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			PROLOGUE

			MAY 15, 1944

			LONDON, ENGLAND

			9:50 A.M.

			Winston Churchill is on time.

			The lecture hall entry doors are thick, pine, Victorian. The prime minister does not stand in the long line.

			Nor does the king of England.

			But both men know better than to be late.

			This morning’s presentation at St. Paul’s School is the most important audience event in Western history. Rules to be obeyed. Doors closed and locked at precisely 10:00 a.m. Late arrivals denied admission. British general Bernard Law Montgomery, St. Paul’s alumnus and host for today’s event, has made this very clear.

			As everyone entering the room well knows, Monty always gets his way.

			Military police block the entrance. Large men: unsmiling Americans, polished helmets, sidearms. Generals and admirals stand single file to present their engraved summons, an assemblage of stars and bars one hundred officers strong. No invitation, no admission. Every important Allied military figure in World War II’s European Theater waits in the queue.

			Except the French. They’re not invited.

			And the Russians. But they have war plans of their own.

			Churchill makes his way to the front of the room, wrapped in a black knee-length frock coat, smoldering double corona wedged into the left corner of his mouth. Inside, it’s wood-paneled walls, cigarette smoke, British and American accents—and a most intriguing visual display. “On the stage was a map of the Normandy beaches and the immediate hinterland, set at a slope so that the audience could see it clearly, and so constructed that the high officers explaining the plan could walk about on it and point out the landmarks,” Churchill will write.

			St. Paul’s students and staff have relocated to the countryside for the duration of the war. Four months ago, Montgomery transformed the empty buildings of Gothic Victorian design—peaked roofs, stained glass, chimneys everywhere—at 153 Hammersmith Road into his personal headquarters for the purposes of planning the invasion of France. The headmaster’s house is now his personal quarters. Monty has organized today’s event down to the minute.

			Each officer takes a seat on the hard wooden benches more often used by teenaged schoolboys. The heater is broken. No one takes off their coat. Prime Minister Churchill sits in the more comfortable front row, up next to the stage, in padded armchairs reserved for himself, Montgomery, American general Dwight Eisenhower, and no less than Great Britain’s sovereign, King George VI.

			Today’s presentation is top secret. No cameras or press. Eisenhower will later joke that Nazi German dictator Adolf Hitler could have killed every top American and British officer with a single well-placed bomb. But the invasion of Hitler’s Festung Europa—fortress Europe—is hardly a surprise. The whole world knows that hundreds of thousands of Allied troops have been assembling in Great Britain for months, training each day for the singular purpose of wrenching control of Europe from Hitler’s grasp sometime this summer.

			Coincidentally, on this very day, General Montgomery graces the cover of Life magazine’s new issue. A vivid portrait of Monty’s character runs inside—“Cromwellian,” in Churchill’s words, “austere, severe, accomplished, tireless”—while also playing up the general’s ascetic lifestyle: “He lives in complete simplicity, eats the plainest food, and has no recreation except that of reading novels and detective stories. He is often impatient of human frailty.”

			But an equally large feature runs under the headline “American Invaders Mass in England.” A dozen photographs show Eisenhower, Montgomery, and Churchill bundled in thick coats, scarves, and gloves against the chill English spring as they observe soldiers preparing to assault French beaches or drop from the sky. Though Life does not know the exact number, 156,115 Allied soldiers transported in 11,590 landing craft and 6,939 other naval vessels will wade ashore on a fifty-mile stretch of Norman beaches that have been subsectioned into smaller landing zones named Omaha, Utah, Sword, Gold, and Juno.

			The paratroopers will go in first. “Invasion by Air Will Be the Biggest in History” reads a Life subtitle accompanying a photo of one hundred parachute canopies blossoming high over the British countryside during a practice jump.

			A subsequent story is more pragmatic: “A Manual of How to Treat the Disabled of This War When They Return to Civilian Life.”

			Hitler is well aware that Allied forces will soon attempt to land in France, but the Führer does not know the date—“D-Day,” in military lexicon. Nor does anyone shivering inside this lecture hall. The only man who knows that answer is General Eisenhower—and even he is uncertain right now.[*]

			Ten o’clock. MPs close and lock the doors. Montgomery is famous for giving an audience “two minutes to cough, sneeze, or blow your nose. After that, there will be no interruptions.”

			Those words are unnecessary this morning. The room quiets as Eisenhower rises to begin the proceedings. He’s every officer’s boss, supreme commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force. The audience is impatient to hear each last detail of this enormous plan: naval bombardment, aerial assault, bridges paratroopers must capture in the dead of night, and the location of the landing beaches where all those soldiers will confront a well-trained and highly disciplined German force that has fortified the coastline with guns big and small. Intelligence reports confirm that Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, Germany’s notorious “Desert Fox,” is personally overseeing an “Atlantic Wall” designed to throw the invaders back into the sea.

			“I welcome you,” says Eisenhower, “on the eve of a great battle.”

			The general’s rehearsed speech is immediately cut short as a thunderous pounding on the lecture hall doors fills the room.

			General Montgomery stands and glares, furious. He gives no indication for the military police to open the doors.

			The pounding resumes.

			Most everyone in the room knows who might be on the other side. He’s the most audacious of them all, the one man whose absence was noted.

			And Monty’s main rival.

			Eisenhower remains silent. He could order the doors opened, or even have the insistent perpetrator sent away. But this is Monty’s show. Britain’s favorite general, who is not backing down, must make the final call.

			More pounding. Louder. Impatient.

			Reality sets in. Montgomery’s carefully scripted presentation remains a sideshow so long as the hammering continues. Whoever stands on the other side is either a fool or a force of nature, so determined to walk through those doors that he is unafraid of offending anyone inside the lecture hall—supreme commander, prime minister, and king of England among them.

			Bernard Law Montgomery angrily orders the doors flung open.

			To absolutely no one’s surprise, a 6′2″, silver-haired American general wearing a pair of ivory-handled revolvers, knee-high riding boots, and an immaculate overcoat tailored on Savile Row strides into the lecture hall, unrepentant smile on his face.

			Winston Churchill recognizes the officer immediately and will order him a whiskey over lunch to celebrate this bold maneuver.

			General George S. Patton Jr. always makes an entrance.
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		MAY 31, 1944

		CAMP BEWDLEY

		STOURPORT, ENGLAND

		DAY

		General George S. Patton is being introduced.

		Blustery English weather. Forecast calls for rain. Officers and enlisted brace in formation before the reviewing stand. Patton stands at attention next to an American flag and unit standards. The general took command on January 26. He has already given this speech to other divisions of his Third Army several times. Its words will be unlike anything these men have heard before.

		Patton, a general unlike any these men have seen before, is counting on that.

		These soldiers watched him drive up in a chauffeured black Mercedes, noted the polished cavalry boots and Caesar-like entrance—motorcycle escort, brass band, honor guard. It’s impossible to believe that four years ago this regal being was a washed-up colonel trying to decide whether his future lay in riding a cavalry horse into battle or embracing armored warfare.

		Patton wisely chose armor. Animals have no place in modern tactics. The general’s genius for tank warfare has been the making of him, fueling his rise to three-star general.

		These assembled soldiers don’t know that. They just know he’s their commander, soon to lead them in battle. Curiosity courses through the audience as they wait to pass judgment.

		“We are here to listen to the words of a great man,” begins General William H. Simpson, today’s bald and lean three-star master of ceremonies. The audience is so large that Simpson uses a microphone and loudspeaker.

		“A man who will lead you into whatever you may face, with heroism, ability, and foresight. A man who has proved himself amid shot and shell. My greatest hope is that someday soon, I will have my own great army fighting with him, side by side:

		“General George S. Patton Jr.”

		

		•   •   •

		Patton steps to the microphone. “Be seated.”

		No jokes. No attempt at levity.

		No chairs. Wet spring grass. No hesitation. Patton waits until they drop to the ground and sit cross-legged, arms hugging knees, cold water seeping against their backsides through cotton khaki pants. Left unsaid is that the mild discomfort is like nothing they will endure in combat.

		Despite the spectacle, today’s speech and every other talk the general has given to Third Army in the past month is top secret. Soldiers cannot write home about it, talk in the local pub about it, or in any way admit that they have seen and heard George Patton.

		The general opens with a simple declarative statement: “No bastard ever won a war by dying for his country. You win it by making the other poor dumb bastard die for his country.”

		The audience laughs. Patton looks just the way these men imagined, a real fighting general, the very image of fitness and polish. Yet the high-pitched voice is quite a surprise.

		“Men, this stuff that some sources sling around about America wanting out of this war, not wanting to fight, is a crock of bullshit. Americans love to fight, traditionally. All real Americans love the sting and clash of battle.”

		Heads nodding. Jaws set. Thoughts of That’s me—hopefully.

		“You are here today for three reasons. First, because you are here to defend your homes and your loved ones. Second, you are here for your own self-respect, because you would not want to be anywhere else. Third, you are here because you are real men and all real men like to fight. When you, here, every one of you, were kids, you all admired the champion marble player, the fastest runner, the toughest boxer, the big-league ball players, and the All-American football players.

		“Americans love a winner. Americans will not tolerate a loser. Americans despise cowards. Americans play to win all of the time. I wouldn’t give a hoot in hell for a man who lost and laughed. That’s why Americans have never lost nor will ever lose a war; for the very idea of losing is hateful to an American.”

		Patton talks without notes. Nobody notices the high voice anymore. What began as a speech is now a monologue spoken with conviction and comradery.

		“You are not all going to die. Only two percent of you right here today would die in a major battle. Death must not be feared. Death, in time, comes to all men. Yes, every man is scared in his first battle. If he says he’s not, he’s a liar. Some men are cowards, but they fight the same as the brave men or they get the hell slammed out of them watching men fight who are just as scared as they are.

		“The real hero is the man who fights even though he is scared. Some men get over their fright in a minute under fire. For some, it takes an hour. For some, it takes days. But a real man will never let his fear of death overpower his honor, his sense of duty to his country, and his innate manhood. Battle is the most magnificent competition in which a human being can indulge. It brings out all that is best and it removes all that is base. Americans pride themselves on being he-men, and they are he-men.

		“Remember that the enemy is just as frightened as you are, and probably more so. They are not supermen. All through your Army careers, you men have bitched about what you call ‘chicken shit drilling.’ That, like everything else in this Army, has a definite purpose. That purpose is alertness. Alertness must be bred into every soldier. I don’t give a fuck for a man who’s not always on his toes.”

		Fuck.

		The general just said fuck. Everyone smiles, even the officers: I really want to be like Patton. I really want Patton to like me. Come to think of it, I don’t give a fuck for a man who’s not always on his toes, either.

		“You men are veterans or you wouldn’t be here. You are ready for what’s to come. A man must be alert at all times if he expects to stay alive. If you’re not alert, sometime, a German son-of-an-asshole-bitch is going to sneak up behind you and beat you to death with a sock full of shit! There are four hundred neatly marked graves somewhere in Sicily, all because one man went to sleep on the job. But they are German graves, because we caught the bastard asleep before they did.

		“An Army is a team. It lives, sleeps, eats, and fights as a team. This individual heroic stuff is pure horse shit. The bilious bastards who write that kind of stuff for the Saturday Evening Post don’t know any more about real fighting under fire than they know about fucking!”

		Patton doesn’t allow a beat for laughter, pushing the pace, driving his point.

		“We have the finest food, the finest equipment, the best spirit, and the best men in the world. Why, by God, I actually pity those poor sons-of-bitches we’re going up against. By God, I do. My men don’t surrender, and I don’t want to hear of any soldier under my command being captured unless he has been hit. Even if you are hit, you can still fight back. That’s not just bull shit either. The kind of man that I want in my command is just like the lieutenant in Libya, who, with a Luger against his chest, jerked off his helmet, swept the gun aside with one hand, and busted the hell out of the Kraut with his helmet. Then he jumped on the gun and went out and killed another German before they knew what the hell was coming off. And, all of that time, this man had a bullet through a lung. There was a real man!”

		

		•   •   •

		Patton looks out into the crowd. Sees that look, the one he sees every time he gives this speech: I’m a real man, those faces say. I can do that. I can kill Germans bare-handed with a bullet in my chest.

		The general pauses, lets that soak in.

		“All of the real heroes are not storybook combat fighters, either. Every single man in this Army plays a vital role. Don’t ever let up. Don’t ever think that your job is unimportant. Every man has a job to do and he must do it. Every man is a vital link in the great chain. What if every truck driver suddenly decided that he didn’t like the whine of those shells overhead, turned yellow, and jumped headlong into a ditch? The cowardly bastard could say, ‘Hell, they won’t miss me, just one man in thousands.’ But, what if every soldier thought that way? Where in the hell would we be now? What would our country, our loved ones, our homes, even the world, be like?

		“No, goddamn it, Americans don’t think like that. Every man does his job. Every man serves the whole. Every department, every unit, is important in the vast scheme of this war. The ordnance men are needed to supply the guns and machinery of war to keep us rolling. The quartermaster is needed to bring up food and clothes because where we are going there isn’t a hell of a lot to steal. Every last man on KP has a job to do, even the one who heats our water to keep us from getting the GI Shits.

		“Each man must not think only of himself, but also of his buddy fighting beside him. We don’t want yellow cowards in this Army. They should be killed off like rats. If not, they will go home after this war and breed more cowards. The brave men will breed more brave men. Kill off the goddamned cowards and we will have a nation of brave men. One of the bravest men that I ever saw was a fellow on top of a telegraph pole in the midst of a furious firefight in Tunisia. I stopped and asked what the hell he was doing up there at a time like that. He answered, ‘Fixing the wire, Sir.’ I asked, ‘Isn’t that a little unhealthy right about now?’ He answered, ‘Yes sir, but the goddamned wire has to be fixed.’ I asked, ‘Don’t those planes strafing the road bother you?’ And he answered, ‘No, Sir, but you sure as hell do!’ ”

		Again with laughter. But now with tension, imagining what it will be like to be in a “furious firefight.” No one wants this soliloquy to end.

		Everyone wants to follow General George S. Patton into battle.

		

		•   •   •

		“Now, there was a real man. A real soldier. There was a man who devoted all he had to his duty, no matter how seemingly insignificant his duty might appear at the time, no matter how great the odds. And you should have seen those trucks on the road to Tunisia. Those drivers were magnificent. All day and all night they rolled over those son-of-a-bitching roads, never stopping, never faltering from their course, with shells bursting all around them all of the time. We got through on good old American guts.

		“Many of those men drove for over forty consecutive hours. These men weren’t combat men, but they were soldiers with a job to do. They did it, and in one hell of a way they did it. They were part of a team. Without team effort, without them, the fight would have been lost. All of the links in the chain pulled together and the chain became unbreakable.

		“Don’t forget, you men don’t know that I’m here. No mention of that fact is to be made in any letters. The world is not supposed to know what the hell happened to me. I’m not supposed to be commanding this army. I’m not even supposed to be here in England. Let the first bastards to find out be the goddamned Germans. Someday, I want to see them raise up on their piss-soaked hind legs and howl, ‘Jesus Christ, it’s the goddamned Third Army again and that son-of-a-fucking-bitch Patton.’ We want to get the hell over there. The quicker we clean up this goddamned mess, the quicker we can take a little jaunt against the purple pissing Japs and clean out their nest, too. Before the goddamned Marines get all of the credit.

		“Sure, we want to go home. We want this war over with. The quickest way to get it over with is to go get the bastards who started it. The quicker they are whipped, the quicker we can go home. The shortest way home is through Berlin . . .”

		Home.

		One word. So many meanings. Everyone wants to go home: feather beds, corner bars, civilian clothes, sleeping late. Yankees, Dodgers; Cardinals, Cubs. Bottomless cup of coffee. Girlfriends.

		If Berlin is the way home, then let’s get the hell into Berlin.

		Patton doesn’t linger on home. No time to wallow. No time to let these soldiers think about the other things back home, things they can’t control from five thousand miles away. Like wondering if their special someone is dancing and drinking and fornicating with the draft-dodging 4-Fs. That’s the worst thought of all. Let a man think about that too long and he won’t think about anything else.

		“When a man is lying in a shell hole, if he just stays there all day, a German will get to him eventually. The hell with that idea. The hell with taking it. My men don’t dig foxholes. I don’t want them to. Foxholes only slow up an offensive. Keep moving. And don’t give the enemy time to dig one either. We’ll win this war, but we’ll win it only by fighting and by showing the Germans that we’ve got more guts than they have; or ever will have. We’re not going to just shoot the sons-of-bitches, we’re going to rip out their living Goddamned guts and use them to grease the treads of our tanks. We’re going to murder those lousy Hun cocksuckers by the bushel-fucking-basket.”

		Now the meat and potatoes of the speech. Despite his talk about the men being veterans, most are newly arrived from America. They didn’t fight in Africa or Italy. Patton now reminds them who they are, what they’re fighting for, and plants the seed that these regular young American men are capable of becoming legendary warriors.

		And Patton adds an inside secret, as one who has been there before.

		

		•   •   •

		“War is a bloody, killing business. You’ve got to spill their blood, or they will spill yours. Rip them up the belly. Shoot them in the guts. When shells are hitting all around you and you wipe the dirt off your face and realize that instead of dirt it’s the blood and guts of what once was your best friend beside you, you’ll know what to do! I don’t want to get any messages saying, ‘I am holding my position.’ We are not holding a goddamned thing. Let the Germans do that. We are advancing constantly and we are not interested in holding on to anything, except the enemy’s balls. We are going to twist his balls and kick the living shit out of him all of the time. Our basic plan of operation is to advance and to keep on advancing regardless of whether we have to go over, under, or through the enemy. We are going to go through him like crap through a goose; like shit through a tin horn!”

		Yes!!! The revival meeting is in full force. Cheers and applause. No one says “hallelujah” but they think something like it, just as no one has ever imagined shit flowing through a tin horn but now sees it as plain as day—and it’s spectacular.

		“From time to time, there will be some complaints that we are pushing our people too hard. I don’t give a good goddamn about such complaints. I believe in the old and sound rule that an ounce of sweat will save a gallon of blood. The harder we push, the more Germans we will kill. The more Germans we kill, the fewer of our men will be killed. Pushing means fewer casualties. I want you all to remember that.”

		Solemn agreement. We will remember.

		Patton brings it home:

		“There is one great thing that you men will all be able to say after this war is over and you are home once again. You may be thankful that twenty years from now when you are sitting by the fireplace with your grandson on your knee and he asks you what you did in the great World War II, you won’t have to cough, shift him to the other knee, and say, ‘Well, your granddaddy shoveled shit in Louisiana.’

		“No, sir, you can look him straight in the eye and say, ‘Son, your granddaddy rode with the Great Third Army and a son-of-a-goddamned-bitch named Georgie Patton!’

		“All right, you sons-of-bitches. You know how I feel. I’ll be proud to lead you wonderful guys in battle anytime, anywhere. That is all.”

		

		•   •   •

		Long after the applause fades, General Patton’s days are filled with meetings and travel, including a dinner with General Montgomery in Portsmouth. The two men have made peace for the time being, their mutual respect outweighing memories of their competition in Sicily. “I had a good time, and now we understand each other,” Montgomery says as the two men depart after a breakfast.

		But as Monty and his British 21st Army Group prepare for their D-Day assignment of capturing the vital crossroads of Caen, Patton must wait. Third Army will not go ashore in the first wave. Or second. Or at all. The general is “a secret,” in his words. Hitler and his intelligence command are supposed to believe the fiction that Patton is massing a force in Dover, preparing to invade France near the port of Calais.

		The German 15th Army awaits his arrival. Patton is America’s best fighting general. It seems unconscionable that they leave him out of the fighting. For the sake of neutralizing the 15th on D-Day, it is vital this charade remains complete. So it is that George S. Patton will stay in England and off the battlefield for as long as it takes.

		Operation Fortitude, as the deception is known, pretends that Patton commands the First Army Group. Through clever Allied use of signals intelligence, dummy tanks, and double-agent spies, the Germans have been spoon-fed the notion that the general is based in southeast England, just thirty-one short miles from Calais. It is here that the German 15th awaits Patton’s invasion.

		It is all a lie. There is no First Army Group. Patton is nowhere near southeast England. And the Allied assault will take place two hundred miles southwest of Calais in Normandy.

		Yet for the myth to work, Adolf Hitler can never know that General George S. Patton commands Third Army. The general must do everything in his power to keep his true role a secret.

		At the same time, Patton must prepare Third Army for war. Thus, today’s speech—and the admonition that everyone here today must never write home about seeing him in person.

		Fortitude seems to be working so far, but Patton is not happy about it. He fears the war will be over by the time he gets to Europe. This man who is incomplete without a fight is nearing sixty. This is almost certainly his last war. He has already packed his bags for France, ready to leave in an instant. Soon he will begin wearing a shoulder holster just like he would on the battlefield, “so as to get myself into spirit for the part,” he says.

		But for now, all Patton can do is wait.

		“Don’t get excited when the whistle blows,” he writes to his wife and confidante, Beatrice, on June 4, referring to D-Day. The couple married in 1910 and have three children. The general has not been informed of the precise date of the attack but suspects it will come soon.

		“I am not in the opening kickoff.”
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		JUNE 5, 1944

		COTTESMORE, ENGLAND

		11:15 P.M.

		James Gavin is a dangerous man.

		He now stands for the kickoff.

		America’s youngest general awaits the signal to launch, the clamor and stutter and belch of spun-up aircraft thundering all around him, an old but not entirely welcome friend. He stands in the open doorway of the aircraft numbered EUR-475. Row upon row of C-47 Skytrains are parked all around him, resting on tricycle gears, noses angled toward the runway. One more night to the full moon. Night air humid from yesterday’s storm. Sounds of conversation, retching, nerves getting the better of untested soldiers, the profanity and bad jokes that always accompany the last-minute loading of men and guns into their designated planes.

		The general has heard it all before. Thirty-seven. Orphan. Commissioned out of West Point. Parachuted into the Sicily invasion last year.

		Then those sounds of preparation are no more, overwhelmed by the cough, sputter, then raging din of hundreds of 1,200-horsepower Pratt & Whitney R-1830 radial engines. Two massive propellers per aircraft slicing into the nighttime English sky at the very same time, the drone of Napoleon’s bees multiplied by millions.

		Gavin thinks the same thing he always thinks at this moment in an operation: There’s no going back.

		Pilots push throttles forward, slowly easing out of their designated parking revetment and into the long line for takeoff. Right now, at this very moment, hundreds more C-47s at eight airfields in the British countryside—Spanhoe, Cottesmore, North Witham, Saltby, Grantham (just recently renamed Spitalgate), Folkingham, Barkston Heath, Fulbeck—do the same, taxiing forward to a runway in loose formation. Temporary chalk numbers on the sides of each C-47 told paratroopers which plane to board. Tips of each wing are painted with black and white stripes, which also ring the rear of fuselages. Allied fighters and bombers will soon fill the skies over Normandy. Those bands remind one and all who the good guys are.

		The first D-Day wave begins.

		Every plane has an olive drab upper fuselage, neutral gray underbelly, green zinc chromate interior, and absolutely no defensive armament. Sixty-three feet nose to tail; ninety-five feet wingtip to wingtip. Doorway behind the left wing. Each aircraft is loaded with a “stick” of twenty-eight paratroopers and the extraordinary amount of gear each man straps to his body or stows in large pants pockets: ready-to-fire M1 rifle plus 156 rounds of ammunition, entrenching shovel, loaded pistol with three extra clips, knife, cartridge belt, gloves, canteen, first aid kit, maps, raincoat, rations, four grenades, flares, message book.

		Each emergency ration package contains four pieces of chewing gum, bouillon cubes, Nescafé instant coffee, sugar cubes, Hershey bars, Charms candy, and a bottle of purified drinking water.[*]

		The ground remains close after takeoff, just seven hundred feet below. Pilots circle back over the airfield until the last plane is in the air, then gather in V formations spreading across the nighttime sky—nine ships to each V, two hundred feet from one another. The leader of each flight keeps one thousand feet behind the rear of the preceding flight. Downward-facing recognition lights are turned off. Upward-facing blue formation lights remain on to prevent planes from crashing into one another, though turned down as low as possible. Airspeed to the drop zone is precisely 140 miles per hour—122 knots. Flying in formation is second nature to the troop carrier aircrews. Every pilot focuses on the shape in front of him. Ability to see other planes is paramount to preventing midair collisions.

		Just as General George Patton embraced armored warfare, so Gavin earned his first star by being an early proponent of airborne fighting units—paratroopers. He has literally written the book on training and tactics required to drop men into combat by parachute. Gavin’s doctrine is that airborne troops be gung ho, physically fit, and unafraid. Their job tonight is to land behind German troops guarding the beaches code-named Omaha and Utah, where tens of thousands of American soldiers will splash ashore in the morning. Key towns and bridges behind the beaches must be captured to block enemy escape and reinforcement. Farther north, British paratroopers are dropping behind beaches named Gold, Juno, and Sword. In all, 23,400 airborne Allied troops will land in Normandy within the next twenty-four hours. Gavin and his men will drop twenty miles west of Utah and Omaha.

		No matter the nationality, Allied paratroopers will be heavily outnumbered and outgunned. Fields have been flooded and mined by the Germans, anticipating their arrival. Large, sharpened poles have been planted vertically, many topped with land mines, waiting to impale and explode.

		Yet the mood in EUR-475 is not fear. Some men smoke. Some sit in the dark with their thoughts. Others nap, sitting upright, heads lolling against the curve of the fuselage. The mood is tension and nonchalance. No one doubts they will do the job. These men did not hear Patton’s infamous speech. They didn’t need to. Jumping into Sicily with Gavin was their baptism by fire. They already know about fighting and killing.

		Gavin is tall and confident, fond of commanding from the front. The general flies in the lead aircraft, navigating the hour-long journey’s progress by looking down through the open doorway: southeast to Cheltenham, hard left to Portsmouth, another at the spit known as Portland Bill, where the pilots turn off the red and green wingtip navigation lights and land is left behind, endure the dark emptiness of the English Channel, then yet another left turn just before the island of Guernsey, known to be fortified with German antiaircraft batteries. If all goes well, the pilots will fly this exact heading in reverse on the flight home. Now they steer a course just out of enemy range.

		“Flak, both light and heavy, came up, burst, and fell short,” Gavin will write of the passage off Guernsey. “It was exactly as we had planned when we had laid out the flight plan.”

		Another bank to the left. Suddenly, the C-47 is flying over French airspace. Gavin orders his jumpmaster to get the men on their feet. Should the plane get hit by enemy fire, they will be poised to egress immediately. “Stand up! Hook up! Sound off for equipment check!” bawls the jumpmaster.

		Starting at the rear of the plane, paratroopers call out their number and readiness: “Twenty-eight OK! Twenty-seven OK!” And on.

		“Stand in the door,” the jumpmaster commands when the last soldier has called out. The paratroopers form a line, right hand on the shoulder of the man in front of him. Heavy bundles of radios, bazookas, and mines will be pushed out last.

		“Are we ready?” yells the jumpmaster. “Are we fucking ready?”

		Yes. But the plane isn’t over the drop zone yet. The men stand and wait.

		General Gavin remains by the open door, first man in line. Cold air rushes into the cabin.

		Time is of the essence. Precisely eight minutes and thirty seconds from that first stretch of Norman beach to the jump zone. The Cotentin Peninsula, as the landmass below is known, is just twenty-three miles wide. One side to the other at 122 knots is twelve minutes. After that, jumping means splashing into the ocean with all that gear and no chance of rescue.

		The land below is reddish brown. Moonlight shows roads and small villages. Gavin knows this route well, having studied, planned, and rehearsed tonight for months. His boots are bloused as he buckles the strap on his steel pot helmet bearing a single star. Conditions are ideal. Gavin looks out into the night, where the hundreds of C-47s in tight Vs blanket the French sky. Faint blue formation lights, orange glow of exhaust stacks and flame dampeners, black and white “invasion stripes.”

		Gavin is not a worrier, but the sight of all those planes is reassuring. The mission is proceeding perfectly.

		Then comes the fog.

		“It was so thick that I could not see the wingtips of our plane. And of course, I could not see any other planes. My plane was entirely on its own, and I could see no others,” the general will remember.

		“I began to check our time.”

		Gavin studies his watch and the sky, one then the other, again and again, waiting for the fog to lift.

		In the cockpit, pilots also note the time. Tracer bullets from German ground fire light up the sky, arcing lazily toward each C-47. The aircrew is under strict instructions not to return to England with a full aircraft. Everywhere above the French countryside, panicked aircrews are breaking formation, flicking on the green jump light to dump their load before making a hasty turn back to the English Channel, unconcerned that the stick leaping from their plane is jumping at too high an altitude, too brisk an airspeed, and over a target that’s miles from their actual drop zone.

		But Gavin’s aircrew doesn’t panic, remaining on course. A switch is flipped precisely four minutes from the drop zone, causing a light over Gavin’s doorway to blaze bright red.

		Pilot and copilot struggle to keep a true course, maintaining low airspeed and level attitude. Evasive maneuvers are prohibited. A sudden patch of clear skies shows a river shining in the moonlight, but Gavin sees no other planes. A town, a railroad, another river. Small-arms fire from German troops pings off the C-47’s reinforced underbelly “like pebbles landing on a tin roof.”

		The pilots reduce airspeed to 110 knots for optimal jumping. Gavin feels the plane slow. Nine minutes since the coastline. Just three more until they’re over water again. “We were about thirty seconds overtime. A wide river was just ahead of us, plainly visible in the moonlight. Small arms fire was increasing,” the young general will remember.

		Gavin secures his M1 Garand rifle between his reserve chute and his torso. The muzzle is just below his face, and the butt is between his legs. Only when his main chute opens will he move the weapon into a horizontal position for landing.

		In the cockpit, another switch is flipped.

		The red light turns green.

		The general takes a long look at the terrain below.

		One second passes. Two. Three.

		“Let’s go,” yells the Jumping General, stepping out the door.[*]
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		JUNE 6, 1944

		ENGLISH CHANNEL

		6:00 A.M.

		Five hours later. Eleven miles off the Norman coast. General Norman Cota braces for the long drop into his landing craft.

		Next stop: a beach code-named Omaha.

		Gale force winds blow spume and mist off the English Channel. Brisk fifty-nine-degree morning. USS Charles Carroll pitches in twenty-foot swells. Another ship, the much smaller LCVP[*] 71 bangs violently against one side of the transport, parallel, rising and falling in rhythm with the foul sea. General Dwight Eisenhower, supreme Allied commander, delayed the invasion one day because of this weather. When asked to push the plan once again, Eisenhower chose to make do, no matter how foul the seas might be. “We go!” Ike barked to his staff, setting in motion all that is happening this morning.

		Cota stands in a line of twelve officers and fourteen soldiers on Carroll’s deck, waiting his turn to climb over the rail, then descend a cargo net into “71.” Depending upon how he judges each wave, the lower end of this rope ladder will either reach down into the landing craft or hang ten feet above the bucking steel deck.

		
			
			[image: ]
		

		Cota is an old soldier. He times his drop perfectly.

		At 6:10 a.m., Coxswain Ricardo Feliciano pulls clear for the eighty-five-minute trip to Omaha Beach. Top speed is twelve knots but the loaded craft travels closer to nine. She is thirty-six feet long and just ten feet wide. The men stand side by side, bracing themselves in the heavy seas. Storm just passing. Sunrise a vibrant crimson. Visibility three miles. No one vomits.

		Cakewalk. That’s what the men have been assured. Opposition is no more, done in by relentless Allied naval and aerial shelling slamming German positions hidden in the bluffs above the beach. The bombardment has either killed all the defenders or left them completely disoriented from percussive aftershock. Craters rent from shells falling short will pock the beach, providing a divot to drop into for cover if a few of the enemy are still alive to fire back.

		Cota will be the highest-ranking officer on the beach. Fifty-one. Goes by “Dutch.” Born in Massachusetts. West Point class of 1917, where he played on the football team with Dwight Eisenhower.

		LCVP 71 is still more than eight miles from shore when the first wave of troops lands on Omaha Beach. One hour from now, at 7:30, Cota and the second wave are due to follow. He wears a sidearm and a field jacket with a single star on each shoulder. Unlike others on board, the general does not wear a heavy pack or carry a rifle.

		Six hundred yards out, a British armored motor launch directs the 71 into a landing lane swept free of mines. The landing craft gunwales are taller than General Cota. He cannot see the beach but the sounds of heavy mortar and machine-gun fire make it clear the enemy is full of fight. Loud artillery shells shriek through the air, the deathly sound of armor-piercing 88mm rounds directed toward beach targets from a mile inland.

		Cota’s landing craft comes under heavy fire as coxswain Feliciano motors into Dog White Beach. Timber obstacles driven into the sand poke above the surf, topped with mines and barbed wire. Clearly, demolition crews took heavy fire when they tried to detonate them just before dawn—only five of a proposed sixteen passages through the obstacles are open. Feliciano changes course to find a lane, navigating through six-foot waves to land closer to Dog Red. Small-arms fire peppers the vessel. The coxswain quickly lowers the forward ramp before German artillery can zero in on his position.

		General Cota steps down the ramp into three feet of water. He wades forty yards to the beach, taking cover behind a Sherman tank. Burning armor and jeeps are everywhere. Other men from 71 lose their balance and fall onto their hands and knees, then bob their way to shore. Major John Sours is the first to die, shot in the chest and head. His body floats facedown in the water as the others move inland. He was a good man, but there is nothing to be done for him now.

		Other soldiers are targeted and killed as they crawl beneath three parallel rows of mined timber obstacles at the waterline. Medics race in a crouch to the wounded, putting their own lives at risk to provide first aid.

		A deafening explosion, then a giant blinding ball of orange flame and oily black smoke. The landing craft bearing the number 91—not 71—rises out of the sea like a breaching whale before collapsing onto the beach, ammunition stores ablaze. The landing craft is an inferno, every man lost.

		General Cota does a quick study of the beach: There are no shell craters.

		The morning smells of salt, cordite, hard decisions. Every man is drenched. Covered in sand like a sugar cookie. It is fifty yards of beautiful light brown sand the texture of kosher salt and five minutes of cautious “belly pressed to the ground” movement from the waterline to the only hiding place on Omaha Beach: a four-foot-tall seawall. Above this berm, a fifteen-foot incline leads to a beachfront road.

		And that’s where this invasion ends.

		An impenetrable row of barbed wire is slung across the otherwise simple country lane. Two cars wide. Flatter than the beach. Coil upon coil upon coil upon coil upon coil, rusting from months in the ocean breeze, placed there quite intentionally on the orders of General Erwin Rommel, waiting to do its job. The road is deadly now, but a lovely place to walk the dog before war came to town—ocean tang, slow hiss of lazy white foam marking the tide, a stroll to let the mind wander.

		But this wasn’t really a town. Just a beachfront collection of very large two-story homes their fortunate owners might describe as cottages. This was where people lived, thinking themselves lucky to wake every morning to the sound of crashing waves and end each day reveling in the rapture of English Channel sunset. Before barbed wire and killing zones, there was long flat beach stretching from high cliffs at the left end to forever on the right as one faced the sea. Residents turned their bikes or cars from this simple road into their unpaved driveways, feeling oh so lucky to call this blissful stretch of French shoreline home.

		It is nothing like that right now.

		Nothing. It’s perverted to think such a thought.

		From now until eternity, this will be known as Omaha Beach, a place of slaughter. General Norman Cota and the men pissing themselves against the seawall see a road right above them strung in barbed wire as thick as Christmas tinsel and mines covering every inch of the sand-pitted surface. After that is the flat killing zone of grass and summerhouses now filled with German snipers all too happy to eat off the good china left behind by their owners. Each home fronting a steep row of cliffs is also manned by the best shooters in Hitler’s army.

		There is no way off this beach. We’re fucked, the Americans agree. Completely fucked. Soldiers like to grumble. No time like now. Each man was once a private citizen, but now all are military men, trained to obey orders. And right now, no one is saying fuck all about how to go forward or backward or maybe even sideways to get out of this killing zone—any direction to let them live one more day.

		Panic spreads like butter melting in a pan. German snipers kill one American after another. It is only logical that each man burrows deeper into the sand, sure the next crosshair is focused on him.

		Absolutely, positively, nowhere to go. Chaos reigns.

		Welcome to France. This is where we die.

		Yet at the top of those bluffs, all is precision and order. The German Army has long trained for this day, placing machine guns and mortars just so, guaranteeing interlocking fields of fire. Every living thing on the sand is within shooting range. The Germans pride themselves on superior optics. Now they focus binoculars and rifle scopes on vivid details of each victim’s life: rank, weight, fitness, hair color, stoicism—or terror. The trigger is pulled. The gun coughs. The shooter sees the instant each human life ends and then searches for his next target.

		Or sometimes that soldier fires into the same man a second and third time, just to make certain he’s dead. One German soldier will later admit that killing the Americans is so easy he can’t stop thinking of all the mothers in America who will receive fateful telegrams about their son’s deaths because he continues to pull the trigger.

		German artillery and machine guns take particular aim at landing craft doors, firing at the precise moment the ramp is lowered. Distance is recalibrated after each shot, judging by size of the splash and line of sight. When gunners get it right, Americans are mowed down before leaving the boat. Men wearing flamethrowers are a special target, the Germans intent on robbing Americans of this key tool designed specifically to drive enemy soldiers from the massive cement bunkers in which they now hide. Radio operators are also slain—three-fourths of all radios will be destroyed this morning, robbing American forces of the vital ability to communicate.

		More and more men pile atop one another at the base of the seawall as new waves of landing craft continue to unload. The tide rolls ever closer, one foot every ten minutes. By 10:12 this morning the ocean will reach the seawall and the Atlantic will reclaim the invaders. Two and a half hours is a long time, but they will come soon enough.

		All the while, the Germans take target practice, launching mortar after mortar toward the seawall, explosions coming ever closer to the pinned-down American force.

		

		•   •   •

		Dutch Cota assesses the situation. He predicted this. All of it. He is personally invested in this morning’s landing, having been a key adviser in the D-Day planning. Cota argued against a daylight invasion, believing darkness and the element of surprise increase the odds of success. Every sight and smell here on Omaha—carnage, resistance, confusion, fire, complete and utter fubar—could have been prevented with a night landing.

		But this is no time to be right.

		Cota has everything to lose by doing something brash. In just five months, he will celebrate twenty-five years of marriage to the former Connie Alexander. The couple has a grown daughter who once had the honor of being the first girl born at West Point’s cadet hospital. They also have a twenty-three-year-old son who flies P-47 Thunderbolts here in Europe. As a general, Cota has every right to direct this morning’s action from a safe position—the tank now concealing him from German fire being an ideal location.

		Yet Dutch Cota steps out from behind the Sherman.

		The general begins looking for a way off the beach. He does not duck or cower. Instead, he walks calmly, standing upright, encouraging the wounded and nonwounded pressed to the sand. “Come on,” he yells. “Come on. You’ve got to go.”

		Cota holds a pistol in one hand. He bites down on a cigar.

		“Get off the beach,” he orders the troops, one by one. He is old enough to be their father.

		“If you stay here, you’re gonna get killed. If you go inland, you may get killed.

		“So let’s go inland and get killed.”

		Cota walks back and forth, waving his gun around, at all times completely exposed to enemy fire. Some think he’s insane. Others think he’s a fool. The Germans think he’s bulletproof.

		Cota studies the terrain atop the seawall in search of a weakness in the enemy barbed wire. When he is done focusing on one portion of the beach, Cota strolls to another, frequently turning his back on known German gun emplacements. Five minutes pass. Ten. A half hour. Everyone except the general is crouched as low as possible, yet Dutch Cota continues to ignore the crack of bullets and mortar explosions finally forming craters in the sand.

		“Several of my men called my attention to a man about one-hundred yards to my right moving along the edge of the beach,” one captain will write. “He was chewing on a cigar, yelling and waving at the men in the dunes and at the seawall. He was taking no action to conceal himself from the enemy who continued to pour down small arms fire. We thought him crazy or heroic . . . I saw his insignia of rank: Brigadier General!”

		Cota is everywhere, dropping to the ground only once when a shell lands too close. A nearby soldier, seeing only the general’s back, complains to anyone who will listen that his matches are wet. Cota rolls over and extends a Zippo lighter.

		“Sorry, sir,” sputters the embarrassed soldier, glimpsing the star on the general’s epaulet.

		“That’s OK, son,” Cota replies, lighting the young man’s cigarette.

		The tide keeps coming in, a ticking clock determining if this invasion succeeds or fails. It is now 8:00 a.m. Cota’s relentless encouragement is raising spirits, even though he has yet to find escape from the beach.

		“It took courage for him to stand there in the wide open in the midst of a lot of scared kids,” one soldier will write. “His leadership became infectious, because wherever you saw the general walking up and down in plain sight it inspired them to move.”

		Finally, Dutch Cota sees a way.

		The general directs an explosive team to blast channels through the barbed wire above one section of seawall, specifically demanding that a company of elite airborne light infantry known as Rangers do the job. Cota is loud at all times, but his voice grows stronger as he shouts his order above machine-gun fire. “You Rangers have got to lead the way,” he barks.[*]

		Doing as ordered, Rangers detonate four paths through the tightly wound rolls of agricultural-grade barbed wire blocking their exit from the beach. The general arrives before the position of Ranger Company C at 8:07, demanding they press on, clear to the top of the bluffs. By 8:10, the Rangers are climbing to the German positions.

		One by one, more routes are blasted through the wire. Dutch Cota joins the forward movement, climbing up to the German guns. American soldiers follow this paternal symbol of heroism, rising from the safety of the seawall, guns drawn and ready to fight. One by one, concrete German bunkers are cleared, prisoners taken, and the US Army slowly moves inland, where, as the general told these soldiers quite bluntly, many will soon die.

		Dutch Cota, however, has a far different date with destiny.
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		JUNE 6, 1944

		LONDON, ENGLAND

		3:00 P.M.

		Winston Churchill receives the good news, but only after lunch with the king.

		The D-Day landings are taking place on a Tuesday. Whether coincidence or providence, this is the day each week George VI and the prime minister have a regularly scheduled midday meal at Buckingham Palace. The tradition began in September 1940. When the king is not in London, the queen takes his place. Sometimes she sits in anyway. But mostly, it is just Churchill and George, doors closed, no servants, filling plates from a sideboard—Churchill abstaining from bread but otherwise not above disrespecting his tailor; George nibbling his light lunch with the proper manners of a man whose every movement has been studied since birth.

		These meals have become a time of comfort. Buckingham Palace was bombed twice in September 1940. “Tuesdays” continued. Churchill wrote a few months later that “I have been greatly cheered by our weekly luncheons in poor old bomb-shattered Buckingham Palace.”

		The prime minister’s personal bottle of Pol Roger rests in an ice bucket at his elbow. The king smokes. They began the war as strangers with opposing visions for their beloved nation. Now they are staunch allies. Friends.

		Churchill is a scrapper, outspoken, born of a venereal father, short, growing more rotund by the day. George is dapper and reserved, an introvert who would be king only because his brother abdicated the throne in the name of love. Winston and George could not be more different.

		Their similarities are found in personal handicaps and vices—and love of Mother England. Churchill is a thespian with a lisp, an unrepentant drinker. Both are athletes, the king superb on horseback and the tennis court; Churchill, despite his middle-age weight gain, is still nimbler. Once, when directed toward the lift—elevator—at Buckingham Palace, he sneered and sprinted up the stairs two at a time.

		George is a sovereign ruler who stutters, a dedicated chain-smoker. The prime minister is sovereign in his own way, refusing to seek peace with Adolf Hitler when Britain appeared lost early in the war. The king could have taken his family to safety in Canada during those dark days but chose to remain in London throughout “The Blitz,” as Nazi bombing of the city is known.

		The British people love them both.

		The two most powerful and popular men in Great Britain intended to watch Operation Overlord in person, safely out at sea aboard the light cruiser HMS Belfast. Both are sailors, at ease on a swaying deck as the big guns boom—although George is sometimes afflicted with seasickness. The king is a commissioned officer who saw action at sea in World War I. Churchill served twice as First Lord of the Admiralty. Prime Minister sold the Belfast idea to George VI as a throwback to ancient times when kings rode into battle with their armies.[*]

		The desire is not prudent, grown men playing war like schoolboys, risking national security for an adrenaline rush. Yet what other rulers could say they were at D-Day? Not America’s Franklin Roosevelt or the Soviet Union’s Joseph Stalin—both govern this war from the polite distance of their capital cities and country homes. And certainly not Nazi Germany’s Adolf Hitler, who spends his life in a bunker, skin sallow from rarely feeling sunlight’s warmth.

		But Winston and George could have been there. What a triumph for the embattled British people to see their leaders’ courage on display.

		Yet on June 2, just four days ago, the king wrote Churchill to say they were making a mistake.

		“Please consider my own position,” George appealed, knowing that the headstrong Churchill would be tempted to go it alone. “I am a younger man than you, I am a sailor, & as king I am the head of all three services. There is nothing I would like better than to go to sea but I have agreed to stay at home; is it fair that you should then do exactly what I should have liked to do myself?

		“You said yesterday afternoon that it would be a fine thing for the King to lead his troops into battle, as in old days; if the King cannot do this, it does not seem to me right that his Prime Minister should take his place.”

		The king added “Believe me” as a reminder of the best course of action, then signed off by addressing Churchill as “Your very sincere friend.”

		So it is that the prime minister did not spend this morning in the English Channel, wind on his pale cheeks, salty ocean mist on his tongue. Instead, Churchill addressed the House of Commons at noon, telling them in great detail that Rome fell to the Allies yesterday. This was a moment of pleasant triumph for Churchill. He had long sought to invade Europe through the “soft underbelly” of the Mediterranean and Italy rather than France. It has been six long months of fighting since British and American troops first went ashore at the Anzio beachhead. Victory is a great milestone.

		But word flashed to London. Commons already knew. Members of Parliament all assumed Rome would be Prime Minister’s reason for taking the floor.

		Then, by way of passing, Churchill publicly announces the invasion of France. A stunned Commons roars their approval, bursting into cheers and applause. “Everything is proceeding according to plan,” Prime Minister assured them. “And what a plan. This vast operation is undoubtedly the most complicated and difficult that has ever taken place.”

		Still basking in that success, Churchill drove to the palace for lunch to talk more about D-Day and wonder about the shipboard adventure that might have been.

		

		•   •   •

		But it is now, after luncheon, the taste of champagne still wet on his lips, that Winston Churchill gets down to the grown-up business of diplomacy. The time is 3:00 p.m. He returns to his office at 10 Downing Street, less than a mile from his meeting with the king. Prime Minister is sixty-nine and weathered, having shouldered the burden of war since the day he took office. His speeches are rousing and his public optimism a fine balance for his private inability to tolerate incompetence.

		Great Britain’s place in the postwar world weighs heavily upon Churchill’s thick shoulders. His nation has grown poor in the past four years, stripped of lucrative Pacific colonies with their gas, oil, and rubber through Japanese invasion. German bombings here at home have killed thousands. A generation of Britain’s young men have been killed on battlefields near and far. America will be the global power when this is all done. The Soviet Union will also be mighty, controlling Eastern Europe. Churchill must wedge Britain into the discussion.

		He will do so in the spirit of collaboration.

		So, Winston Churchill reaches out to Joseph Stalin. The two men strengthened their shaky friendship with a night of hard drinking in Moscow back in 1942. “The best friendships,” Stalin tells the prime minister, “are built on misunderstandings.” Yet Churchill does not trust the Soviet. Both have known the hot breath of Nazi Germany on the back of their necks. Germany invaded the Soviet Union in 1941. Since, Stalin has long complained that his people have shouldered the war in Europe alone, losing millions of lives while waiting for America and Britain to open a second front in France. The fighting in Italy, bloody as it may be, does not count to the Soviet.

		Last November, at
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