WWII friends reunited after 65 years
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Decades and oceans aren't enough to keep some friends apart.  Following a series of e-mails and international inquiries spanning just a few weeks, Roy Laman, 91, of Fort Collins has made contact with a friend he has not seen since his days serving with the U.S. Army in World War II.  Laman recently was reunited - at least digitally - with Irmine Philips-Leufkens of Heerlen, the Netherlands, who he has not communicated with since she was a girl.
They met during the war when Laman and another American soldier were billeted in the Leufkens family's home in Heerlen in 1944. Irmine, one of five children in the family, was about 6 years old.
Laman served with the Army's Second Signal Battalion as a code clerk at headquarters. His unit followed the battalion as it moved through France, Holland, Luxem-bourg, Belgium and Germany.
Billeting with families was not unusual for some soldiers, he said, depending on the nature of their work. Laman jokes his unit was "far enough up front to not have to wear a tie but far enough back not to get shot at."
Being able to spend time with the Dutch family was a "great experience," he said.
"They were tremendously kind to (the other soldier) and myself," he said. "They treated us as members of the family."
Laman became friends with all of the children during the three weeks he lived in the home but particularly remembers Irmine. They often went for walks and played games, he said.
He brought the family food from Army commissary, including chocolate, which was "like gold" to them, he said. The family was less impressed with canned sweet corn.
When the time came for Laman to move out with his unit, one of the Leukfens sisters cut a braid from her hair and gave it to him as a memento. He carried it with him for the duration of his time in the European Theater, including at the Battle of the Bulge.
When the war in Europe ended, Laman came back to the United States on a troop ship. An outbreak of scabies - an itchy skin infection caused by mites - led to all of the returning soldiers' personal items getting tossed overboard, including their souvenirs.
 Laman told the story of the braid to Brad Hoopes, a local man whose hobby is to record interviews with World War II veterans. The recordings are given to the veterans on a DVD so their families have keepsakes.
document.write(""); Hoopes said his hobby - the Northern Colorado Veteran History Project - is intended to remember and honor those who served our country. With permission from the families, copies of the DVDs he makes are given to museums and the Library of Congress.
Hoopes said he was touched by Laman's story.
"After I heard the story, I knew I had to track her down," he said. "I had some photos but no family name to work with."
Hoopes contacted the Limburger newspaper in Heerlen about the story in March and sent along photos Laman had from the war. Reporter Stefan Gillisson wrote a story about the search for Irmine that ran April 10.
The response was immediate. Neighbors of Irmine, who is now in her 70s, and her sister called to let her know she was in the paper.
The find set off a string of e-mails among Laman's family, Hoopes and Mariette Leufkens, a niece of Irmine's who lives in California. Digital photos and copies of the articles written in Dutch were exchanged.
A follow-up story about Irmine in the Dutch paper includes excerpts from her wartime diary that mention Laman, including him taking her to meet Gen. Dwight Eisenhower.
After the war, Laman returned to Denver and went to work for his brother in a printing business. In time, he met his wife, Marilyn, and life went on. He lost all contact with the Leufkens family.
Roy and Marilyn Laman have exchanged YouTube greetings with Philips-Leufkens. In the videos, they speak about their families and hold up photos.
They hope to eventually be able to speak with each other through a video link-up. Laman said he is grateful Hoopes went through the effort of finding his old friend.
"I'm really thrilled this has all happened," he said. 
