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		PART ONE

		


		The Mediterranean

	
		CHAPTER 1

		


		Baptism of Fire

		The silence was unnerving after several days at sea, crossing from America with the constant grinding of the ship’s engines, quiet now in the Atlantic waters off North Africa. But it didn’t last long. In the early hours, bells clanged and then soldiers heard an anchor chain’s rattle, barked orders, heavy and frantic footsteps, power winches whirring as they started to lower landing craft into the whitecapped water.

		A radio played. Twenty-four-year-old Lieutenant Maurice “Footsie” Britt to his surprise heard the voice of President Franklin D. Roosevelt announce that the invasion of North Africa had already begun. “We figured he had jumped the gun a little,” Britt later remembered. “After all, we were still eight miles from shore.”[1] Then blond-haired Britt, all two hundred twenty pounds of him, took his place in his landing craft. Finally, the craft headed toward the shore.

		The seas as far as the horizon were dotted with transports. Britt belonged to the 3rd Division’s 30th Infantry Regiment, whose motto was “Our country, not ourselves.”[2] He was one of thirty-five thousand green American troops in Western Task Force, commanded by General George S. Patton, one of three forces attacking French Morocco and Algeria in three areas of a thousand-mile-long coastline, stretching all the way from Safi on the Atlantic to Algiers. The arrival of the first Americans in Europe to fight the Axis powers came at a critical point in the war. After enjoying stunning success against the British 8th Army through 1941 and much of 1942, General Erwin Rommel and his famed Afrika Korps were now on the defensive, having been defeated at El Alamein in Egypt less than a week earlier.

		In all, the Torch Landings, the first joint operation of the war by the Americans and the British, comprised more than a hundred thousand troops backed by three hundred fifty warships from seven Allied navies. The Americans had tried to negotiate an armistice with the French in recent days but to no avail, and so an order had come from on high to Britt’s division: “Okay, boys, let’s play ball.”[3]

		Dawn was now breaking off the coast of North Africa. In the far distance, men could make out the steeple of a Catholic church rising above the port of Fedala.[4] There was the sound of machine-gun fire. Bright red tracers spat across the lightening sky. Ahead loomed a flat, broad beach a couple of miles to the east of Fedala.

		Britt heard the drone of French bombers and then saw “huge fountains of spray” as bombs crashed into the sea. “It was a pretty sight,” he remembered, “until suddenly we realized, with a sickening feeling, that the men in these bombers were trying to kill us. No lectures on the subject, no crawling under carefully aimed machine gunfire, will ever make a soldier. He becomes one the instant he realizes the gunfire he hears is intended to kill him.”[5]

		
			
			[image: ]
		

		Britt’s landing craft ground ashore. Men began to unload it but then there was a “deafening rattle of fire” and Britt looked up and saw a French plane diving toward him, strafing his regiment. There had been no preinvasion bombardment in the hopes that the French would not put up any resistance. Many of Britt’s fellow invaders carried American flags, figuring the French would be less likely to fire on US troops. The flags made no difference.

		Britt and his men stopped unloading the craft, headed for safety across the beach, and then moved inland. By midday they had reached a preassigned assembly area near a road bridge. Then Britt returned to the beach with a sergeant to salvage the jeeps and equipment he’d been forced to leave in the landing craft. “The first edge of my excitement was beginning to dull and when another strafing plane came over I hit the beach in utter terror, digging madly into the sand.”

		The plane soon passed over, in search of more targets. For five long minutes, Britt lay flat, terrified, trying to summon the courage to get back on his feet. He then found his landing craft. But before he and the sergeant could pull off several guns and two remaining jeeps, the landing craft sank in the rough seas. There was more bad news. Britt learned that a “submarine torpedo [had] hit our transport standing off shore and all our equipment went down with it. We lost all our barracks bags, food, kitchens, and other equipment. All we had left was the clothes on our backs and the rations we carried. We were tired, sick, and disgusted.”[6]

		Britt and the sergeant had no option but to walk back across the beach and rejoin their company at the assembly point by the road bridge. By early afternoon, Fedala was in American hands, and Britt and his company were marching toward Casablanca, sixteen miles to the southwest. Britt’s regiment encountered minimal resistance while taking dozens of French soldiers as prisoners.

		Allied Supreme Commander Dwight Eisenhower arranged a cease-fire with Vichy French forces forty-eight hours later, on November 10, and Casablanca was occupied with fewer than seventy men killed from Britt’s division, although by the time the guns fell silent in all of Morocco, there had been some fifteen hundred Allied casualties. Britt and his fellow “Marne men,” as the 3rd Division soldiers were known, had been initiated into the full chaos and confusion of combat in a couple of hectic, feverish days. They’d fought with barely any armored support yet had successfully spearheaded the first US invasion of the war. “My biggest thrill,” Britt wrote his wife, “and one that I’m sure I’ll never recapture, was when my boys performed so heroically that at least three will be decorated for outstanding bravery.”[7]

		Far bloodier battlefields and much greater danger were in store for Maurice Britt but, unlike so many of his fellow junior officers, his background and training had prepared him to endure the ordeals ahead. Britt had in fact trained for combat since the harshest days of the Great Depression when he first donned an army uniform in 1937 as a freshman in the ROTC program at the University of Arkansas. He was quick-witted, tough, and humble, with no airs or graces, an optimist by necessity, having grown up dirt-poor in rural Arkansas. He was born in the small town of Carlisle, in the state’s rice-growing region, and already knew what death meant. When he was nine, his father was badly hurt in an industrial accident and given less than five years to live. He lasted four.

		Britt’s mother was left with two boys, nine-year-old Basil and thirteen-year-old Maurice, to bring up on her own. Each cent counted and Britt worked every hour he could, stacking wood, picking fruit, chopping cotton.[8] In high school, he was an exceptional athlete, playing basketball and football and starring on the track team. His teammates nicknamed him Footsie because he had such big feet—“size 12, double E.”

		He studied as hard as he worked to feed his family, graduating in 1937 as his high school’s valedictorian. He never forgot his mother’s delight when he won a football scholarship to the University of Arkansas, where he majored in journalism, hoping one day to become a sportswriter if he didn’t make the cut as a professional athlete.[9] As in high school, Britt was again both a star athlete and a superb scholar, gaining a 5.5 grade point average in his freshman year while winning plaudits for the college’s Razorback football team as a nimble, quick-thinking defensive and offensive end. Before his senior year, he’d attended a reserve officers’ training camp at Fort Leavenworth in Kansas—what he regarded, on the cusp of his first combat, as “a priceless experience.”[10]

		Aged twenty-two, Britt fell in love with a high-spirited, beautiful freshman called Nancy Mitchell. After he received his commission as a second lieutenant upon graduating, he and eighteen-year-old Nancy were married on June 8, 1941. “Life was simple and serene in those days, six months before Pearl Harbor,” he reminisced. “We went on a honeymoon tour of the Ozarks and in the fall we went to Detroit, where I had an offer to try out with the Detroit Lions professional football team.”

		Britt was selected for one of six roster spots and soon became a regular starter, a professional football player in the NFL. The Lions were a woeful team, losing most of their games, but Britt was highly respected by both fans and teammates for his dedication and endurance. “He could take any amount of punishment and he was a sixty-minute man,” recalled fellow Lion O’Neale Adams. “I always thought he would make a leader.”[11] Another of Britt’s teammates was Byron White, a future Supreme Court justice, rumored to be the best-paid player in the NFL. “There were stories that [White] was making $1000 a game, which was fantastic money,” remembered Britt. “None of us knew if it was true and no one asked. We were just glad to have him on our side. . . . It wasn’t hard to see that this man was going places.”[12]

		The same could have been said for Britt. But then, a few weeks before the end of the 1941 season, he received a letter from the War Department calling him to active duty.[13] Britt turned up at Camp Robinson in Arkansas on December 5, 1941, and was told to make his way to Fort Lewis in Washington State. He was listening to the radio, driving across the Arizona desert with his wife, when he heard that Pearl Harbor had been attacked and that the United States had entered the war.

		Certain he’d be shipped to the Pacific in a matter of days, Britt’s first impulse was to pull his coupe over at the next town and send his bride home, but she insisted on crossing the Rockies with him. It was a fraught journey as her husband kept putting his foot to the gas, eager to get to the West Coast. The police stopped Britt several times for speeding and he earnestly explained he was in a rush to get the war won. He didn’t pick up a single ticket. In Fort Lewis, an officer in a tank unit quickly sized him up—he stood 6 feet 3.5 inches: “You’re too big,” the officer told him. “You look like you might be some good in the infantry.”[14]

		So it was that Britt ended up in the 3rd Division, the legendary “Rock of the Marne” outfit that had saved Paris in July 1918 by blocking the last great German offensive of World War I. Dubbed “the Blue and White Devils” because of the blue and white stripes on their insignia, the Marne men had boasted among their ranks between the wars none less than Dwight Eisenhower—the future Allied supreme commander—and George Marshall, US Army chief of staff.[15]

		

		—

		Later that November 1942, as Hitler sent more men to North Africa to bolster Rommel’s Afrika Korps, Britt was detailed with his battalion to set up security for one of the most important conferences of World War II in Casablanca, the first port on the Atlantic that could receive troops and supplies directly from the United States. It was dull work but Britt and his company found time to barter with the local Arabs, he recalled, “for eggs and other food to supplement our rations. One lucky fellow in our company had come ashore with a box of red, white and blue poker chips. The Arabs thought these were worth more than silver money, and our man almost had a corner on the Moroccan egg market.”[16]

		From January 8 to 23, 1943, Britt and his fellow Marne men kept a tight cordon around the elegant Anfa Hotel as Prime Minister Winston Churchill and President Roosevelt and their military staffs planned strategy for defeating the Axis in North Africa and then in mainland Europe. “Britt personally met his Commander in Chief,” it was later reported, as well as “Churchill, De Gaulle, Marshall, and others.”[17]

		The Torch Landings had been opposed by the US chiefs of staff, who feared being dragged into what they saw as a vaguely planned Mediterranean sideshow, designed to further Churchill’s imperialist aims. But Roosevelt was under intense pressure to commit more men and matériel to the fight against the Axis. It had been impossible to invade northwest Europe in 1942 and thereby open a second front as Stalin demanded. To maintain momentum in the war, Roosevelt now agreed to Churchill’s calls for a strike to the “soft underbelly” of the Third Reich in the Mediterranean.[18] At Roosevelt’s insistence, it was also decided at Casablanca that there would be no negotiating with Hitler and the Axis powers; only unconditional surrender would be acceptable.

		Once the dignitaries had left Casablanca, Britt and his battalion bade adieu to the port with its ancient medinas, gut-rotting chicory coffee, armies of beggars, and surly French colonials. They were sent to the windswept Spanish-Moroccan border, where they again performed guard duty. Spring arrived and men no longer shivered so much as they stood at sentry posts at night. On March 7, 1943, they received a new division commander, forty-eight-year-old Major General Lucian Truscott, a chain-smoking aesthete who’d left American shores with a copy of War and Peace and a bottle of booze stowed in his kit bag. A former schoolteacher from Texas, the son of a country doctor, aged twenty-three he’d enlisted in the cavalry and become a superb polo player. Famously short-tempered and bullheaded, he would soon dole out fifty-year sentences to men who shot themselves in the foot to avoid combat.

		Truscott took charge at a turning point in the North Africa campaign. The Allies had hoped for a quick victory following Operation Torch but Rommel’s forces proved infuriatingly hard to defeat. Rains lashed the mosquito-plagued invaders and deep mud along coastal highways slowed Allied tanks. Then came a stunning victory against the green Americans at Kasserine Pass. Six US battalions were destroyed in two days.

		It was a woeful performance, leading to sniping from the British. But Kasserine was a necessary blooding that led to a shake-up in the US Army, sackings and reassignment of men and commands. And now, that spring of 1943, the Allies were back on the offensive, better organized and with new generals such as Truscott in charge. Record numbers of enemy ships were being sunk, strangling supply lines across the Mediterranean. That April 22, the Allies launched a decisive offensive. Tunis fell as two once mighty German Panzer armies fell apart, and by May 13, what was left of Rommel’s Afrika Korps was defeated and 238,000 Germans and Italians were taken prisoner.

		Lucian Truscott gathered his officers for a pep talk. The Germans were no supermen. When the American soldier was daring, organized, and highly aggressive, he could beat his German foe, always called the Boche by Truscott. Barely a week later, Truscott ordered his regimental commanders to move to Arzew, a training center in Algeria.[19] “While Allied forces were driving Marshal Rommel back from the gates of Egypt and the Germans were being cornered in Tunisia,” recalled Britt, “our division was rehearsing for [an] invasion. Over and over we practiced beach landings. It was dangerous work but the men who formed combat teams were generally volunteers. They got no extra pay.”[20]

		Truscott was ruthlessly determined to knock the Marne men into tiptop shape, telling regimental commanders to send them on long forced marches at maximum speed so they could learn what would be called the Truscott trot. “Have you heard what that new hard-ass general wants us to do?” asked some officers. The US Army field manual stated that troops march at 2.5 miles per hour. Truscott demanded four. A colonel dared to show Truscott the manual. “Colonel,” growled Truscott, “you can throw that in the wastebasket.”[21]

		Truscott wanted men to cover as much ground as fast possible, to pivot and dash with the speed of cavalry. He knew the Allies’ next amphibious operation would happen that summer in baking heat in rough terrain unsuited to tank warfare. The objective had been decided at the Casablanca conference. The Marne men would be heading to Sicily.

		Late that June, Lieutenant Britt and his company were finally able to rest. They were in superb shape, better conditioned for killing than they would be at any stage in the war. On July 3, Britt stood in a parched olive grove in Tunisia. It was late afternoon when Britt, his face deeply tanned, gathered with officers from the 3rd Division in a large semicircle. Many men, uniforms stained with sweat, then sat down on their helmets beneath a scorching sun.

		The Marne men’s division chief of staff, Colonel Don Carleton, heavyset with a sunburned face and bristling mustache, stepped up to the microphone.

		There was a sudden gust of hot wind.

		“Gentlemen,” said Carleton, “the first Sirocco. A hot wind that sweeps north across the sands of the Sahara, with the heat of a furnace, to die over the Mediterranean. A good omen.”

		Some men laughed halfheartedly.

		Then Carleton saw that General Truscott was approaching.

		“Attention!”

		Men scrambled to their feet.

		“Gentlemen, the Commanding General.”

		Lucian Truscott stood before a microphone. The sun shone in his broad face, making him squint. “Gentlemen,” said Truscott, “we are on the eve of a great adventure. We are about to set forth upon the greatest amphibious expedition the world has ever known. . . . We find ourselves anticipating success or . . . failure? No, instead we anticipate success, or success beyond our utmost expectations. We do not know the word ‘failure.’ ”

		The next day, Independence Day, Truscott made a shorter, more emphatic speech, directing his comments at every man with blue and white stripes on his shoulder: “You are going to meet the ‘Boche’! Carve your name on his face!”[22]

	
		CHAPTER 2

		


		Sicily

		Neptune was angry. A fierce storm the previous night had buffeted the invasion fleet, threatening to defeat the Allies before they even stepped ashore. The force seven gale had abated, but high waves still slapped against landing craft as they plowed toward the shore. It was early on July 10, 1943, off the southern coast of Sicily. In one craft stood a nineteen-year-old private called Audie Murphy, army serial number 18093707. Men beside him from B Company of the 15th Infantry Regiment were bent over, puking. The five-foot-seven-inch Texan, weighing in at all of 138 pounds, a steel helmet strapped to his back, stood looking ahead at the soft golden sands of Yellow Beach, to the east of the port of Licata.

		The craft bounced up and down, buffeted by the stiff wind—what the Sicilians, so often invaded over the centuries, called a tramontana. Men kept puking. They were at the start of the Allied liberation of Europe, the first wave in the largest amphibious invasion in history to date, involving sixty-six thousand of their fellow Americans and almost twice as many British troops and twenty-six hundred navy ships. According to their division commander, Lucian Truscott, the Marne men were “anxious to get the job done—and get home.”[1]

		Aboard the USS Biscayne, a few thousand yards offshore from Yellow Beach, Truscott was dressed for battle, wearing his trademark leather jacket and silk cravat. In the long hours before dawn, he had been “concerned with his own thoughts,” haunted by memories of the failed Dieppe raid of August 1942, which he’d witnessed. He remembered the excruciating tension before launching Operation Torch, the invasion of North Africa, the previous November.

		“What was to be the result?”[2] Truscott wondered.

		The Germans would not be taken by surprise. Albert Kesselring, in command of German forces in Sicily and Italy, had expected an Allied landing and had prepared accordingly. The fifty-seven-year-old ex–artillery man had reinforced the Axis garrison. The coastal defenses in Sicily were still pathetic, however, “a pretty sugar pastry,” and he had no faith whatsoever in the Italian defenders—congenital cowards, espresso-loving womanizers. But neither the thin crust of defenses nor the Italians mattered. Kesselring’s Panzer divisions would wait for General George Patton’s Americans and for the British and Canadians, led by General Bernard Montgomery, to move inland and then counterattack, throwing them back into the Mediterranean. Before the war was over, Kesselring would kill more of Truscott’s men than any other German warlord.

		It didn’t feel as if he was approaching a “sugar pastry” to Private Audie Murphy, desperate to get ashore. Whatever Kesselring had in mind for him and his fellow invaders, it couldn’t have been worse than being cramped in a troopship and then a bucking landing craft. Finally, he was almost at Yellow Beach, yards away from surf crashing onto golden sands.

		The ramp was down. Murphy made it onto the beach. There was scant opposition other than a few desultory artillery shells fired by terrified Italians. Then he saw his first dead American, blown apart by shrapnel.[3] It was still early morning. Murphy looked around and saw bodies dotted along the beach. It seemed as if the men who had landed before him had been slaughtered. But then he realized the soldiers were lying down, taking a quick breather before pushing inland.[4]

		Murphy sprinted across the beach and then through a gap cut in barbed wire. An enemy machine gun cackled and was soon silenced. Murphy felt disappointed. He’d expected far more excitement. The feeling passed quickly. Gunfire erupted once more. He sensed, for the first time, that another human being was trying to kill him. This was deadly work. He’d need to take it seriously to survive. And never before had he wanted so badly to stay alive.

		A shell exploded. Murphy felt the earth tremble. He looked up and spotted a three-hundred-foot-high ridge inland, Saffarello Hill. A second explosion was much closer. Men were nearby, taking cover, coughing from the clouds of powder from the shell explosion. Murphy spotted a redheaded soldier who’d fallen from a rock. Blood seeped from his ears and nose. A soldier who’d fought in North Africa scrambled forward. He got to the redhead and then turned to another man close by, a greenhorn, and told him to grab the redhead’s ammunition. The redhead wouldn’t be needing it. Someone else sure as hell soon would.

		The greenhorn started to strip ammunition from the dead man’s cartridge belt. Someone said the dead man had two kids and a wife back home.

		A soldier covered his body with a cape to stop it from being eaten by flies.

		“Flies go to work on ’em right away,” said the soldier. “Fellow from the last war told me they well up like balloons.”[5]

		Murphy moved on into the hills, drenched in sweat.

		“Where is the glamour in blistered feet and a growling stomach?” wondered Murphy. “And where is the expected adventure?”[6]

		Lieutenant Maurice Britt also arrived at Licata that morning, coming ashore with I Company of the 30th Infantry. He and his unit had practiced landings so often, and there was so little opposition, that it all felt like an anticlimax. The preinvasion bombing was perfectly timed, and thanks to a plethora of photographs and intelligence reports, Britt almost felt as if he’d visited Licata before.

		With Britt’s company was a large, irascible German shepherd called Chips. Back in the US, the dog had mauled a sailor almost to death. Now, incredibly, Chips did the same to the enemy. After moving off Blue Beach, to the east of Licata, Britt and I Company were held up by machine-gun fire erupting from a pillbox.[7] The canine spotted the gun and, trained to attack any man wielding a weapon, escaped his handler and sprinted forward. He tore its hot muzzle from the slit in a pillbox and then, smelling Germans, bounded to its rear and inside. Before long a petrified German staggered outside, hysterical, his arm almost chewed off. When the handler caught up, he found Chips at another German’s throat, with two men cowering nearby. Chips would later have the Silver Star pinned to his collar by Truscott.[8]

		Audie Murphy meanwhile moved on, a couple of miles to the west of Britt, beneath the harsh midday sun. He walked past scrubby Saffarello Hill and across the Ginisi Plain, a few miles of dusty flat ground. Scouting parties from the 15th Infantry Regiment forged ahead, looking for water. Men dropped their packs and heavy equipment, to be brought to them later, so they could march as fast and light as possible, carrying only six clips of ammunition each and a single day’s rations. Italian soldiers surrendered in droves to their American invaders, yelling, “Me bambine!”[9] They all had many children back home, cursed Mussolini, hated the Germans even more, and sang and smiled as they trotted toward a POW compound.

		A few weeks earlier, Murphy had written his family in Texas, telling them he’d never felt better. The army had been the making of him. He’d not asked after his father in the letter. Short, heavyset, barely literate, a violent abuser, especially of his wife, Josie Bell, Emmitt Pat Murphy had not been in his son’s life for a long time. Murphy never forgave him for what he’d done to Audie’s mother, to his siblings, to himself. “Every time my old man couldn’t beat the kids he had,” he recalled, “he got himself another one.”[10]

		At the height of the Depression, in 1933, Audie’s father had moved his wife and eleven children to Celeste, Texas. They lived in a cotton picker’s shack without plumbing, lit by bare lightbulbs hung from wires dangling from the ceilings. Harder and harder years had followed. In 1940, as Hitler’s forces stormed across Europe, Murphy’s father abandoned him and his siblings. “When my dad left,” recalled daughter Nadene Murphy, “it was a cold icy night, and I saw him . . . he got up and put on all the clothes he could, walked out the door . . . that was the last time I saw him.”[11]

		Murphy did what he could but there were too many mouths to feed, no matter how many rabbits and squirrels he killed with his .22 rifle. “My mother, attempting to keep her brood together, worked harder than ever,” he remembered. “But illness overtook her. Gradually she grew weaker and sadder. And when I was sixteen she died.”[12] It broke something deep inside him—watching her collapse, aged forty-nine, under the strain, then seeing his three youngest siblings sent to an orphanage, four others fending for themselves, the family scattered like so much cottonseed. According to his sister Nadene, their mother’s sudden death “tore him up because he wanted her to live so he could do something for her.”[13]

		Murphy worked any odd job he could find but often went hungry. His violent mood swings led him to pick fights on the slightest pretense. War couldn’t have come quick enough for Audie Murphy. When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, he was “half-wild with frustration” because he was too young to join up.[14] He wanted so badly to put on a uniform and fight, as much to serve his country as to vent his burning rage. Pretending to be eighteen, although a year younger in fact, he went to a Marine Corps recruiting station. A sergeant gave Murphy one look and rejected him as too small and thin. If only he’d done what some other kids his age and weight had done and drunk a pint of milk and gorged on bananas before stepping on the scales.

		America was at war. The army would surely not be so picky. Ten days after being rejected by the marines, Murphy stood by a road, trying to hitch a ride from Farmersville to go join up in Dallas. Someone stopped and gave him a ride. He tipped the scales at 112 pounds but was accepted into the 3rd Division as the lowest form of grunt, a replacement. He’d never been more than a hundred miles from home. On his first practice drill, he passed out. Some soldier. They started calling him “baby” in basic training but that was before he crossed the Atlantic, before he landed in Casablanca that February, before he began to serve under Captain Keith Ware in B Company.[15] No one called him baby anymore.

		Murphy put one rubber-soled boot in front of the other, ready to hunt Germans, to start paying back for all that the world had taken from him. Licata was behind him, the first town in Europe to be liberated by his regiment. He moved on, heading inland. The humidity and the Sicilian landscape were reminiscent of the region of northeastern Texas where he’d grown up.

		One fall at age twelve, Murphy had worked in a field full of fluffy cotton; he’d been born a sharecropper’s kid, after all. He toiled beside an old man, a veteran of World War I. The veteran warned him about war. It was a ghastly business, nothing to glorify. The old man had been gassed by the Germans. He’d been a machine gunner. He’d killed many times.

		“Someday, I aim to be a soldier,” Murphy told him.

		The old man looked at him with disdain.

		What the hell for?

		

		—

		
		Kesselring was right about the Italians. There was no serious opposition from them as the 15th Infantry Regiment moved ashore.[16] “The Italians were caught by surprise,” remembered one man. “Some sleeping in pill boxes never opened their eyes to see light of day again. They were killed before they ever awakened.”[17]

		Both the German and Italian defenses were minimal, much to the delight of Truscott—his ten thousand troops suffered fewer than a hundred casualties that morning. In planning, as much as twenty percent in losses had been expected. Within an hour of the first wave arriving, all his objectives for D Day had been seized—the local airport, the port and town of Licata itself. One relieved officer told Truscott: “Fighting the battle was a damn sight easier than training for it.”[18]

		Audie Murphy ended his first day in combat with a stomachache, having gorged on too many tomatoes and green melons in the fields north of Licata. The next morning, Murphy examined his surroundings just as he’d surveyed new ground when hunting to feed his family as a boy. This was not the verdant Sicily he’d seen in picture postcards. This southern slice of the island was mostly a drab patchwork of wheat fields and scraggly olive orchards. Murphy had been selected to work as a runner for the commander of B Company, twenty-seven-year-old Captain Keith Ware. That meant jogging and sprinting between platoons with orders, reporting back on progress, and that morning B Company set a brisk pace as it advanced farther inland, passing the odd patch of green—vineyards and even some cotton fields.

		In Captain Ware’s eyes, Murphy looked far too young to be in combat. He was eighteen, remembered Ware, but appeared “three or four years younger.”[19] Like Murphy, Ware was a neophyte in the ways of war, undergoing his greatest test leading two hundred men into action. Nothing in his background suggested he might fail. But every officer going into battle for the first time could not help but wonder if he had the right stuff.

		Like Murphy, Ware didn’t look cut out for killing. According to one account, he was “dour” and “shy,” an unassuming bachelor who squinted “at the world through sedate, rimless glasses. His voice [was] soft, his language reserved.”[20] But like his young runner, he had an inner strength forged by loss and hardship that belied his appearance.

		When Ware was twelve years old, his father—a chain-smoking traveling salesman—had died of throat cancer. Medical bills left Ware and his mother and sister penniless, so poor at one stage that Ware and his sister subsisted on raw oatmeal. Ware worked any job he could find after his father’s death. He delivered newspapers before school and each night would clean up in a grocery store, sweeping up blood-soaked sawdust in the meat department.

		Ware’s sister, who was four years older than him, found a job with the telephone company, AT&T, and the family moved to California with her. After graduating from high school, Ware worked in a department store in Glendale, eventually becoming a manager. Then war broke out and Ware was drafted. Because of his high intelligence and managerial experience, he was selected to attend Officer Training School, where he excelled. Aware, no doubt, of his lowly status as a “ninety day wonder” among his fellow officers, he was about to show he was as capable as any West Pointer.

		Later, on the second day of combat, as they marched north, some of Ware’s men were pinned down by machine-gun fire, bullets whipping all around. The Germans were fighting back, not the Italians. It was the first time B Company had encountered Kesselring’s troops. They wouldn’t be quite so eager to throw their hands up in the air.

		A Sherman tank rolled up, tracks clanking, and fired at the German position with a jolting bark. Ware ordered Company B to move fast across open ground and then to get to the other side of some rail tracks and find cover. They were to stop for no reason. Murphy and the others did as Ware ordered and sprinted forward.

		Two men fell, hit by gunfire. A grenade exploded close by, but Murphy kept running, firing his carbine from the hip, shouting for others to follow him. Then he jumped across the rail tracks and found cover in a shallow ditch, out of the line of fire. Something heavy dropped on top of him—it was a private called Joe Sieja. The chain-smoking Pole must have relished this first encounter with the Krauts. He harbored a raging hatred for the Germans, who had invaded his beloved homeland in 1939, just a year after he’d emigrated to America. Every goddamn one was a sonofabitch as far as Sieja was concerned. The only good Kraut was a dead one.

		Ware pushed B Company on toward the next village, Campobello, leading the First Battalion’s advance. As Ware’s men neared a German strongpoint, bullets slashed through the air. Six of Ware’s men were wounded. Ware organized his men, sending a private with a Browning Automatic Rifle ahead to lay down fire on the enemy position while others pulled the wounded to safety.[21] Then Ware led his men across open ground and the strongpoint was knocked out. The First Battalion could advance once more. He had passed his first true test, earning the Silver Star on only his second day in combat.[22]

		As Audie Murphy moved ahead that afternoon on a scouting patrol, he spotted two enemy officers trying to escape on white horses. He raised his carbine and toppled both in swift succession with uncanny deadly accuracy. He felt no guilt at taking his first lives, “no qualms, no pride, no remorse,” merely a “weary indifference.”

		“Now why did you do that?” a soldier asked Murphy. “You shouldn’t have fired.”

		“That’s our job, isn’t it? They would have killed us if they’d had the chance. That’s their job. Or have I been wrongly informed?”[23]

		The sun began to set.[24] Trucks had churned up the dry mud, and now clouds of gray dust shrouded everything, giving the Marne men a deathly complexion until they could wash away the grime. But there was no time to get clean. General Truscott wanted to keep his regiments on the move, constantly harrying the retreating Germans.[25]

		

		—

		They were two titans of the US Army, hard-charging, short-tempered cavalrymen with great swagger and style. On July 14, Truscott and General George Patton, the 7th Army commander, met for the first time in Licata to discuss strategy. After stopping a German counterattack at Gela, where he had come ashore, Patton was eager to make his mark and destroy German and Italian resistance in all of Western Sicily.

		Truscott knew that Patton had his eye on Palermo, Sicily’s largest city, with its famous waterfront and Norman-Byzantine Cathedral of Monreale, one of the finest in Europe. It drew him “like a lodestar,” remembered Truscott, who offered to send a reconnaissance force to probe enemy resistance to its south.[26]

		The gesture was appreciated. A few days later, Patton ordered Truscott to get his entire division to Sicily’s capital as fast as possible. Truscott called together his regimental commanders and opened a bottle of whisky, offering them a drink.

		“I want you to be in Palermo in five days!”[27]

		The city was a hundred miles away. The roads were poor and there was scant chance of finding clean water in the hinterland. Lieutenant Maurice Britt vividly recalled the “foot race” that ensued. “We left our anti-tank guns behind but carried bazookas and anti-tank rifles and the usual mortars and machine guns. There were no roads, not even paths, on this march, and the country was rugged—worse than the Ozark mountains of my home state. After each hour we rested about ten minutes, about as long as it takes to smoke one cigarette slowly.”

		Men staggered to their feet, adjusted their packs, and resumed the Truscott trot, passing singed fields of cactus, dry riverbeds, and thickets of cork oak. There was no singing, not a word wasted as the horizon shimmered and the weakest began to wilt.

		Britt saved his breath as he struggled under the weight of his pack. He started to feel dizzy with fatigue even though he was in better condition than most. Before long, men dropped to the ground and were left behind, lips parched and faces burned deep red. “Going up hills was the worst,” remembered Britt. “When my own lungs felt like bursting, I kept my eyes on some little city fellow, trudging along, suffering, I knew, with every step.”[28]

		Britt’s company reached their first objective—a key road used by the enemy—in less than two days, subsisting on the rations they carried. “Then we settled down for our fight, taking positions to cover the road. The Italians, who never knew what to do when their plans are upset, were so surprised to see us so far inland that 1,000 of them surrendered.”[29]

		Meanwhile, Captain Ware’s B Company and the 15th Infantry Regiment stomped forward on half rations, scavenging for grapes and other fruit when they could, for fifty-four miles in thirty-three hours—a record in World War II for US foot soldiers—and coughing from the clouds of dust that contained crushed chalk and cow dung, which compounded their thirst.[30] Jeeps trundled alongside columns and a few lucky GIs, tongues swollen, handed over their canteens to be filled without breaking step.

		A private under Ware’s command in B Company noted in his diary on the evening of July 19: “What a day. We covered thirty miles through the dust and heat of the Sicilian summer. Our feet are covered in blisters. The roads are rocky and that makes it hard walking. The enemy is retreating so fast, we can’t contact him. We are walking at a rate of 4.5 miles an hour. Boy are my dogs barking now.”[31]

		B Company reached the village of Santo Stefano Quisquina, a two-day march from Palermo, on July 20, and Ware finally allowed his men to rest for a few hours. General Truscott had followed their advance with growing pride. All the hard training in North Africa was paying off. “In blistering heat and stifling dust,” Truscott recalled, “these soldiers plowed their way forward like waves beating on an ocean beach and at a rate which Roman legions never excelled.”[32]

		The Marne men were, however, denied the honor of being the first to enter Palermo, the first major city in Europe to be liberated from German occupation. Patton ordered Truscott to stop short so that he himself could be photographed on July 22 welcoming Sherman tanks from the 2nd Armored Division as they clanked into the ruined city.

		Banners flew.

		“Down with Mussolini!”

		“Long live America!”[33]

		Boys with stick-thin legs, malnourished, threw fresh lemons and bunches of grapes at the Americans.

		“Caramelli! Caramelli! Caramelli!”[34]

		Candies! Candies! Candies!

		Camera shutters clicked.

		The famed war photographer Robert Capa, working for Life magazine, watched the ensuing victory procession: “The road leading into the city was lined with tens of thousands of frantic Sicilians waving white sheets and homemade American flags with not enough stars and too many stripes. Everyone had a cousin in Brook-a-leen.”[35]

		Truscott and Patton met the day after Palermo was liberated.

		Patton looked delighted.

		“Well, the Truscott trot sure got us here in a damn hurry,” said Patton.[36]

		There followed a week’s rest for Ware, Murphy, and Britt. B Company was stationed at first in an abandoned aircraft factory. Seaplanes needing only guns to be mounted stood silent guard.[37] Then Ware moved his men to a municipal building in the heart of Palermo. In streets nearby, soldiers lined up patiently outside whorehouses. Only a quarter of the population remained, more than a hundred fifty thousand civilians having fled bombing. Ware’s men wandered down the narrow passages between collapsed homes, past the propaganda signs declaring Duce! Duce! Duce! and along the Via Libertà in search of decent chow and coffee.

		If they were lucky, officers might get a table at the Grand Hotel Excelsior. The minestrone soup was too watery, the steak sliced too thin, but at least the fruit was fresh. Dogfaces had to make do with caffè surrogato, an almost palatable mix of chicory and beans. There was no espresso, no cappuccino. Italians hadn’t tasted real coffee for three years. And the people of Palermo hadn’t seen a loaf of bread for over a week. They were desperately hungry. Everywhere Americans ventured, they met locals who repeated one word.

		“Pane, pane, pane!”

		Bread . . .

		“When will you Americans bring us food?”[38]

		No one knew for sure. Then, on July 26, radio broadcasts from Rome announced that Il Duce—Mussolini—had been placed under arrest. King Victor Emmanuel had told him: “We cannot go on much longer. Sicily has gone.” And so ended twenty-one years of fascism in Italy. A new government, under Marshal Pietro Badoglio, formed and pledged to fight on with Germany, redoubling its efforts. No one was convinced, least of all Hitler. Badoglio was bluffing, having already told Emmanuel that the war was perduto, perdutissimo—totally lost.[39]

		Hitler considered replacing Badoglio but was persuaded to wait. He didn’t waste any time in contacting Kesselring, however, and telling him to consider pulling all German troops out of Sicily. Kesselring had already made contingency plans and ordered operations officers from the Wehrmacht divisions still in combat to fly to his headquarters so they could arrange Operation Lehrgang, a mass evacuation. It would prove a smashing success.

		Back in Palermo, Patton basked in his newfound fame as the conqueror of Western Sicily, ensconced in the Royal Palace with its Palatine Chapel, where he prayed devoutly when not impatiently pacing red-carpeted hallways. His face was on the covers of Newsweek and Time magazines that month but he yearned for ever greater glory on the battlefield—it was preordained. He knew it. So did God. The battle maps Patton pored over showed that his 7th Army had occupied more than half of Sicily. The crayon markings also revealed that Montgomery’s 8th Army was making slow progress, in the lee of Mount Etna, along the southeastern coast of Sicily.

		General Harold Alexander, commander of Allied forces in Sicily, looked at different maps, but they told the same story: Montgomery’s forces needed help. And so he ordered Patton, in command of some two hundred thousand men, to attack eastward toward Messina along Sicily’s northern shore. Whichever general reached Messina first would be able to declare victory in the Sicilian campaign.

		Patton wasn’t about to end this contest in second place, certainly not behind Montgomery. “This is a horse race,” he told Troy Middleton, commander of the 45th Division, “in which the prestige of the US Army is at stake. We must take Messina before the British.”[40] But it wasn’t Middleton to whom Patton turned to win the race. That privilege was reserved for Lucian Truscott and his Marne men. They would spearhead the 7th Army’s strike toward Messina, Patton’s ultimate prize, a hundred forty miles away along the Via Valeria, an ancient coastal road.

		

		—

		Captain Keith Ware had a problem—a soldier in B Company called Audie Murphy. Ware didn’t want him in the front lines, however deadly a shot he had proved. He couldn’t see beyond Private Murphy’s “cursed baby face,” in Murphy’s words, and so Ware had transferred Murphy to his headquarters staff. Murphy should have been grateful but instead he slipped away several times to join dangerous patrols.

		An exasperated Ware confronted Murphy.

		“I hear you can’t stay away from the front?”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“What’s wrong with you? You want to get killed?”

		“No, sir.”

		“I’m going to do myself a favor. I’m putting you back in the lines, and you’ll stay there until you’re so sick of action you’ll want to vomit.”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“And, incidentally,” Ware added, “you’ve been made a corporal.”[41]

		Corporal Murphy found himself bent over, vomiting, not from revulsion at killing but rather from the dehydration he suffered. The temperature topped 110 Fahrenheit, with a hundred percent humidity. “It was a common sight to approach large groups of men clustered around a small pipe cemented into the side of a rocky cliffside,” recalled Eugene Salet, one of Ware’s fellow officers, “from which a small trickle of cold water flowed. These men would edge their way in an attempt to fill their canteens, then they would double-time for several hundred yards to arrive, soaked with perspiration and covered with a film of dust, back in place in their rapidly marching columns.”[42]

		Finding clean water, remembered Salet, often became “a life and death matter.” The Germans had poisoned many water supplies and booby-trapped wells. Men were constantly thirsty, their throats “clogged with dust,” losing a pound in weight each day because of the “muggy, sticky, smothering weather.”[43] Mosquitoes descended whenever men made camp, and to quench their thirst, some gladly accepted jugs of unsanitary water from locals. Before long, some units were losing more men to diarrhea and malaria than to German bullets and mines.[44]

		The road to Messina wound along a rocky and beautiful coastline, cutting through lemon groves. It was skirted by bushes of white oleander and pink bougainvillea. “If you could only travel this road in peacetime it would be a nice vacation, wouldn’t it?” quipped one GI.[45] The Tyrrhenian Sea beat against narrow beaches. In many places, there were sheer drop-offs to the indigo blue waves below. Mountains bordered the shell-cratered road, providing superb observation for German mortar and artillery crews.

		When B Company’s Captain Ware and other commanders opted to outflank roadblocks by moving inland, through the mountains, it was as if they had been transported back to the Wild West. Now the most useful dogfaces were the country boys who knew how to handle mules and strap on saddles. Each mule could carry three to four forty-pound boxes of rations, enough to feed a company for a day. Some trails were so steep that the mules staggered and fell to their deaths, their braying and screaming echoing across valleys. When mules collapsed with exhaustion, soldiers finished them off with merciful pistol shots and then pushed them aside or tipped them over ledges.[46]

		On August 2, B Company approached the town of San Fratello, perched in the Nebrodi Mountains, midway between Palermo and Messina. The town provided a perfect base for German artillery fire and for observation of the coastal road leading to Messina. Overlooked by a large outcrop of twenty-two-hundred-foot white rock called Monte San Fratello, the town could be reached only by a single winding road. The Germans blew up approaching bridges, mined the road, and set booby traps. They were not going to run again. This time, they would hold almost to the last man. The 15th Infantry Regiment’s toughest and costliest battle in Sicily was about to begin.

		Following a 2.5-hour barrage, B Company attacked on August 3 but was halted. What was the problem? There had been several casualties. Captain Ware decided to find out. It was vital to examine the craggy heights for snipers and to look down for mines—the Germans had seeded the entire area with them. He found some of his men positioned on a mountainside. On the other side of a valley, a mile or so across a river, were combat-hardened Germans from the Assietta Division well dug in on barren slopes. For every ten men, they had two machine guns, some with telescopic sights.

		Ware selected several men for a patrol. He wanted an even closer look at the enemy. The Germans had set up excellent positions with machine guns and mortars covering the river. He ordered the patrol to be vigilant in case the Germans launched a counterattack after dark. Then he returned to his command post. Men began to dig in. As if on cue, a shell exploded, killing one of Ware’s best sergeants and stunning others in the patrol. Pfc. Vert Enis scrambled back to inform Ware, covered in dirt from the explosion.[47] “I was so dirty,” Enis noted in his diary, “that Ware didn’t recognize me when I came into the command post. I was so nervous they sent me to the battalion aid station where I stayed the night.”[48]

		The fighting intensified the next day. The regiment’s third battalion seized high ground overlooking San Fratello but came under savage counterattack. Ammunition ran low. Soldiers stripped their carbine clips and shared the bullets with any man who could fight—wiremen, runners, and radiomen. Finally, there were no more slugs to pass around. With bare hands, rocks, and bayonets, they held their ground.

		The wounded could not be pulled out, so intense was the artillery and mortar fire. Shallow holes were hacked hastily in the rocky slopes and those who stood a chance of living were laid down, out of the line of fire, and given direct blood transfusions. There was no plasma. That too had run out. Ravenous men, stranded for days without rations, trapped goats and sheep, slit their throats, and curbed hunger pains.[49]

		Audie Murphy witnessed much of the fighting from a machine-gun nest he’d been ordered to protect. He watched as a smoke screen was laid down, shrouding the river below. As B Company attacked, Murphy lay in a vineyard, eating grapes. He could see his company, which had crossed the river, under fire in the distance. The Marne men were taking casualties but still advancing, pushing the Assietta Division from their positions, eventually seizing the town of San Fratello.

		The 15th Infantry Regiment had passed its greatest test yet. It had stood strong against an entire German division, under constant fire. Hunger and heat and terror had pushed many to the edge and beyond. One man had dug up a can of hash he’d nonchalantly thrown away days before, scraped away the flies and ants, and wolfed it down. Men were “hysterical with joy and relief,” it was reported, when a mule train finally arrived, carrying medical supplies, fresh water, and ammunition.[50] “I contributed little to the battle,” remembered Audie Murphy. “I acquired a healthy respect for the Germans as fighters; an insight into the fury of mass combat; and a bad case of diarrhea. I had eaten too many grapes.”[51]

		

		—

		There would be no letup. Those were the orders coming from the top. With the British finally making steady progress along the southern coast, Truscott was under intense pressure from Patton to get to Messina. Kesselring had ensured that the Via Valeria was superbly defended in key places, so Patton devised a clever but potentially costly plan to leapfrog particularly strong German positions. He demanded that Truscott provide a battalion to support an end-run landing at Brolo, around forty miles west of Messina. Truscott pleaded with Patton for a twenty-four-hour delay so he could arrange for artillery support. The division had suffered high casualties in the last two weeks and Truscott wanted to save lives.

		Patton could not have cared less. On Tuesday evening, August 10, he arrived at Truscott’s headquarters at an olive oil factory near a small village called Terranova. According to Patton, Truscott was “walking up and down and looking futile.”[52]

		“What’s the matter with you, Lucian?” Patton shrilled. “Are you afraid to fight?”

		“General, you know that’s ridiculous and insulting.”

		“General Truscott, if your conscience will not let you conduct this operation, I will relieve you and put someone in command who will.”

		“General, it is your privilege to reduce me whenever you want to.”

		“I don’t want to. You are too old an athlete to believe it is possible to postpone a match.”

		“You are an old enough athlete to know that sometimes they are postponed.”

		“This one won’t be. Remember Frederick the Great: L’audace, toujours l’audace! I know you will win.”[53]

		Patton put his arm around Truscott’s shoulder.

		“Let’s have a drink—of your liquor.”[54]

		Later that day, Patton picked up his diary at his headquarters at the Royal Palace in Palermo. “I may have been bull-headed,” he jotted, referring to his encounter with Truscott.[55] He had been indeed. Truscott’s battalion was quickly in serious trouble, almost surrounded. At the eleventh hour, troops sent by Truscott came to its relief but four fine officers and thirty-seven men lost their lives.

		Captain Ware meanwhile led his weary men through the mountains toward Messina, the loud crackling of cicadas interrupted by the echo of explosions thundering and rumbling across narrow valleys. “If enemy gunners spotted you going up the mountainside,” recalled one man, “you were either a dead duck or a badly frightened one.” The 88mm, the finest German weapon of the war, was particularly lethal. Men never knew when a “stomp” of shells might land, “atomizing” and “vaporizing” soldiers in the blink of an eye.[56]

		At 5 p.m. on August 13, as the afternoon heat began to wane, Ware’s company began an all-night march, resting for two hours to draw rations, before finally digging in at six the next morning. “The outfit as a whole is about dead,” noted Pfc. Vert Enis in his diary. “Our feet are worn out. The rumors are going around that the Battle of Sicily will be over in two or three days. OK by me.”[57] To the south, far off in the distance, stood the volcano, Mount Etna, almost eleven thousand feet, the tallest peak in Italy south of the Alps.

		Thankfully, German opposition lessened as B Company trekked farther east, uniforms sagging, coated in dust.[58] Ware passed abandoned half-tracks and supply dumps. By August 16, his men were rolling in trucks along the
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