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TO: Winchester Select Board 

FROM: Ellen Knight, Reference Archivist 

DATE: 30 December 2019 

RE: WWII 75th Anniversary 

 

 

During the 75th anniversary of the Battle of the Bulge in Belgium, the story of one of 

Winchester’s native sons, Lt. Col. John D. Hanlon, a WWII war hero who found a special place 

in the affections of two countries, has been recently featured by the media in Belgium. 

Consequently, the name of Winchester has also been in Belgian news. 

 

This year, as many stories of the battles have been retold, Hanlon’s story was the subject of: 

 a TV report on RTBF (Radio Télévision Belge Francophone), including historic 

photographs and film footage, to which there is a link on the Archival Center’s web page 

  a report from the Flemish station VRT NWS, available as a print story on the Web, also 

linked at the Archival Center’s web page 

 a special edition of the newspaper VLAN, a copy of which has been donated to the 

collections of the Archival Center by a Belgian historian, along with some other souvenir 

print items and digital photographs.  

 

Also, the observances at the Mardesson Memorial (attended by heads of state) concluded with an 

artistic performance alluding to the story. A video of this ceremony is also now part of the 

archival collection.  

 

Further, copies of my book 500 Sheets: Lt. Col. John D. Hanlon’s Debt of Honor which the 2015 

Board of Selectmen sent as a gift to Belgium and which was presented to the mayor of Bastogne 

by the US Ambassador to Belgium have been offered for sale at the shop of the Bastogne War 

Museum. Some of its material was used in the above-noted reports. 

 

The purpose of this memo is to acquaint you with and to make public this recent attention to a 

Winchester story which is still remembered in Belgium, as well as by some in our town.  I may 

also note that, during the 75th anniversary of World War II, I have collected some other 

memorable stories and documents and that we welcome the donation of any and all materials on 

this era for preservation and future access. 
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A précis of the story: 

 

Lt. Col. Hanlon was a battalion leader with the 101st Airborne, sent to defend Bastogne in 

December 1944. During the Siege of Bastogne, on the verge of battle after a fresh and deep 

snow, Hanlon sought and received camouflage from Belgian villagers in the form of bedsheets. 

Although other American units had the same idea, Hanlon was unique in making a promise to 

return the sheets and keeping that promise by revisiting Belgium in 1948 with over 500 sheets, 

most contributed by Winchester residents. When he returned the sheets, on Feb. 21, 1948, he was 

fêted on “Winchester Day” in Bastogne, Longchamps, and Hemroulle, a day for celebrating 

friendship and remembrance (documented by Life magazine).  

 

Bedsheets have become a symbol of friendship and gratitude between Belgium and the United 

States. For example, during the 70th anniversary in 2013 Ambassador Denise Bauer gave a 

specially embroidered set of sheets to the mayor of Bastogne “In remembrance of the sacrifice of 

the People of the United States and of Belgium during the winter of 1944.”  

 

 

 

 

Attachment: 

 

Two excerpts from the VRT report which reference Winchester, one in the original Dutch and 

the other as translated into French - when viewed on the Web, the text may also be translated 

into English. 
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