memorials? 

•  To whom are the monuments 
important?  

•  Which war memorials are familiar to 
you? 

 

To answer the guiding question, consider the following: 

•  Where are war memorials placed? 

•  What forms do war memorials 
take? 

•  Who or what do war memorials 
commemorate? 

 

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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Standard of Ur 

Standard of Ur, c. 2600 BCE, Sumerian. Shell, limestone, lapis 
lazuli, bitumen, 21.6 cm x 49.5 cm. British Museum. Subject of 
commemoration unknown. 

Activity One: Art Historical Memorials 

Arch of Titus 

Arch of Titus (right) with Menorah Relief (left), 81 CE, Roman 
Empire. Marble, 15 m high. Rome, Italy. Commemorates the sack 
of Jerusalem by Roman general,Titus. 

Activity One: Art Historical Memorials 

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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Augustus 
Augustus of Prima Porta, c. 20 
CE, Roman Empire. Marble,  
2 m. high. Vatican Museums. 
Commemorates Augustus’ 
victory over the Parthians. 

Activity One: Art Historical Memorials 

Bayeux Tapestry 

Bayeux Tapestry, 1066 – 1080 CE, Romanesque England or France. 
Linen and wool, 70 m. x 50 cm. Bayeux, France. Commemorates 
William of Normandy’s victory over the Anglo-Saxons at the Battle 
of Hastings. 

Activity One: Art Historical Memorials 

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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Yakasuni War Shrine 

Yakasuni War Shrine, 1869 CE, Meiji Restoration. Wood, copper. 
Tokyo, Japan. Commemorates more than 2 million who died in war 
for Japan. 

Activity One: Art Historical Memorials 

India Gate (All India War Memorial) 

India Gate, 1921 CE, British India. Red stone, 42 m. high. New Delhi, 
India. Commemorates 82,000 Indian soldiers who died during 1914 – 1921 
in British wars. 

Activity One: Art Historical Memorials 

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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Monument to the  
Women of World War II 

Monument to the Women of 
World War II, modern 
Britain. Bronze, 6.7 m. high. 
Whitehall, London, England. 
Commemorates the hundreds 
of jobs women did during 
World War II. 

Activity One: Art Historical Memorials 

Vietnam War Memorial 

Vietnam War Memorial, 1982 CE, modern U.S. Gabbro, 3 acres. 
Washington D.C., U.S.A. Commemorates over 58,000 U.S. soldiers 
who died in the Vietnam War. 

Activity One: Art Historical Memorials 

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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Gordon Chamberlain: Glider Pilot 
Gordon Chamberlain was born in 1921 in San Diego, California. He and his 

sister, Bobbie, enjoyed taking driving vacations in the western states.  

Activity Two: World War II Historical Context 

In 1939, two years 
before Pearl Harbor, 
Chamberlain wore a 

uniform for his 
senior portrait. 

Chamberlain was a 
member of Los Sabres, the 

Hoover High School 
Officer’s Club. 

Gordon Chamberlain: Glider Pilot 

“A job which I knew held considerable 
peril…” Apr 1942 

“Dropped paratroopers from gliders 
today and was it fun! I believe it may 
possibly change the future of  combat 
gliders.” Nov 1943 

“Went to navigation classes today. 
Had some dope on radar…” Dec 1944 

“Been back to England twice to get 
gliders…Things are shaping up to an 
airborne mission soon now.” March 
1945 

Activity Two: World War II Historical Context 

Chamberlain kept a diary to record his 
experiences as a glider pilot.  

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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Gordon Chamberlain: Glider Pilot 
Chamberlain flew a glider in World War 2. He participated in the D-Day invasion, in 

Operation Market Garden, the Battle of the Bulge, and Operation Varsity. 

Activity Two: World War II Historical Context 

Chamberlain crash-landed during the D-
Day invasion. He waited for a lull in 

German fire to get a jeep from the beach 
to transport the wounded.  

Chamberlain was killed on March 24, 1945, 
during Operation Varsity. He landed his 

troops and equipment, but was hit by enemy 
fire. 

Combat Glider program 

Combat gliders were developed and tested by the Allies in 1942 and 1943. 
They were constructed of metal and wood and covered with fabric. Military 

transport planes towed them to their destinations. 

Activity Two: World War II Historical Context 

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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The Glider Program 

The Allies used gliders during World War II to transport men and equipment 
behind enemy lines. Troops attacked enemy defenses and transportation links. 

Activity Two: World War II Historical Context 

Gliders were used to provide support 
to paratroopers during the invasion of 

Normandy in June, 1944. 

Known as “flying coffins” and “tow 
targets”, gliders were difficult to pilot. 

During Operation Varsity, in March 1945,  
ten percent of the glider pilots were killed.  

Operation Varsity: The plan 
Operation Varsity was the code name for the airborne operation to secure a 

foothold across the Rhine River. It took place March 24 — 31, 1945. 

Activity Two: World War II Historical Context 

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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Operation Varsity: The Result 

Transport planes released paratroopers, supplies, and gliders on the east side of 
Rhine River during Operation Varsity. It was the largest airborne operation of 

World War II. The operation was a success, but costly for the glider forces. 

Activity Two: World War II Historical Context 

C-47 transport planes and CG-4A 
gliders on March 24, 1945, the first 

day of Operation Varsity.  

World War II War Memorials  
After World War II, several organizations erected monuments to commemorate 

those who fought in the war.  

Activity Three: Commemoration 

The Higgins Boat memorial recalls the 
tragic difficulties capturing the beaches 

during the D-Day invasion. 

A heroic military figure on the Wall of 
the Missing commemorates fallen 
heroes at the ABMC cemetery in 

Cambridge, England 

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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World War II War Memorials  
Monuments erected at ABMC cemeteries contain religious motifs, and symbols 

of war.  

Activity Three: Commemoration 

St. Nabor, at the Lorraine 
cemetery, is a local saint 

historically revered by the 
French . 

This mosaic at Cambridge American cemetery 
shows an angel flying with different airborne 

troops. 

World War II War Memorials  
Some recent monuments on European battlefields acknowledge the losses 

suffered by all participants in the war.  

Activity Three: Commemoration 

The “Freedom Tree” at Utah Beach in 
Normandy includes inscriptions in English, 

French, and German. 

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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World War II War Memorials  

Recent war memorials commemorate the anniversary of the Normandy landings.  

Activity Three: Commemoration 

“Instants” is a memorial with 
painted and engraved handprints of 

veterans who fought on Utah Beach. 

Inland roads from Utah beach are named for 
soldiers from the 1st Engineer Special Brigade 

who were killed in action.  

The Challenge 

Your firm has been invited to submit a design for a new monument to be placed 
in the Netherlands-American cemetery. The monument will commemorate the 
sacrifice of those who, like Gordon Chamberlain, died in the Rhine crossing. 

Assessment: Design a War Memorial 

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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Your PROPOSAL 
Your proposal must include: 

•  A clear, careful, and detailed color drawing of the memorial you 
propose to build at the Netherlands-American cemetery 

•  Labels or notations indicating the dimensions of the memorial 

•  Location of the memorial within the cemetery 

•  Materials for the memorial 

•  A written rationale explaining  

•  why you chose the design, materials, size, style, and location  

•  the meaning or message of your memorial 

Assessment: Design a War Memorial 

Pre-Existing Monuments 

Your design should complement the 
monuments already present at the 

Netherlands cemetery. (Left) The 

Memorial Chapel (Below) The Reflecting 

Pool, with Mourning Woman 

Assessment: Design a War Memorial 

Gordon’s senior 
picture in 1939. Two 

years before Pearl 
Harbor, he is already 

in uniform. 

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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Pre-Existing Monuments (2) 
Assessment: Design a War Memorial 

The map at the entrance to the 
cemetery is made of local materials; it 

shows military operations in 
northwestern Europe in 1944 and 1945. 

The Wall of the Missing records the 
names of soldiers during whose remains 

were never recovered.  

Pre-Existing Monuments (3) 
Assessment: Design a War Memorial 

Flowers and plantings have been a 
significant feature of war memorials. 

Design a War Memorial PPT

http://abmceducation.org
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Pre-existing Monuments (4) 
Assessment: Design a War Memorial 

The “Tree of Life” 
door to the chapel 

and inscription 
above the door. 

(above) The Dutch crown 
in a field of stars, 

donated by the Dutch 
government. 

(Left) the Mourning 
Woman, with flying 

doves. 

Design a War Memorial PPT
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In Memoriam Organizer
Design a War Memorial

Guiding question: Why and how do humans create war memorials?

Begin to explore the guiding questions by discussing the following questions. 

• Which war memorials are familiar to you? 

• Who creates war memorials? 

• Where are war memorials placed?

• What do war memorials commemorate? 

• What forms do war memorials take? 

• To whom are the monuments important?

A. Art Historical War Memorials and Battle Monuments 
List three well-known war memorials or battle monuments, and give information about each.

Memorial Place Purpose Style/Description

Using visual and historical clues, give the “message” of each monument:

1.

2.

3.

http://abmceducation.org
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B. Historical Context 
Read the handout “A World War II Glider Pilot” and/or view the Powerpoint Presentation. Take 
notes on the following:

Gordon Chamberlain - 
How do you think Chamberlain felt about serving in World War II?

What do you think he chose to be a glider pilot?

How did he feel about his role in the D-Day invasion?

How did he feel about his upcoming role in Operation Varsity?

Combat Glider Program - 
How were gliders made?

What was the military role of gliders during World War II?

What were pilots in troop carrier squadrons supposed to do after they landed supplies?

How do you think glider pilots felt about their role?

In which missions did glider pilots participate during World War II?

Operation Varsity - 
When and where did Operation Varsity take place?

Why did the Allies want to invade this part of Germany?

What was the role of gliders in Operation Varsity?

Would you call Operation Varsity a success?  

C. Commemoration 
Discuss the monuments erected by various groups, including the American Battle 
Monuments Commission, to honor the fallen soldiers of World War II:

• How would you describe the style of each monument?
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• Is there a style or theme common to all ABMC monuments?

Discuss the five monuments in place at the Netherlands-American cemetery:

• How would you describe each monument?

• What is the “message” of each monument?

• For whom do you think each monument was designed?

If you were a member of Gordon Chamberlain’s family, would you feel that his sacrifice was 
adequately commemorated by these memorials? How might you feel about the grave adop-
tion program?

Review and Reflect 
Discuss the following questions again in light of your knowledge about World War II and the 
memorials that commemorate it:

• Who creates war memorials?

• Where are war memorials placed?

• What do war memorials commemorate?

• What forms do war memorials take?

• To whom are the monuments important?
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A World War II Glider Pilot

Before the War

Gordon Clark Chamberlain was the eldest child of a middle-class San Diego family. Gordon, 
his sister Barbara, and their parents enjoyed exploring the San Diego backcountry and taking 
driving vacations in the western states. Always interested in the military, Gordon joined the 
Officers’ Club of Hoover High School’s R.O.T.C. unit in October of his senior year, one month 
after World War II broke out in Europe. 
Chamberlain attended San Diego State University in fall 1940. He served on the Associated 
Students publicity committee, was president of the college Toastmasters organization, and 
starred in a college production, The Colonel’s Lady. During the summers he worked at a local 
department store and became acquainted with his future wife, Eloise Jensen.

“A Job Which I Knew Held Considerable Peril…”

On December 29, 1941, Chamberlain enlisted at Fort Rosecrans, San Diego, as an aviation 
cadet. After 11 hours of flying, he was still unable to take a plane up on his own; he was elimi-
nated from the program and discharged in March 1942. Three months later he tried again, 
this time enlisting as a glider pilot, “a job which I knew held considerable peril later on...” he 
wrote in his diary. Chamberlain graduated from the glider program in February 1943. He 
spent several more months in training in Louisville, Kentucky. In May, 1943, Eloise came to 
Kentucky and they were married.

Military Experience
Gliders were new for the U.S. Army in 1942. These wooden aircraft were attached by cable 
to military transport planes and towed to the target. Landing infantrymen and equipment 
behind enemy lines, gliders had some advantages over other aircraft. They flew silently, and 
thus were especially effective during night landings. They could land heavy equipment, such 
as tanks, jeeps, and anti-aircraft guns. Gordon Chamberlain was a glider pilot in the 436th 
Troop Carrier Group; his job was to land troops and men ahead of the Allied armies during an 
operation and then to make his way back to the nearest Allied base.

In January 1944, Chamberlain traveled on the Queen Mary to England. He and his squadron 
began flying training missions. There were long periods when the glider pilots could not fly 
because of the weather. The pilots went to village pubs, played poker, and slept until noon. 
On one of the missions, Gordon “cracked up my glider — into two others. Didn’t get hurt, 
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but I was lucky.” He was forced to work in the service squadron until all three gliders were 
repaired.

By the middle of May 1944, the pilots knew that invasion day was close. They took courses in 
paratroop drops and received new rifles. They went on nighttime navigation runs “about 7 
miles across country.” 

“Thirty hours from now we will make our drive. We hope God will be with all of us.”

The day before D-Day, Chamberlain and his fellow pilot, Casey, tossed a coin to see which 
one would act as pilot; Chamberlain won the toss. He wrote in his diary, “Thirty hours from 
now we will make our drive. We hope God will be with all of us.” Their glider took off at 4:45 
a.m. for France carrying infantrymen and heavy equipment.  At 7:00 a.m. they crashed in an 
open field. The landing knocked Chamberlain and Casey unconscious. When they awoke they 
found their seats twisted to face the back of the glider; the infantrymen aboard their glider 
thought their pilots had been killed. Gordon and Casey delivered their troops and equipment 
and lay in the field for hours to avoid German fire.

Chamberlain then set off for the beaches to return with a litter-jeep to collect the injured. 
Once back on the beach, he and Casey were assigned to guard 217 German prisoners being 
sent to England. Chamberlain received a Presidential Unit Citation and the Air Medal for 
“superb performance in initial troop carrier phases of the invasion.” In a letter to one of 
his professors at San Diego State University, Gordon responded to praise of his actions at 
Normandy by crediting the medics with extraordinary heroism. “I know of many an airborne 
man who would not be alive today had it not been for the tireless efforts of those [medics]…
many of whom made excellent targets for German snipers.”

Chamberlain’s troop carrier group carried out other missions during 1944 and 1945. They 
dropped paratroopers in Holland during Operation Market Garden in September 1945. They 
assisted in dropping  supplies to the 101st Airborne division surrounded at Bastogne. In 
December, Chamberlain attended navigation classes and learned about radar. “Pretty inter-
esting!” he remarked in his diary.

Operation Varsity: the mostly costly glider mission

In February 1945, Chamberlain’s group relocated to France. It was obvious that an important 
airborne mission was ahead. “We draw weapons tomorrow and get our glider assignments.…
I won’t worry once I can act on the ground, but I know how scared I’ll be while in the air.” 
Operation Varsity, the crossing of the Rhine River into Germany, included 906 gliders, the 
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largest fleet in the war. It ended up being the most costly in terms of airborne casualties. 
Eighty-eight pilots lost their lives, including Gordon Chamberlain. 

A San Diego State college friend, James Wallace, saw Chamberlain’s final landing site and 
recalled: “I saw him in the field but there wasn’t much anyone could do. He landed his load in 
good condition and took care of his troops.” After landing his glider, Chamberlain was killed 
by enemy fire.

Commemoration
In late March, 1945, Gordon Chamberlain was buried in Margraten, Holland, in the site that 
would become the Netherlands American Cemetery. On Memorial Day 1946, Mary Knicknie, 
of Maastricht, Holland, wrote to Chamberlain’s family, requesting permission to care for 
Chamberlain’s grave. “I beg you to send me his home address. For I think that the picture 
I made from his grave are [sic] great souvenirs for his family.” This program, still function-
ing today, is called “adopting” a grave.  When Knicknie passed away, the Offermans family 
adopted Chamberlain’s grave. “During the war, the Germans imprisoned my father for hiding 
Jews,” Mr. Offerman says. “The Americans liberated him from a Nazi prison two days before he 
was scheduled to be executed. I show my appreciation for the sacrifice of these Americans by 
putting flowers on Gordon Chamberlain’s grave at least once per month.”
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Assessment: Design A War Memorial
The American Battle Monuments Commission has invited your firm to submit a design for a 
new war memorial to be placed in the Netherlands American cemetery. The monument will 
commemorate the battle for the Rhine in 1944 and 1945, and those soldiers who, like Gordon 
Chamberlain, died in the Rhine actions.

Your proposal must include a visual image, drawn by you, and a written rationale.

The visual image should include:

• Your name and the name of your firm

• A clear, careful, and detailed color drawing of the memorial you propose to build at the 
Netherlands-American cemetery

• Labels or notations indicating the dimensions of the memorial

• Location of the memorial within the cemetery

• Materials for the memorial

• A written rationale explaining

 ◦ why you chose the design, materials, size, style, and location

 ◦ the meaning or message of your memorial

You will present the drawing and the rationale to class members.
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Rubric 1: Discussion
Exceeds expectations Meets Expectations Approaches Expectations Needs Improvement

Student produced profound, 
insightful, or original 
contributions, referred 
specifically to information 
presented, and responded 
meaningfully to contributions 
of others.  

Student produced thoughtful, 
relevant contributions, 
listened and responded to 
contributions of others.  

Student produced some 
contributions, but they may 
have been less relevant. 
Student may have responded, 
but failed to interact with 
ideas of others.

Student produced no 
contributions, or no relevant 
contributions. Student failed 
to listen to or respond to 
ideas of others.

Rubric 2: Visual Image
Exceeds expectations Meets Expectations Approaches Expectations Needs Improvement

Design is clearly, carefully, 
and strikingly rendered in 
great detail, in color, and 
with all relevant elements, 
including labels for size and 
materials. Message isclear 
and compelling.

Design is clearly, rendered 
in color, with all relevant 
elements, including labels for 
size and materials. Message 
is clear.

Design is clear, though not 
detailed and may be lacking 
some relevant elements, 
including labels for size and 
materials, included. Message 
may be ambiguous.

Design is unclear and lacks 
detail, including labels for size 
and materials. Image shows 
little understanding of task.

Rubric 3: Written Rationale
Exceeds expectations Meets Expectations Approaches Expectations Needs improvement

Written rationale is 
exceptionally clear, reflects 
information covered 
during activities, contains 
all required elements, and 
demonstrates profound and 
extended reflection on the 
history and purpose of war 
memorials.

Written rationale is clear, 
reflects some information 
covered during lesson, 
contains most required 
elements, and demonstrates 
some reflection on the 
history and purpose of war 
memorials.

Written explanation lacks 
some clarity, and may lack 
reference to information 
covered during activities. It 
demonstrates some reflection 
on and understanding of the 
history and purpose of war 
memorials.

Written explanation is mostly 
incomplete, lacking reference 
to information covered 
during lesson. It reflects a 
surface, or inaccurate grasp 
of the history and purpose of 
war memorials
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Photograph, Chamberlain in Uniform, 1945
Courtesy of Joseph McCulley
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Photograph, Gordon Chamberlain high school yearbook portrait, 1939
Hoover High School yearbook 1939
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Photograph, Gordon Chamberlain and sister Bobbie
Courtesy of Joseph McCulley

http://abmceducation.org


Activity: Design a Battle Monument | Handouts

ABMCEDUCATION.ORG 
American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day | Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media

Gordon Chamberlain diary entry, June 11, 1944 (Normandy)
Courtesy of Joseph McCulley
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Gordon Chamberlain diary entry, March 17, 1945 (Operation Varsity)
Courtesy of Joseph McCulley

http://abmceducation.org


Activity: Design a Battle Monument | Handouts

ABMCEDUCATION.ORG 
American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day | Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media

Eloise Jenkins Chamberlain diary entry, 1961
Courtesy of Joseph McCulley
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Excerpt, Esvelin, D-Day Gliders
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Excerpt, Esvelin, D-Day Gliders
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Excerpt, Esvelin, D-Day Gliders
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Excerpt, Esvelin, D-Day Gliders
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Excerpt, Esvelin, D-Day Gliders
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Excerpt, Esvelin, D-Day Gliders
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Excerpt, Esvelin, D-Day Gliders
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Excerpt, Esvelin, D-Day Gliders
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Excerpt, Esvelin, D-Day Gliders
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Excerpt, Esvelin, D-Day Gliders

http://abmceducation.org


Activity: Design a Battle Monument | Handouts

ABMCEDUCATION.ORG 
American Battle Monuments Commission | National History Day | Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media

Excerpt, Esvelin, D-Day Gliders
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Photograph, Gliders landing at Normandy, 1944
National Archives and Records Administration
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Photograph, Horsa glider crash site
National Archives and Records Administration
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Map of Operation Varsity in Netherland American Cemetery Visitors Brochure 
American Battle Monuments Commission
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Netherlands American Cemetery Visitors Brochure
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