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			Prologue

			June 6, 1944

			About 2:10 a.m.

			When his transport plane emerged from the fogbank around 700 feet over the fields of France’s Cotentin Peninsula, Lieutenant Robert Moss of H Company, 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment, was standing in the open doorway at the rear of the cabin. The air rushing by his face was cold, and the drone of the C-47’s twin engines deafening.

			The moon was near full and high in the ink-dark sky. Red, blue, and green tracers arced up past the plane and black-gray puffs of flak exploded all around, each one sending hundreds of jagged metal fragments in all directions. It was the finest fireworks show any of them had ever seen, beautiful yet terrifying.

			They hadn’t taken any direct hits yet, but each concussion from the bursting shells rocked the plane, and the seventeen heavily laden troopers standing behind their platoon leader in the dark cabin, left arms raised, their hands gripping the static lines hooked to the metal anchor cable running the length of the cabin’s ceiling, held on for dear life. They were getting edgy, pushing and surging against Moss, swearing and urging him to jump. But something was wrong. He couldn’t see any other planes, and the red “ready” light next to the doorway had been on far too long—why hadn’t the green light next to it come on?

			At thirty, Moss was one of his company’s oldest men, a Virginian who had enlisted and volunteered for the Airborne. He’d been selected for Officers Candidate School (OCS) after jump training, and graduated as a second lieutenant. In September 1942, he’d used a weeklong furlough to go home to Richmond and marry his sweetheart, Helen. Moss hadn’t seen her or their eleven-month-old baby girl in six months. He wanted very much to see them again.

			As Moss prepared himself to jump, the ready light still glowing red, the crew chief made his way down the narrow aisle through the scrum of men and equipment and told him the pilots couldn’t find the drop zone (DZ)—they were lost. Did the lieutenant want to go back to England? Behind Moss, his troopers were getting louder. He knew they’d throw him out and follow him before they’d return over the Channel or kill him when they got back.

			Moss said, “Are we over France?”

			“Yes.”

			“Give us the green light. We’re going.”

			A moment later, he leaped out the door. The static line pulled his chute free, and the jerk when it billowed out and filled was wrenching but welcome. Below him he could see what looked like a large pasture. As a strong wind carried him past it, he realized it was the Merderet River, one of the features they had studied; normally a modest little stream, now it looked flooded over a vast area. Then houses came up, and a few seconds later he slammed through the thatched roof of a stone barn. He hung in a corner, just a foot from the floor, swinging from wall to wall. Oddly enough, in a night training jump a few months earlier, he had dropped through the thatched roof of an English farmhouse into the farmer’s bedroom, where he and his wife were in bed.

			Now Moss pulled a trench knife from his boot holster and slashed the right suspension lines of his parachute. Hanging by his left shoulder, still banging back and forth, he heard German voices outside, and a Schmeisser machine pistol fired through the open doorway. By the moonlight outside, Moss could see two figures approaching. He grasped his .45 pistol in its shoulder holster but it had a hair trigger and went off, barely missing his arm. He started shooting. A German soldier came in firing his Schmeisser, and one of Moss’s .45 slugs hit him and knocked him back against the wall, where he slid to the floor and didn’t get up. Moss grabbed his knife and slashed the left suspension lines and dropped to the ground. Still in his harness, he scrambled over to the open doorway and looked out. The other German stood six feet away. Moss shot him and the soldier spun around and fell dead. Moss crawled through the doorway and around the side of the barn, then got to his feet, dashed down a driveway to a road, and ran across it into the dark cover of an apple orchard.

			He could hear gunfire in the distance. He stayed in the shadows of the trees to catch his breath and cut away his harness, then spent the next hour reconnoitering. He didn’t see a single soul, friend, enemy, or Frenchman, but he found out he was on the outskirts of a village named Chef-du-Pont. He knew where that was and he knew it wasn’t where he was supposed to be. He set out west, through the patchwork bocage of small fields and thick hedgerows toward what sounded like M1 rifle fire, in search of his men. They had a bridge to take, and to hold, and they had to do it soon.[1]

		

	
		
			Introduction

			
				The French people are now slaves. Only a successful Overlord can free them.

				General Dwight D. Eisenhower[1]

			

			In the spring of 1944, the world was at war.

			For four long years, Western Europe had abided its Nazi overlords. After swift campaigns in Poland and Scandinavia, Germany had invaded the Low Countries—Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands—and France. Six weeks later, the Nazi blitzkrieg had overrun all four. Adolf Hitler now controlled the whole of mainland Europe, and every country, save for a few neutral ones, was soon occupied by Wehrmacht troops. Only England across the Channel held firm, withstanding the four-month Luftwaffe onslaught known as the Battle of Britain, which caused Hitler to cancel his planned assault on the island nation. And Germany’s invasion of Russia in June 1941—expected to be another lightning-quick victory—had been met by fierce resistance. The Russian bear, awakened, angry, and battered, had recovered and pushed back, and was now steadily advancing westward through Eastern Europe toward Germany’s eastern border.

			Pitted against the Axis powers of Germany and Japan, after their former ally Italy surrendered in September 1943, were the Allies: the Big Three of the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, and the United States, with several others. They had successfully invaded North Africa in November 1942, Sicily in July 1943, and southern Italy in September. But the progress up through the mountainous Italian peninsula against stubborn German troops was slow and costly—anything but the “soft underbelly” of Europe, as described by British prime minister Winston Churchill.

			Soviet losses defending their homeland were obscenely massive: by May 1944, sixteen million dead, civilian and military, with tens of thousands more every week. Since 1941, Premier Joseph Stalin had been calling for a western front, to reduce the Wehrmacht’s focus on his country. The U.S. agreed that an invasion of Western Europe would present the most direct way to engage German forces, but an exhausted England—recovering from the near calamity of Dunkirk, the stalwart defense against large-scale German air attacks during the Battle of Britain, and the heavy bombardment known as the Blitz—resisted. It was not until May 1943, after the Atlantic Ocean had been largely cleared of German U-boats (allowing the necessary buildup of men and matériel in England), that a cross-Channel invasion of Hitler’s Festung Europa—Fortress Europe—was set for the next year, and a date chosen: May 1, 1944.

			By early 1944, the plan—code-named Operation Overlord, with its initial assault stages code-named Operation Neptune—had been decided upon: landings by five army divisions on as many beaches along Normandy’s Channel coastline, with massive air and naval bombardments to soften up the German defenses. They would be supported by three airborne divisions dropped inland several hours before the early-morning seaborne assault. In charge of what would be the largest amphibious invasion ever attempted was General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force. He had never led men in battle, but he had proven himself overseeing the invasions of North Africa and Italy. His directive from the Combined Chiefs of Staff was unequivocal: “You will enter the continent of Europe and, in conjunction with the other United Nations, undertake operations aimed at the heart of Germany and the destruction of her armed forces….”

			If the Allies could establish a firm foothold in Normandy and hold it, they could follow with more troops and equipment, then drive through France and into the heart of Nazi Germany to destroy the Third Reich.

			But Hitler, and every German, knew a cross-Channel invasion was coming, and he had directed that the defenses along the Atlantic and North Sea coasts—all 2,200 miles of it, which he called the Atlantikwall, or Atlantic Wall—be heavily reinforced in anticipation. The Allied assault must be thrown back into the sea, and quickly, insisted the Führer; failure to do so would result in “consequences of staggering proportions.”

			D-Day, the date on which Operation Neptune would commence, was finally set for June 5, 1944.

			The first troops into France—the tip of the spear—would be the three airborne divisions, two American and one British, scheduled to drop behind the Wall into the enemy lines just after midnight of the previous day. One of them, the U.S. 82nd Airborne, was given the especially important job of seizing and securing a few strategically important towns and bridges behind a beach code-named Utah, in order to keep German reinforcements from reaching it. One of those bridges was a small stone span over the narrow, gently flowing Merderet River. The bridge was unnamed, but twenty yards from its eastern end lay an old farm manor house called Manoir la Fière.

		

	
		
			
				PART I

				The Plan

			
		

	
		
			
				One

				A Last-Minute Change in Plans

			
			
				The key to the German scheme of defense is the rapid counterattack of reserves.

				Top Secret Neptune Report, May 3,1944[1]

			

			May 29, 1944

			Six days before D-Day—the commencement of Operation Overlord, the long-awaited invasion of Nazi-occupied Europe—the American airborne’s involvement in the plan was in danger of elimination, thanks to an obstinate Royal Air Force officer, Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory.

			He was Overlord’s Air Chief Marshal, commander in chief of all Allied air forces involved in the invasion, and he had long resisted the use of paratroops. He was sure that the war would be fought, and won, through air power—not airborne troops. Now, on the eve of the largest invasion in history, he wanted the American paratrooper and glider operations scrapped.

			Leigh-Mallory had made his feelings clear almost from the start. On January 21, in his very first meeting with General Dwight Eisenhower and General Omar Bradley, commander in chief of Overlord’s American ground forces, they had expressed their wish to drop two airborne divisions inland from that section of the Normandy coast designated Utah to assist the seaborne troops landing there. It would be wrong, the Air Chief Marshal told them, to use airborne forces—losses would be 75 to 80 percent, a horrific price to pay. His case was supported by the many wayward drops and high casualties sustained by the airborne operations in Sicily in July 1943.

			But the unassuming general whom colleagues and friends called Ike—whose chief talent, it sometimes seemed, was wrangling the massive British and American egos involved in Overlord—was adamant. There would be no Utah Beach assault without an airborne component.

			In several subsequent meetings with Leigh-Mallory, Bradley explained why. The coastline there was an excellent choice for an amphibious landing: ten miles of wide, gently rising light gray beach, broad and flat, that rose to a low masonry seawall. But it presented more problems than Omaha, the other American beach. Omaha wasn’t perfect; a 150-foot-high bluff set back from the beach provided an ideal position from which Germans could shoot down on troops exiting landing craft. But Utah’s problems lay behind the beach.

			Beyond the seawall were a hundred yards of low sand dunes topped with grassy tussocks, and through them were the only exits inland: four treeless, dirt-and-stone-surfaced roads that were just ten feet wide and spanned almost two miles of flooded marshland that was barely above sea level and full of dead trees sticking out of the greenish muck.[2] The Overlord planners called them “causeways,” and they were raised just a few feet above le marais, the swamp. Should the Germans retain control of these causeways, they could keep the 4th Infantry Division, part of the first wave hitting the beach at 6:30 a.m., pinned down,[3] bombarding it from a distance while they moved reinforcements—troops, including elite SS units; more and heavier artillery; and the dreaded panzer tanks—to the area. Artillery and machine guns in pillboxes and casements behind the flooded areas at each exit could also trap any vehicles or troops on the exposed causeways, and a single immobile truck or tank could create a bottleneck and make sitting ducks of anyone on them.[4] A mile or so behind the coast, on solid ground, were at least eighteen heavy guns and dozens of smaller howitzers, all within easy range of the beach, ready to inflict constant and deadly shelling on American troops. It was imperative that the extensively trained but untested 4th Division receive immediate help, and that could come only from behind the beaches. That meant airborne forces.

			The potential for defeat was alarming. If the Utah assault failed, so might Neptune, for Utah, on the western flank of the five beaches, and Sword, on the eastern flank, were the most strategically important.[5] And if Overlord failed, there would not be another major invasion of Europe for a long time. Maybe never. That might force a truce, or allow Hitler to get some of his Wunderwaffen—the “wonder weapons” then in development, such as the V-1 and V-2 rockets; improved U-boats; remote-controlled tanks; jet- and rocket-propelled fighter planes; massive antiaircraft missiles; poison gases; a V-3 cannon almost 500 feet long that could hurl a 310-pound shell a hundred miles; even nuclear warheads—up and running in time to change the outcome of the war. At the very least, it would release dozens of divisions in the west that could be used to bolster the Eastern Front against the Soviet Union. That might lead to a negotiated peace and a division of Eastern Europe between the Germans and the Soviets; if not, the conflict could continue for several years. In all likelihood, that meant millions more dead and injured soldiers, sailors, airmen, and noncombatant men, women, and children.

			Then there was Cherbourg. Thirty-three miles from Utah by road—the two-lane asphalt Route Nationale 13, or N13, which arced up from Paris—and northwest of Utah on the northern coast of the thumb-shaped Cotentin Peninsula, which juts out into the Atlantic, the city possessed the only large deepwater port in the area. The Germans had heavily fortified it with several defensive perimeters featuring large guns, tank obstacles, barbed wire, minefields, and thick cement pillboxes, and 47,000 soldiers were garrisoned there. Its commander had sworn to Hitler that he would defend it “to the last man.”

			But the Allies needed Cherbourg to supply the massive invasion and to continue to pour troops into France. Once the seaborne troops landed on the Cotentin’s east coast, it would be a race to see which side could bring a stronger force to the point of attack—the Germans, with four panzer divisions just a couple of days away, or the Allies, who would have to transport their men and matériel by sea and somehow land their heavy armor. Unless the Allies quickly choked off German lines to the well-defended city, the enemy could hold out there for months, until the fickle Channel weather turned nasty in the fall—or even before then—and made resupply and reinforcement questionable. “Unless we could soon seize Cherbourg,” Eisenhower wrote later, “the enemy’s opportunity for hemming us in on a narrow beachhead might be so well exploited as to lead to the defeat of the operations.”[6]

			For four long years, most of Western Europe had been under the Nazi jackboot. Much longer and a world weary of war might agree to a peace settlement—and who knew what those terms might be and what territories and countries might remain under that boot?

			Overlord’s planners decided that three airborne divisions were needed to ensure that none of these outcomes came to pass. The two American divisions would comprise about 13,000 paratroopers and another 4,000 men delivered by gliders. It was an ambitious plan, since the few previous Allied airborne drops had involved only one or two regiments. No nation had ever dropped an entire division—three or four regiments—much less two of them. The number of men and planes involved and the logistics of loading, transporting, and accurately dropping them in one massive operation were staggering. A problem in just one area could doom the entire undertaking.

			The plan called for the untested 101st Airborne to drop a few miles behind Utah just after midnight, seize the four invasion beach exits, capture a key crossroads village, and take two vital bridges to its west. Its troopers could quickly link up with the Fourth Division, landing on the beach at 6:30 a.m.

			The 82nd Airborne, elements of which had been seen combat in Sicily and Salerno the previous year, would follow, and take on the tougher job. Its four regiments—three parachute and one glider—would drop and land much farther inland, near the village of Saint-Sauveur-le-Vicomte and beyond the immediate reach of the seaborne forces. Sixteen miles from Utah and more than halfway across the peninsula, they would choke off its western half and block any reinforcements to Cherbourg by way of the north-south road that ran to the top of the peninsula and then swerved east to the port city. They might have to hold out for several days or more until the overland forces could break through to reach them. It was a dangerous but necessary assignment.

			The two division commanders, General Maxwell Taylor of the 101st and General Matthew Ridgway of the 82nd, accepted the plan without a word of protest. They had extra motivation: If the airborne had no part in this great invasion, it was likely that their divisions, and every other airborne unit, would be disbanded and their troopers reassigned to the regular army. They were eager to show what well-trained and properly dropped paratroopers could do.

			

			•   •   •

			
			The American airborne plans had gone through several permutations. Early on, higher-ups had pushed for a landing near Paris by three airborne divisions that would hold the French capital until they were relieved by the amphibious forces. After that risky venture was canceled, the next plan called for paratroopers to land along the two invasion beaches and attack the coastal defenses from behind. Another called for the 82nd and the 101st to storm the beaches as amphibious assault troops. Then an attack on Bayeux, at the eastern edge of Omaha Beach, was proposed to block German reinforcements. One madly ambitious idea proposed dropping every U.S. airborne unit available—at least 20,000 men—forty miles inland astride the Seine River, where they would block German forces in central France from counterattacking the Allied beachhead in Normandy.[7] The present plan, still quite challenging, had been settled on only in March.

			Without Utah and without Cherbourg, the entire assault, spanning fifty miles across five beaches, would be imperiled.

			Leigh-Mallory was not persuaded. “I cannot approve your plan,” he announced at a planning session that included ground forces commander in chief General Bernard Montgomery, Bradley, and several other high-level commanders. “It is much too hazardous an undertaking. Your losses will be excessive—certainly far more than the gains are worth. I’m sorry, General Bradley, but I cannot go along on it with you.”

			Bradley was from a poor rural Missouri family, and his high-pitched voice and homely, weathered face belied a sharp mind and a steely spirit. “If you insist on cutting out the airborne attack,” the bespectacled Bradley told the air marshal in his Midwestern twang, “then I must ask that we eliminate the Utah assault. I am not going to land on that beach without making sure we’ve got exits behind it.” He had seen with his own eyes, on Sicily, the damage that just half a battalion of the 505th Parachute Infantry Regiment had inflicted on a heavily armored German division.

			Across the table, the burly, thin-mustached Air Chief Marshal bristled, staring at Bradley for a moment. “Then let me make it clear,” he said, “that if you insist upon this airborne operation, you’ll do it in spite of my opposition.” He turned to Montgomery. “If General Bradley insists upon going ahead he will have to accept full responsibility for the operation. I don’t believe it will work.”

			“That’s perfectly agreeable to me,” said Bradley. “I’m in the habit of accepting responsibility for my operations.”

			Before Leigh-Mallory could reply, Montgomery—an egotist himself and unaccustomed to resolving the disputes of others—rapped on the table. “This is not at all necessary, gentlemen. I shall assume full responsibility for the operation.”[8] He had often been overly cautious in the past, but during Overlord’s planning he’d become a bold risk-taker. Though he believed that thirteen enemy divisions could be approaching the Allied beaches within forty-eight hours of the landings, he was confident of success.[9]

			Not that the Air Chief Marshal’s objections weren’t valid. Everyone agreed that the airborne mission would be hazardous. The route of the slow and low-flying C-47 troop carriers used by the airborne divisions would take them from the west coast of the peninsula to the east under a full moon high in the sky—a full moon necessary for their operations on the ground. German night fighter planes, Leigh-Mallory insisted, “would get in among the slow-flying transport craft and knock them from the sky like hawks attacking a flight of ducks.”[10] They would also run into constant ground fire almost as soon as they made landfall, and be even more vulnerable when they approached their drop zones at 110 mph and dropped down to 600 feet, since the planes were without self-sealing fuel tanks or under armor, increasing the odds of fire and damage. If they survived the barrage of antiaircraft fire and flak to reach their drop zones and deliver their paratroopers, those men would be enduring heavy ground fire while they floated down to earth in hostile territory. And gliders would not only face the same antiaircraft fire but would also have to navigate the formidable hedgerows, the bocage that divided the small fields of that part of Normandy and which would routinely grow to solid root-and-soil-entangled heights of six feet or more, with ditches on each side; almost no one planning Overlord knew how formidable they would actually be. That was in addition to anti-glider devices such as thick, ten-foot-high wooden posts implanted in the ground, some of which appeared, at least in surveillance photos, to be connected by barbed wire or booby-trapped with mines or artillery shells.

			No, the airborne segment of the Utah assault would be risky. But the invasion of Western Europe—and particularly Utah—demanded audacity, which was always accompanied by risk. The Air Chief Marshal had become excessively prudent, and it seemed apparent he was intent on avoiding responsibility for any risks he hadn’t approved of.

			Leigh-Mallory had commanded a fighter plane group during the Battle of Britain that had played a large part in the victory over the vaunted Luftwaffe—though not everyone in Fighter Command had agreed with his strategy. He had politicked for the job of Overlord air forces commander and been appointed the previous August, but Eisenhower had refused his demands for control over heavy bombers. The air marshal had little experience in working with ground or airborne troops—or any aircraft other than fighters—and he was in over his head, stubbornly refusing to accede to suggested strategic improvements until forced to. He had become indecisive and pessimistic as the Overlord plans had expanded beyond his area of expertise, and both British and American senior air commanders distrusted him and refused to take orders from him.[11] Eisenhower finally had to route their orders through one of his deputy commanders, Air Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder.[12] Even Montgomery, who supported the airborne plan, would later call Leigh-Mallory “a gutless bugger who refuses to take a chance.”[13] Now the gutless bugger was threatening to derail the Utah assault.

			Leigh-Mallory’s blithe ignorance knew no limits. A few months previous, Brigadier General James “Jumpin’ Jim” Gavin, the new young assistant commander of the 82nd Airborne Division, had been assigned as the American airborne adviser, and he met with Leigh-Mallory at his headquarters in London to review plans for Overlord. Gavin was a mere one-star general in a sea of heavy brass, but he had an ally in Bradley, who appreciated his heroics and leadership in Sicily and supported a strong airborne presence in Overlord.

			The Air Chief Marshal made it clear that he did not think too highly of the American airborne forces or, for that matter, airborne forces in general and that he disdained the thought of them using his planes as ferries.

			“Now, I want you chaps to tell me how you do this airborne business,” he said indulgently.

			Gavin patiently explained how airborne operations worked, referencing the 82nd’s drops in Sicily and Salerno the previous summer and its accomplishments there. Leigh-Mallory expressed skepticism more than once. When Gavin was finished, the air marshal said, “I don’t think anyone can do that.”

			The normally soft-spoken Gavin exploded. “We just got through doing it in Sicily!” he said.[14] He left the meeting in a foul mood, disgusted with the air marshal’s attitude. Leigh-Mallory knew almost nothing of airborne combat, yet he was telling the Americans that they would be ineffective.[15] A few days later Gavin left London for the British Midlands, where the 82nd troops had just arrived. Grateful to be done with the political squabbling, jealousies, and self-aggrandizement—not to mention the tedium of endless meetings of far too many committees—he plunged into their training. When Ridgway asked him to return to London and the planning, Gavin begged off.

			At another meeting, the Air Chief Marshal insisted that the drop altitude for any paratroopers be no lower than 1,200 feet to limit damage to his aircraft. But that height would have meant more time drifting to earth, more susceptibility to ground fire, and more risk of wider troop dispersal. When another 82nd officer made an impassioned plea for a lower altitude safer for the paratroopers, Leigh-Mallory dismissed him curtly, though he eventually lost the argument.[16]

			Despite Leigh-Mallory’s protestations, Eisenhower declared that airborne drops would accompany the Utah landings. Thus far in the war, the jury was still out on their effectiveness. The first large-scale airborne operation, which had been into Sicily, had not gone particularly well; sloppy navigation had resulted in scattered drops, and friendly antiaircraft fire had shot down twenty-three C-47 transports, killing hundreds. Only aggressive, on-the-fly action on the ground that disrupted communications and stopped a panzer division from attacking the seaborne invasion force saved the operation. The mixed result had left Eisenhower, and most of the other top brass, unpersuaded. But Bradley had insisted to him that airborne troops were necessary, and Ike trusted his longtime friend—they had known each other since they’d graduated from West Point together some thirty years earlier.

			Then, on May 25, military intelligence from Bletchley Park—the old mansion north of London where cryptographers had been intercepting, decrypting, and analyzing top-level German radio messages since 1941—reported alarming news: The enemy had reinforced the area south of Cherbourg with three units. One of them, the fresh but below-strength 91st Luftlande (Air-Landing) Division, had moved to the sector the 82nd was jumping into, and another, the inexperienced but well-trained Fallschirmjäger (Paratroop) Regiment 6, was not far away. They seemed specifically positioned to anticipate airborne landings.

			The next day, the 82nd’s drop zones were shifted ten miles east, nearer to the beach but farther inland than the 101st. The division would drop astride the narrow, slow-moving Merderet River, which flowed south into the Douve, which in turn emptied into the English Channel. The 101st would still take control of the four causeways inland from Utah while guarding the southwest, but the 82nd troopers would now seize the nearby village of Sainte-Mère-Église and the two bridges across the Merderet, and guard against counterattack from the northwest. “Our chances of survival are greatly improved,” wrote Gavin in his diary.[17]

			That wasn’t enough for Leigh-Mallory, who still thought the drops were too hazardous. On May 29, at a heated top-level conference in London that Eisenhower didn’t attend and at which two British commanders insisted that Utah was essential and the airborne landings an “acceptable risk,” he continued to predict disaster, citing the gauntlet of searchlights and heavy flak his aerial armada would endure.[18]

			After the meeting, Leigh-Mallory called Eisenhower and urged him to cancel the Utah airborne operations. The losses would be catastrophic, said the air marshal: He estimated that 50 percent of the paratroopers would be dead before the beach landings and 70 percent of the gliders would be destroyed. The result would be “the futile slaughter of two fine divisions.”[19]

			Eisenhower was alarmed enough to phone Bradley, who told him that he could not and would not order the Utah landing without the airborne drops—the beach forces would be isolated and in great danger from the strengthened German defenses. Then Eisenhower called Ridgway, who would be parachuting in with his men. The 82nd commander echoed Bradley. If the troop carriers could get them to their drop zones without disastrous loss, they could take care of themselves. Ridgway’s reassurance was the clincher.[20]

			But that night, alone, Eisenhower agonized over his decision. He weighed every factor over and over. Then he called Leigh-Mallory. He told him that the American airborne drops would proceed as scheduled, and suggested that the Air Chief Marshal put his objections in writing.

			Leigh-Mallory’s letter was hand-delivered to Eisenhower at midday. “I would be failing in my duty to you,” he wrote, “if I did not let you know that I am very unhappy about the U.S. airborne operations as now planned for the night of D-1 D-Day.” Once more he listed all the dangers and went on to criticize the entire Utah assault as “unsound”—if Utah depended on the airborne drops, it would be “seriously prejudiced.” His wording strongly suggested that the letter’s real purpose was to avoid personal blame if something went wrong.

			At Southwick House, the elegant mansion six miles north of Portsmouth where he had moved his command post a few days earlier, Eisenhower recognized this. But outside the trailer that served as his sleeping quarters, he sequestered himself in the square tent where he held conferences with his staff,[21] and he spent most of the afternoon considering the matter again, going over each step. Another in his place—someone more callous, perhaps—might have quickly dismissed Leigh-Mallory’s predictions. But Ike cared deeply about his soldiers, and he took the Air Chief Marshal’s forecast seriously. It would be, he wrote later, his most difficult decision of the entire war. If he disregarded the counsel of his technical expert on the subject, “I would carry to my grave the unbearable burden of a conscience justly accusing me of the stupid, blind sacrifice of thousands of the flower of our youth.”[22] He finally realized that no one else, British or American, shared Leigh-Mallory’s degree of pessimism. The commanders he trusted most believed the air marshal’s opinion to be wrong.

			He called Leigh-Mallory to acknowledge his letter and give him his answer. The airborne operation, he told him, would proceed. He followed that up with a letter in which he made it clear that he expected the air marshal to keep his doubts to himself—there was no need for such a dire forecast to reach the troops and damage their morale.[23] “If the exits of these causeways should be held by the enemy,” Eisenhower would write later, “our landing troops would be caught in a trap and eventually slaughtered by artillery and other fire to which they would be able to make little reply.”[24]

			The 82nd troopers would be dropped behind—and among—enemy lines. They would be on their own, with no “rear” from which to resupply and reinforce, no rear to retreat to. They would face the grim gauntlet Leigh-Mallory described. They would also encounter unforeseen hazards no one could have anticipated. And against a determined and desperate enemy—the strongest in the world, some claimed—they would need to display courage and know-how and initiative on a scale beyond that which anyone could have imagined.

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Jumpin’ Jim and His All Americans

			
			
				It is a unique characteristic of airborne operations that the moments of greatest weakness of the attacker and the defender occur simultaneously. The issue is therefore decided by three factors: who has the better nerves; who takes the initiative first; and who acts with greater determination.[1]

				Airborne Operations: A German Appraisal

			

			General James Gavin, at thirty-seven the youngest combat general in the U.S. Army, wasn’t worried about leading his men into battle—he knew his All Americans were ready for the task ahead of them. It was the drop, with so many things that could go wrong, that concerned him.

			The 505th, the parachute regiment he had personally commanded and trained until General Ridgway had made Gavin the 82nd’s assistant commander, had proven itself in combat in the Sicily and Salerno drops the previous year. And most of the troopers in the two new parachute regiments, the 507th and the 508th, had been training for at least eighteen months. Almost every day involved endless rounds of push-ups, grueling workouts, rugged obstacle courses, mock battles, long runs and hikes—there was nothing like twenty-five- to forty-mile field marches with a full pack to harden a young body—and the occasional practice jump, usually at night. Every man was in superb physical shape and possessed all the tools and knowledge needed to do the job, which they practiced in field exercises with battle conditions as tough and realistic as possible, sometimes with live ammo. “You will kill or you will be killed,” they were told over and over,[2] and they were trained to kill in close quarters in a dozen different ways; the most effective, slitting an enemy’s throat from behind, was just one of them. They were also cross-trained on virtually every weapon a trooper could carry besides the standard-issue M1 Garand rifle—bazooka, light machine gun, Browning Automatic rifle (BAR), Thompson submachine gun, various mines and mortars, and more. You never knew when the situation might arise.

			Gavin was convinced they would give a good account of themselves, once the untested got over that first heart-pounding shock of receiving fire from an enemy trying to kill them.

			Since he’d reunited with the division in mid-February after a frustrating three months in London helping to plan Neptune, the landing phase of Overlord, “Slim” Jim, as his men called him—sometimes it was “Jumpin’ ” Jim—had thrown himself into its final training. Ridgway was kept busy by high-level planning, and Gavin took to his task with relish, pushing the regimental commanders hard and showing up to see the results for himself. He also placed combat veterans of the 505th with each company of the 507th and 508th for about a week to impart some of their hard-earned wisdom.[3] Training became even more intensive, focusing on battalion-sized jump, assembly, and attack maneuvers—some of them punishing three-day exercises that involved little sleep and ended with a long march back to camp, and that was after a field “problem” such as a bridge to be taken or a position to be seized. A primary tenet was “speed and initiation of combat immediately upon landing”; another was “recognition of isolation as a normal battlefield condition.”[4] Besides honing the skills the men would need in combat, and getting them to trust their squad mates before they entrusted their lives to them, the idea was to make combat seem easier in comparison, at least physically.

			Overall, Gavin was satisfied with what he saw. Even the 82nd’s glider regiment, the 325th, looked impressive and was now full strength—its two battalions had been beefed up with another from the 101st Airborne’s glider regiment, the 401st. Their diminutive commander, Colonel Harry Lewis, was a known taskmaster, which helped. Both Gavin and Ridgway believed that the paratroopers’ high physical standards should apply to them also,[5] so the glidermen trained harder than other army infantry units. But though they had seen limited action in Italy, Gavin doubted they would ever fight with the “élan and dash” of the volunteer parachute regiments, and he and Ridgway spent little time with them—after all, they wouldn’t arrive until D+1. For Neptune, the 325th would be given a reserve role with no specific mission.[6]

			Gavin had made sure that the training for the new units, glider and parachute, was especially intense: long marches through the English countryside that ended with the exhausted troops receiving challenging field problems, night jumps, near-constant small-unit tactical exercises, hours on the rifle range, instruction in hand-to-hand combat, and classes in everything from map reading and first aid to language lessons in French and German. And Gavin seemed to be everywhere. He would arrive unannounced at a paratroop unit exercise to observe, add missions, and lead them back to camp, often at a run—and even at thirty-seven he could outrun almost any man in the division.

			Soon the new parachute regiments were outperforming the veteran 505th, and at the same time, its discipline problems increased dramatically. After talking to the regiment’s enlisted men and officers to find out exactly what was going on, Gavin discovered that, while the 505th was out on field exercises, its new commander, Colonel Herbert Batcheller, a married man, spent almost every afternoon with a local woman at her house right outside the camp’s gates. He paid little attention to his regiment, and they had taken their cues from him. Gavin wasted no time in replacing Batcheller with a disciplinarian, Lieutenant Colonel William Ekman. The 505th’s new boss had no combat experience, and he was only thirty-one years old, so his veteran troops took a while to warm to him. But he was a sound choice. Raised poor, his father a onetime circus strongman, Ekman had earned an appointment to West Point the same way Gavin had, as an enlisted man. He was smart and sensible, and he immediately began working sixteen hours a day to acquaint himself with the regiment and make it the best fighting unit in the army. “He tightened the screws a little bit but did it in such a sensible manner that I think everyone had begun to respect him by the time of Normandy,” observed one of his men. Just as important, he marched with them and showed time and again that he cared for them. Gavin monitored his progress as he pulled the 505th up to the high standards demanded by Ridgway and him both.[7]

			The division had changed considerably since the operations in Italy. The 505th’s sister parachute regiment, the 504th, had done such a good job there that Lieutenant General Mark Clark, commanding the Fifth Army in its assault on mainland Italy, had, over Ridgway’s objections, insisted on keeping the regiment, called “devils in baggy pants” by a Wehrmacht soldier, with him for several more months of hard campaigning. The 504th was utterly exhausted and bloodied with more than 1,100 casualties by the time it was finally relieved and sent to England late in April. It would be too late for the regiment to rebuild and participate in Neptune. Instead, the 507th and 508th were attached.

			Gavin knew his men would rise to the occasion. But after dinner on May 30 with General Omar Bradley and all the 82nd’s unit commanders, Gavin returned to his HQ with some misgivings about Bradley’s bullishness. “He is still confident as ever that we will swamp the Germans,” he wrote in his diary. “It is difficult to fully share in his optimism although one really wants to.”[8]

			Gavin had been informed of the 82nd’s changed mission plan only a few days before, and he and his staff had been scrambling to adjust. And though he didn’t share Air Chief Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory’s pessimism, he was fully aware of the many dangers his men would face and how much could go wrong. “Either this 82nd Division job will be the most glorious and spectacular episode in our history,” he concluded, “or it will be another Little Big Horn.”[9]

			The overall mission of the 82nd, along with the 101st, was to protect the right flank of the seaborne assault at Utah Beach and prevent German reserves from reinforcing their coastal units. To accomplish this mission, the 82nd’s assignment comprised two main objectives.

			The most important was to take and hold Sainte-Mère-Église, a village of a thousand or so that lay six miles inland, and the smaller villages around it, until the 4th Infantry Division reached them from Utah. Sainte-Mère-Église lay on the N13, the main thoroughfare from Cherbourg to Paris, and another six roads radiated from it; any German troops attempting to reinforce Utah would have to traverse the village. That job was given to the experienced 505th, which would drop about a mile west of town.

			The 82nd would also seize and secure two nearby bridgeheads over the Merderet that controlled all traffic—particularly armored vehicles—moving east to west or vice versa. The first bridge was near Chef-du-Pont, two miles southwest of Sainte-Mère-Église. The other lay due west, two miles away, and was adjacent to the farmhouse called Manoir la Fière. Control of the two small bridges was imperative to the success of the seaborne landings at Utah—and to the entire invasion. These two jobs were also given to the 505th.

			Each regiment would hit an oval-shaped drop zone two or three miles from one another, close to their objectives. Both the 507th and the 508th would land just west of the Merderet. The 507th would assist the 505th with capturing the La Fière bridge and securing their assigned sector. The 508th, two miles south of the 507th, would assist the 505th with the capture of the Chef-du-Pont bridge and destroy two crossings over the Douve River to the south.

			A special armored task force commanded by Colonel Edson Raff—seventeen Sherman tanks, two armored cars, and ninety glider troops—would land at Utah and break through to the 82nd as quickly as possible. The bulk of the 325th Glider Infantry Regiment would land on the morning of D+1 to reinforce the division and fill in wherever needed.

			There were any number of dangers. It would be a night drop, with all its inherent difficulties. A nearly full moon would be high in the sky just when the 378 C-47s carrying the three regiments hit the French coast, and Gavin knew the German defenses on the Cotentin Peninsula would be at full alert—especially since the 101st Airborne, also dropping behind Utah Beach but a few miles closer, would precede the 82nd by thirty minutes. Any element of surprise would be theirs only. And everyone knew what had happened in similar circumstances on the Sicily drop, where many of the transport pilots had veered off course, sped up, and gained altitude to avoid flak, making an accurate and safe jump next to impossible. The division had triumphed over the disastrous drops, but luck had been involved, and you could never count on luck—especially since most of the Neptune transport flight crews would be seeing their first enemy action.

			In the previous two months, there had been several test runs held in the English Midlands. A couple of night drops in March were encouraging, though some others had been canceled due to bad weather—a factor that turned the first division-sized one, in early April, into a fiasco, with planes flying every which way and at different altitudes through thick fog and light rain. Most of the transports had to be rerouted to aerodromes all over England. The division’s final exercise on May 11 and 12, Exercise Eagle, was a full-scale dress rehearsal involving 800 aircraft simulating the flight time, route, and drop of the upcoming assault. Conducted in perfect weather and involving many green pilots, it was only marginally more promising—one-third of the troopers either didn’t drop or did so far from the DZ. Despite a midair collision that killed both plane crews, a few paratrooper deaths, and hundreds of ankle, knee, and leg breaks and sprains, it was judged a success—but not by Gavin, whose criticism of the sloppy drops was not received well by the troop carriers.[10]

			More troublesome still, for six months Gavin’s officers had been studying constantly updated maps and aerial photographs of their objective areas near the west coast of the peninsula, but now they had just a week to prepare for their new objectives ten miles east, nearer the assault beaches. First, the regimental commanding officers had been told, then lower-ranking officers and noncoms, and finally, a couple of days after arriving at the airfields, the enlisted men. They now spent thirty minutes every day in closed tents studying sand tables—roughly six-foot-by-six-foot wooden-sided sandboxes with terrain models of the areas behind Utah, accurately scaled and detailed by modeling experts and including miniature buildings, homes, German gun emplacements, and even trees—in an attempt to burn these new objectives and destinations into their memories. But now there was not enough time to study and fully rehearse their attacks on specific targets and no chance of elaborate tactical preparation. Everything would have to be improvised. Paratroopers were trained for that, but the risk factor was now much higher. There were bound to be snafus and unknowns.

			Privately, Gavin thought the revised drops would lead to confusion and chaos, and he fretted that it would be “several days until any semblance of organization or tactical integrity comes out of the mess.” Although the men were ready as they could be, that was not a recipe for a successful airborne operation. And by May 1944, Gavin had studied and taken part in more of those than anyone alive.

			

			•   •   •

			“Jumpin’ ” Jim Gavin was a different kind of general—and a different kind of man.

			He was born in 1907 to an unmarried, newly arrived Irishwoman in Brooklyn who gave him up for adoption. At eighteen months he was adopted by an Irish immigrant family in Mount Carmel, Pennsylvania. Martin Gavin worked the coal mines and provided for young James and the Gavins’ young daughter. But like many pre–World War Two families who needed the extra income, they pulled him out of school after he finished the eighth grade—just enough learning to know how to read and write well enough and do basic math. Over the next two years, he worked a variety of full-time jobs—shoe store clerk, filling station manager, Mobil oil salesman—while suffering physical abuse at the hands of his alcoholic mother, who beat him with a heavy leather strap or a hairbrush at the slightest provocation. He found some solace in books; early on, young Gavin developed a passion for reading, and he ran through most of the Mount Carmel public library by the time he was seventeen. He especially liked reading about the acclaimed battle leaders, from Alexander the Great and Hannibal to Napoleon and Stonewall Jackson.[11]

			On his seventeenth birthday, he ran away from home to New York City to find a better job. One week later he joined the army, which managed to get around the fact that he was underage by providing an attorney who had Gavin sign a paper declaring him the youngster’s guardian, thus providing the required parental consent for an under-eighteen enlistee, to which Gavin eagerly attested. Rather than ask the Gavins, he had claimed he was an orphan.

			In the army, Gavin found a new family and sent his old family $10 a month out of his $18.75 pay. He was sent to Fort Sherman in the Panama Canal Zone and learned how to soldier in the peacetime army. He continued to read voraciously, though he tried to hide it from his barracks mates. A tough but kind American Indian sergeant noticed the intelligent youngster and made him his company clerk. He pushed Gavin to apply for an appointment to West Point—but before that, a chance to attend an army prep school designed to find the few enlisted men who might make good officers. He scored poorly on the entrance exam for the course, but was accepted anyway.

			After four months of exhaustive studying, reading, and testing, and daily tutoring from a lieutenant who also saw his potential, he took a four-hour written test. He passed, and was allowed to apply to West Point, and was accepted. There he found college to be difficult early on—his first semester was a “nightmare of work,” he remembered.[12] But twice a week he woke early at 4:00 a.m. and snuck down to the well-lit basement latrines for extra study time. And by the time he graduated in June 1929 with a second lieutenant’s commission, the miner’s son who hadn’t attended a single day of high school was confident in himself intellectually and socially.

			Others besides that sergeant would recognize Gavin’s keen mind and perseverance—but not for a decade. After giving him several routine postings, the army sent Gavin back to the Point in 1940 as a tactics instructor. It was there that he developed a fascination with the recent German airborne assaults on Belgium, Holland, and Crete and studied everything he could find on them. He wasn’t the only one. The top British and American brass had been so impressed that both armies quickly formed paratroop units. And in August 1941, Gavin, now a captain, applied for and received a position in the army’s new airborne force. After he finished parachute school and while he was just in charge of a company, his superiors recognized him for the keen and innovative thinker he was, the one man capable of answering the many questions about how paratroopers should deploy and fight—which needed to be answered quickly, before they were thrown into battle against an enemy. Gavin was promoted to major, made chief of training and doctrine, and tasked to develop the tactics and rules of this new form of combat. He embraced the assignment and quickly wrote the first manual on the subject: Tactics and Technique of Air-Borne Troops.

			Most Americans had never heard of airborne troops. But it didn’t take long for a mystique to develop, even before U.S. parachute troops had been used in combat. That was deliberate—Gavin and his superiors envisioned an elite fighting force, and they knew how to attract the right kind of men. Their recruiters were chosen for having the right look, and the spiel they used was calculated to appeal to those who wanted to be part of something special. “Why walk like regular infantry if you can ride?” was a typical recruiting sergeant’s line. For many a poor kid from the sticks, it was irresistible.

			The military got plenty of help from the media. The cover of the May 12, 1941, issue of Life, the country’s most popular magazine, featured a determined-looking “U.S. Army parachutist,” and the photo article inside might as well have been a recruitment ad. Soon after America’s entry in World War Two that December, the actual ads began appearing, accompanied by posters and more magazine and newspaper stories about a new special force called the Airborne. “Look out below!” read one U.S. Army ad. “Johnny Skytrooper is rough, tough, and nasty. Striking behind lines, he hits hardest where it hurts the most.” “They’ve got the GUTS,” screamed another, under a striking color illustration of two paratroopers in action, one brandishing a tommy gun. “They are hand-picked—only the best men can serve with them” was the bold challenge in one brochure, and another went straight to the point: “The Mark of a Man,” read the copy next to a paratrooper’s badge, “the mark of a real combat soldier—a man among men.” Four months later, the movie version appeared: Parachute Battalion, a thinly veiled propaganda film that followed three very different young men as they underwent paratroop training at Fort Benning, Georgia. “Thrill to the Drama of Uncle Sam’s New Jump Fighters!” and “A New Kind of Courage for Men!” read the movie ads.

			Fully outfitted soldiers jumping out of planes into enemy territory and ready to hit the ground fighting—what was this? The public was vaguely familiar with parachutes and parachutists, but an army of them?

			It was a new way to deploy troops: vertical envelopment, some called it. The men who signed up had to be intensely trained—not only physically but psychologically in how to jump without hesitation out of a low-flying cargo plane and land safely behind enemy lines. They had to know how to fight in new ways, whether they found themselves alone or able to join up with a squad, a platoon, or a company. A paratrooper had to be taught to display greater initiative than other soldiers, for he might be surrounded by the enemy and have to survive on his own for days until reinforced or resupplied—and, of course, he had to immediately enter combat against any opposition he encountered. Toward this goal, airborne leaders decried the army’s “old method of forcing individuals into a mold, while at the same time removing their personal identities as far as possible,” wrote Gavin. Instead, they “tried to impress upon them what outstanding individual soldiers they were.”[13] The result, they hoped, was a superbly trained and conditioned soldier ready to operate alone, if necessary, under the most adverse conditions—and to think for himself.

			A job that dangerous was purely volunteer. Young men throughout America—very young men, most of them still in their teens—responded to the idea of this new kind of soldier and signed up in droves. The extra $50 in jump pay, more than double a buck private’s basic monthly take-home of $21, was another incentive, and a powerful one in an America just emerging from the long and painful Depression. Young men from every part of the country and every segment of the population signed up—“farmboys, woodsmen, city boys from the East, rebels from the South, Indians and Mexican transplants from the Southwest,” as one trooper remembered. “The officers were mainly from colleges and military schools, many of them from the South.”[14] Most of the enlisted men, and many of the officers, had never even been in an airplane before they jumped from one.

			Not every volunteer made the grade. The four-week-long Parachute Training School at Fort Benning—200,000 acres of rolling hills along the Chattahoochee River just seven miles south of Columbus, Georgia—was designed to weed out the weaker applicants, and many were. The cadre sergeants who supervised the merciless training seemed to have one goal: to make as many recruits as possible quit. Every volunteer was required to run everywhere; anything more than two walking steps meant a set of push-ups. After the first week, which was strictly physical conditioning, each man was required to run eight miles without stopping, climb a rope thirty-five feet high, and do a punishing series of sit-ups, push-ups, pull-ups, and knee bends.

			But the worst tests were the long marches. One 508th officer remembered it vividly more than sixty years later: “One day we marched and maneuvered, had early chow, and slept in our pup tents until 2300 hours when we were awakened, assembled with full field packs on our backs, marched for twenty-four hours, and then tented again…. That was one of the few times I went to sleep walking. When I slept, [a friend] steered me and then I steered him while he was sleeping. It is easy to sleepwalk. You just watch the feet of the man in front of you, and when the column stops, you run into him.”[15]

			These and other rigorous tests ensured that only the toughest and most motivated survived to make the five required jumps and graduate. Many men passed out from heat exhaustion. Officers had it no easier. After just two weeks, one wrote home to tell his family, “We had ninety officers in our section when we started, now we have fifty-five. The rest have been ‘washed out,’ quit, or injured.” Less than half of any jump school class made it.[16]

			Then there was the matter of jumping from a height—first from a ten-foot platform, then from a small shed thirty-four feet above the ground, which for many of the men required more courage than much higher elevations. After climbing a ladder up, a man was strapped into a leather harness connected above him to a steel cable that ran down to earth—but he wasn’t “caught” until he had jumped out the door and fallen sixteen feet. Then he would slide down the cable to the ground. “What made this intimidating,” recalled one trooper, “is that it was so close yet so far from the ground.”[17] If he conquered that terror, the next ordeal, a 250-foot-high tower that simulated an actual parachute jump, wasn’t nearly as bad. That one pulled up two men at a time in a chair and dropped them. But the worst was the next tower. It was the same height, but an individual was placed in a parachute harness, lying on his stomach, and then raised fifty feet above the tower and dropped. He went into free fall for twenty feet, then came to a sudden stop. If you survived that without quitting, the final high tower, from which a man was released in an actual parachute and floated to the ground, was a breeze. By that time, washouts were few. Each stage was repeated until form was perfected and fear disappeared—or at least subsided.

			And finally, the real thing: five jumps from an airplane. When the paratrooper jumped, a fifteen-foot static line clipped to a cable running the length of the plane’s cabin ripped the parachute pack cover off and pulled the chute out. The propeller blast blew the chute open and snapped the break cord connecting the static line and the top of the chute. The process took two seconds, tops, and the hard jerk when the chute opened was painful but comforting—it meant the system had worked.

			A man who endured the training received his silver paratrooper’s wings—and a pair of distinctive calf-length jump boots, which set him apart from the foot sloggers in the army. He was part of an elite fighting force, and the spirit and camaraderie its intense schooling engendered made it a brotherhood. There is no bonding experience the equal of war, but the next most effective thing is preparing for it, and after another year or so of training, when they were judged ready for combat, each man would know and trust with his life every other man in his squad of twelve. They thought of themselves as “the baddest of the bad” and were proud of it. And since their officers shared their hardships—or most of them—the men respected them for it. “In this outfit, you’ll jump first and eat last,” Gavin told every new officer.[18]

			All told, the paratroopers were an outfit whose preparedness and toughness, both mental and physical, outmatched any other in the U.S. military—except, possibly, the army’s Rangers, whose live-fire obstacle courses were already legendary…though any paratrooper, and many objective observers, would disagree that anyone could match them. According to Gavin, they possessed one more quality that was not just essential but singular. “Parachuting is a good test of a man’s courage for combat,” he observed. “A man who will jump regularly with equipment will do almost anything.”[19]

			

			•   •   •

			In August 1942, eight months after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor that propelled the U.S. into World War Two, the reactivated 82nd Infantry Division—nicknamed the “All American” when it was created in World War One, because its recruits came from every U.S. state, unusual at the time—was converted into the first U.S. airborne division. Gavin was named the commanding officer of the 505th Parachute Infantry Regiment and promoted to colonel. After almost a year of constant training, the 505th was attached to the 82nd and chosen to participate in Operation Husky, the July 1943 Allied invasion of the Axis-controlled island of Sicily, just off the coast of Italy—the first thrust into what Winston Churchill called “the soft underbelly of Europe,” with the hope of knocking Italy out of the war. The invasion would also placate Joseph Stalin, who had been calling for a large-scale invasion in the West; Sicily wasn’t that, but it would do until the western Allies could gather the necessary manpower and matériel. No less important was taking the island’s thirty airfields and landing strips back from the Luftwaffe.

			Gavin’s new commander was General Matthew Ridgway, West Point class of 1917. Ridgway was a smart, charismatic leader with a hawklike visage often likened to a Roman emperor’s, and piercing brown eyes that could make the toughest noncom quiver in his jump boots. If Gavin resembled a Western screen hero, and he did, Ridgway looked like an aristocrat—but a powerfully built one who owned every room he walked into.

			Ridgway’s background was in many ways the opposite of Gavin’s. From an early age, Ridgway felt destined to be a soldier—his father, a graduate of the Point’s class of 1883, spent thirty-six years in the coast artillery and retired as a colonel. Matthew was born and raised on army posts. His mother was a concert pianist, and he grew up surrounded by music, books, and culture. Despite that patrician upbringing or perhaps because of it, Ridgway, like Gavin, cared for his men and looked out for them, with high expectations but fair treatment—and he too believed in leading from the front. When another officer asked him why, Ridgway replied, “It won’t hurt troop morale to see a dead general from

			
			
			
			

			•   •   •
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