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After five hundred days of combat, Lieutenant Colonel Felix Sparks fires his pistol into the air to stop his men slaughtering captured SS soldiers during the liberation of Dachau on April 29, 1945. [Courtesy David Israel]
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PROLOGUE

The Graves

EUROPE, OCTOBER 1989

THEY LAY BENEATH PERFECT rows of white graves that lined lush green lawns.1 He knew where they were buried. He had their names. Finding all of them meant walking back and forth, all across the graveyard, through avenues of thousands of white crosses. But he could manage the strain. His heart had given him problems for years, yet he still had the strength, the will, to search for his men. They had died near here, at Anzio, the bloodiest piece of ground occupied by American and British forces during World War II.2 Seventy-two thousand men lost in all—killed, wounded, sent insane, blown to shreds, missing, or captured, now a mere statistic in a history book.3

The men he had commanded had achieved something of lasting greatness, something of permanence. They had defeated barbarism. He had seen it. He had been there, poisoned and heartbroken but somehow blessed, or rather damned, with the strength to fight on, to beat Hitler’s most violent men.

Often he had questioned what kept his men going. The American Army was on the attack all the time in Europe. He had kept thinking: Why do they go? It was hard to explain why his men had not hesitated.4 Many times he had said: “Let’s go!” Every time, they had gone.5 Now that he was back in Europe, he marveled once more at the American spirit, as he called it, that had kept them advancing toward death or at best debilitating injury. It was this spirit that had mattered so much when the odds had been even.6

The American soldiers under his command had performed magnificently.7 He wanted to pay his respects to some of those who had fallen. That was why he was back. There had been no time during combat to stand over them and grieve, no time to say how he felt, to show his love other than by trying his best to keep them alive. At that, he had failed, over and over, and over again.

Never give up. That was what had counted most. He had never given up, not once in his entire life. He had fought since he could remember—to eat, to stay alive, to overcome everything a vengeful God could throw at him. He had survived, somehow, perhaps through grit and rage, perhaps because God took the good first and left the rotten until last.

He had never been afraid of God or any man. Fear had never thrown him off balance, but he had felt great anxiety, mostly about what was going to happen to his men. Thankfully, he had always been able to think and act fast. In fact, he had functioned extraordinarily well in combat, remaining for the most part calm and focused. He had some of the fighting Irish in him plus a lot of anger. It was in his blood. His great grandfather had fought at the Alamo.8

The graves of his men stretched across Europe, over two thousand miles. They had died in Sicily, in France, at the dark heart of Nazi Germany. There had been several hundred killed under his command, half of them buried in Europe. Near a crossing over the fast-flowing Moselle, he looked for Sergeant Vanderpool and Lieutenant Railsback’s final resting places. Railsback had looked like a high school valedictorian with his confident, easy smile and neatly cropped hair. He had been a hell of an officer, like Sparks at his age. As for Vanderpool—he should never have died. He should have ignored the fact that he wanted to stay with his brother and pulled him off the line, but he had left it too late.

On the German border, near a small village, he traipsed along the ridge where he had been beaten just that one time, where in snow and ice the SS had humiliated him.9 His men’s foxholes were still there as well as their spent cartridges.10 He had never gotten over their loss.11 How could anyone recover from losing so many men? Thirty platoon leaders and six hundred warriors who had never hesitated to carry out his every command.12

Then it was on into the dark forests where you could get lost after a hundred yards without a compass, a place of primeval fears, to the border of Germany and the Siegfried Line with its famous dragon’s teeth, now decomposing concrete and rusted iron; across the swirling Rhine to a city on the banks of the Main River where a grateful mayor and townspeople honored him and left him beaming with pride; south toward the Alps and a pretty town where he pointedly reminded the good burghers that the German government had authorized the building of a center for the study of the Holocaust. Why hadn’t it been built?13 Much as they might want to forget, future generations should not.

He had never been able to forget that day. He could still picture the girl lying on top of all the bodies. It was as if she and others were looking at him with reproach, asking: “What took you so long?”

Why hadn’t he been able to save them in time?

He had lost control here, in the outskirts of this town in Bavaria, in this place of evil, for perhaps as much as half an hour. It had been impossible to stop his men from going crazy. The horrors had robbed their minds of reason. He had never liked to see people killed unnecessarily, no matter their color or nationality or whatever terrible things they had done. He had never allowed his men to kill without good reason. He had tried to take prisoners and treat them honorably. But at the end, with his back turned, near piles of dead, his men had killed unnecessarily.

Events that day, one of more than five hundred at war, nagged at him like an old wound.14 The rumors festered still, the published falsehoods.15 Just once, just that time, among thousands of emaciated, stinking corpses, he had failed to control his men when they had gone on the rampage. But he had then done the right thing. He had stopped the madness. It was painful to think people thought otherwise.

Time had not healed. It had not erased the memories. That fall of 1989, seventy-two-year-old General Felix Sparks wandered through towns he had set free, across battlefields, and through several graveyards. The white crosses were silent. The men who had died for him could not be resurrected. They could not be brought back. He knew one thing for certain. It didn’t matter how well he had waged war. The cost had been too great.16
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Part One



THE DUST BOWL




CHAPTER ONE

The West
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Corporal Felix Sparks, U.S. Army Coast Guard Artillery, Camp Kamehameha, 1936. [Courtesy the Sparks Family]

MIAMI, ARIZONA, 1931

FELIX SPARKS WOKE EARLY. It was getting light outside. He pulled on his jacket, grabbed his shotgun, and headed out into the dusty canyon, past miners’ shacks and mountains of tailings from the nearby mine, and into the red-rocked canyons, eyes darting here and there as he checked his traplines.1 The Tonto forest and mountains surrounding his home were full of bounty and menace: snapping lizards, tarantulas the size of his fist, and several deadly types of scorpion. It was important to tread carefully, avoiding porcupines beneath the Ponderosa pines and always being alert for the raised hackles of the diamondback rattler and the quick slither of the sidewinder snake, with its cream and light brown blotches.

Each morning, he checked his traplines and hunted game, hoping to bag with just one shot a quail or a cottontailed rabbit or a Sonora dove. He couldn’t afford to waste a single cartridge. As the sun started to warm the cold, still air in the base of canyons, he returned to the small frame house he shared with his younger brother, Earl, and three sisters, Ladelle, Frances, and Margaret. His mother, Martha, of English descent and raised in Mississippi, and his father, Felix, of Irish and German blood, counted themselves lucky to have running water. They had moved to Arizona a decade before to find work. But now there was none. Every animal their eldest son brought home was needed to feed the family.

The economic panic and failure that followed the October 1929 Wall Street crash had swept like a tsunami across America; more than nine thousand banks had failed, and unemployment had shot up tenfold, from around 1.5 million to 13 million, a quarter of the workforce. There was no stimulus spending, nothing done to stop the catastrophe enveloping the nation like one of the dust storms that buried entire towns in Oklahoma.

By 1931, the copper mines in Miami had closed down and a terrible silence had descended on the town that stood three thousand feet in the lee of Mount Webster. The rumble of machines far below, the distant growl made by their grinding and lifting, was gone. Over Christmas, at age fourteen, Sparks hiked far into the mountains with his father and Earl, laid traps and hunted for two full weeks, then skinned and dried pelts. They also fished for perch. But none of it was enough.2

When he was just sixteen, Sparks’s mother and father sent him to live with his uncle Laurence in Glendale, Arizona. There were too many mouths to feed. It hurt to see the anguish and guilt in his father’s eyes as they said good-bye. In Glendale, he had to pay his way by doing chores, milking cows and working in his uncle’s store on Saturdays.

When he returned to Miami a year later, in 1934, a government program had been set up, part of President Roosevelt’s New Deal, to provide people with basic food requirements. Families in Miami were able to at least eat, even if there was no work. Once a week, he went down to the train depot in town and drew free groceries, staples such as flour, beans, and lard, salt pork, so many pounds per person, per family. Nothing was wasted. His mother was a resourceful woman, cooking salt pork gravy and biscuits for breakfast, feeding her five children as best she could, making them clothes on an old sewing machine, and cutting their hair.3

When he wasn’t hunting or studying, he became a regular visitor to the public library in Miami. His passion was military history: the Indian Wars, tales of the mighty Cherokee and Custer’s Last Stand, and the heroics at the Alamo, where his great-grandfather, Stephen Franklin Sparks, had fought.4 He hoped someday to go to college and become a lawyer.5 But he was also drawn toward the military and applied to the Citizens’ Military Training Program. To his delight, he was one of just fifty young men from around the state accepted into the program. Those who completed it became second lieutenants in the U.S. infantry. Training took place every summer in Fort Huachuca, Arizona, a hundred and fifty miles from Miami, at an old cavalry post. He hitchhiked to the camp, saving his travel allowance until he had enough to order a new pair of corduroy trousers from the J. C. Penney catalog.

The long marches and drills in more than one-hundred-degree heat tested the hardiest, and many youths did not return after the first summer, but Sparks enjoyed playing war with real weapons in the desert and nearby canyons. Aged eighteen, he was fully grown, around 140 pounds, slim, and tall, as wiry as a mesquite tree, with a toothy smile, thick black hair, and a broad and handsome face.

In his last semester at high school, he won a nationwide essay competition and received a $100 pocket watch. In June 1935, he graduated, the most gifted student in his senior year. He knew he had it in him to go far. Of one thing he was certain: He would never be a miner like his father. He would earn his living with his mind, not his hands. But he did not even have enough money to buy a suit for the graduation prom. Nor did he have a way to escape the poverty that had engulfed so much of America. There was not a spare dime for him to go to college, no loans to be had, and no jobs in Miami. He would have to leave home to find work of any kind.

Late that summer, his father borrowed $18 from a friend and gave it all to his oldest child. It was a grubstake for a new life somewhere else. His mother, Martha, sewed a secret pocket in his trousers for the borrowed money, which would have to last him until he found a job. He had no clear plan other than to head east and maybe get a berth on a ship out of Corpus Christi, on the Gulf Coast. At least he might get to see some of the world he had read about.

One morning, he put a change of clothes and a toothbrush in a pack, slipped a small metal club he’d bought for a dollar into a pocket, said a wrenching good-bye to his family, and then got a ride from a friend to Tucson, where he was dropped off near some rail tracks. Other men were hanging around, waiting to “catch out.” One of them pointed out a train due to go east, south of the Gila Mountains, through the Chiricahua Desert, toward El Paso, Texas. The hobo warned Sparks to make sure he got off the train before it arrived in the rail yards in El Paso; otherwise he might be beaten or shot by railroad security men—“bulls”—armed with clubs and Winchester shotguns.6

Sparks pulled himself up into a chest-high boxcar. There was the acrid odor of hot oil mixed with steam. He was suddenly aware of dark shapes in the recesses, movements in the shadows, other men. It was safer, he knew, to travel alone. He had bought the club just in case he had to defend himself. Instead of backing away, he moved to an empty corner and lay down.

“THE JUNGLES,” THE DUST BOWL, 1936

THE TRAIN JERKED to life, shuddering as it began to move. The shaking slowly became an almost comforting, rhythmic click-clack of iron wheels on rails. Then came the adrenaline rush. For the first time, Sparks felt the exhilaration and intense sense of freedom that came with all the dangers of riding the “rods.” It was like being on an iron horse, snaking back and forth through canyons, through the desert, headed east, toward the sea.

When the train built up speed, acting like a runaway colt, it was wise to stand up and brace oneself. When the boxcars slowed, it was possible to actually relax, to lie on one’s back with a pack as a pillow and gaze out of the open doors, watching the desert pass leisurely by: the brittle mesquite trees, the greasewood bushes, and the cactus that dotted the horizon.

He wanted to stay awake, in case he was jumped by the other hobos, but the sweet syncopation of the wheels on the tracks and the train’s rocking motion eventually sent him into a deep slumber.

“Kid! It’s time to get off.”

The train was approaching San Antonio, Texas, the city where he had been born on August 2, 1917. Its rail yards, patrolled by ruthless bulls, were up ahead.

“We got to get off here, buddy,” the hobo added. “If they catch you, they put you on a chain gang or make you join the army.”7

When the train slowed, Sparks jumped down. He hiked into San Antonio, where he spent the night in a flophouse. In the morning, he walked to the other side of the city and hopped another train, bound for Corpus Christi. For several days, he watched what other bums did and copied them, learning how vital it was to carry a water jug and to hop freights with covered boxcars to protect him from sun, sandstorms, and rain. He adapted fast to the ways of the “jungles”—the rail-side camps—as did a quarter million other teenage boys during the height of the Depression, thousands of whom were killed in accidents or violent encounters with bulls or predatory older men.

Once in Corpus Christi, he searched without luck for a job. Hundreds of men with families waited in lines for just a few openings. The prospects were dire, so when he heard things were better out west he hopped another freight train and rode the high desert to Los Angeles, first glimpsing the Pacific from a rattling boxcar. But there again scores of men queued for every opportunity. Not knowing where else to go, he hung around for a few weeks, sleeping rough in parks, learning the feral habits of the urban homeless, getting by on just 25 cents a day: hotcakes for a dime in the morning, a candy bar for lunch, and a hamburger for dinner.

He decided to try his luck farther north, caught out again, and was soon watching the Sierra Nevada Mountains slip slowly by to the east. In San Francisco, he went to yet another hiring hall, this time on a dockside. There were jobs, but he would have to pay $15 to join a union to get one. He was down to his last couple of dollars. Again he slept rough. Then he ran out of cash.

One morning, as he was walking along Market Street, hungry and penniless, he passed a man in uniform.

“Hey, buddy,” said the man. “Do you want to join the army?”

Sparks walked on.

What the hell else have I got to do?

He turned around.

“Yeah, I do.”8

“Are you kidding me, buddy?”

“No, I’m not kidding you—I want to join the army.”9

The recruiter gave him a token and pointed at a streetcar.

“Get on that streetcar. At two o’clock there will be a small boat coming in from Angel Island.”

He was soon heading across the bay to Angel Island. From his boat, on a clear day, he would have been able to see the infamous Alcatraz prison, built on a craggy rock that rose from the riptides like an obsolete battleship, and where Depression-era killers like Al Capone and “Machine Gun” Kelly were kept under maximum security. At the army post on Angel Island, he was sworn in and given a choice of wherever he wanted to serve. So it was that one fall day in 1936 he found himself on a troopship, passing beneath the cables and iron girders of the half-constructed Golden Gate Bridge. He went below to his assigned bunk amid hundreds of others stacked three high in the fetid hold. He couldn’t stand the crowding, so he grabbed his mattress and took it up on deck. The journey to Honolulu lasted a week. He slept every night under the stars and ate three square meals a day as he headed toward the land of lanais, perpetual sunshine, and coconut shell cocktails.

CAMP KAMEHAMEHA, HAWAII, 1936

THE BARRACKS WERE airy and spacious, with fans lazily circling on the high wooden ceilings. The palms shading the base, located at the mouth of a channel leading to Pearl Harbor, were taller than those back in Arizona, the air humid and the breezes warm. Sparks’s days began at 6 A.M. with the sharp call of a bugle, followed by training in how to operate huge sixteen-inch guns.

Army life suited him. He didn’t mind the routine and discipline, the hurry-up-and-wait bureaucracy and boring details, the endless hours mowing the grass and practicing drills on the parade ground surrounded by sugarcane fields. He was warm and well fed. There were no bums waiting to jump him in a boxcar or a rail-side jungle. His barracks had a library, a pool table, and a piano. His weekends were free and his days ended at 4:30 P.M., leaving him plenty of time to explore Honolulu, eight miles away.

One day, he bought a camera from a soldier for $2 and photographed the base as well as other soldiers. Then he discovered that the only place he could develop his images of fellow artillerymen and nearby beaches was at an expensive camera shop in Honolulu. Some men saved money and time by developing their negatives in the barracks latrine, but the prints were crude and faded. He quickly saw an opportunity. In Honolulu, he bought a book about photography and then asked his company commander if he could get him an appointment with the Post Exchange Council, which operated a large store on the base. He told the council he was an experienced photographer and suggested they set up a shop where soldiers could drop off film to be developed. To his delight, the council agreed to loan him money and equipment to set up the print shop. A week later, he was in business, developing roll after roll by hand, bent over developing trays in a red-lit darkroom. Soon, he had to hire a fellow soldier to help him. Within a month, he was “rolling in money,” he later recalled, earning more than the battery commander. He put it all in a postal savings account that paid 2 percent interest.10

He also taught himself how to take high-quality portraits and began snapping officers, their families, and the various tourist attractions. He scanned newspapers for details about arrivals of Hollywood stars at the pink-hued Royal Hawaiian hotel in Honolulu, so he could capture them lounging under sunshades. The musical star Alice Faye, a twenty-two-year-old natural blonde, was one of several actresses who agreed to be photographed, despite the protests of a boyfriend. He promptly sold the pictures as pinups back at base. By the time his enlistment was up, he had saved $3,000, more than enough to finance a college education.

He returned the same way he had arrived, by boat, passing beneath the now completed Golden Gate Bridge, which stretched 4,200 feet across the Pacific, making it the longest suspension bridge in the world. In San Francisco, he treated himself to his first suit, tailor-made for $15. He then visited nearby Palo Alto, where he toured the campus of Stanford University. The facilities impressed him, but the cost of tuition was too much, even with three thousand in savings. So he took a bus home, back to Arizona, where he was joyfully reunited with his family. Soon after, he enrolled at the state university in Tucson. The fees for a semester were just $25.

He studied hard and was popular with the other freshman students, almost all of them two years younger. Two students in his class were from his hometown of Miami: Mary and John Blair, brother and sister. Eighteen-year-old Mary was easygoing and studious, majoring in Business Administration. She had a slim, attractive figure and strawberry blond hair, and loved to dance to swing music. Mary had first set eyes on Sparks four years earlier outside Miami High School and had not been overly impressed. He’d been in a fistfight the principal had to break up. Now he was taller, his thick black hair swept back, and clearly ambitious, worldly compared to the callow freshmen her own age. He was going somewhere, just like her.11 They began to date and soon fell in love. In a photograph Mary would always treasure, they pretended to be characters in a great romance, she looking like Juliette, perched atop a boulder, he professing his love like Romeo, the Arizona desert as their backdrop.

At the end of his freshman year, Sparks returned to the summer training camp for prospective officers he’d attended during high school. After his time in Hawaii, he was quickly rated an outstanding cadet and received a much-coveted Pershing Award, which entitled him to an all-expenses-paid vacation to Washington, DC. In early 1940, he and eight others visited Congress and met George C. Marshall, army chief of staff, who pinned an award to the bespoke jacket Sparks had bought in San Francisco.

Over the next months, he followed events across the Atlantic with growing concern as Hitler’s superbly equipped and highly mobile forces stormed through one democracy after another. By July 1940, most of Europe lay under brutal Nazi repression: France, Belgium, Holland, Poland, Norway, and Denmark. The British were holding out, but only just, thanks to the English Channel and the brave fighter pilots of the Royal Air Force. America began to re-arm in earnest and build up its military forces. That September, when he returned to college, he received a letter from the U.S. Army that began with the word “Greetings” and went on to inform him that he was being called back to service. He could finish his fall semester but would have to report for active duty for a full year before he could return to his studies. Instead of walking off a stage with a bachelor’s degree, his dream of becoming a lawyer within reach, he found himself where he had started before college, back in a uniform.

He reported in January 1941 to Fort Sill in Oklahoma, where he would serve as a second lieutenant in the 157th Infantry Regiment of the 45th Infantry Division, a National Guard outfit that had been mobilized. The regiment’s motto, he learned, was “Eager for Duty.” He was willing to play his part but hardly eager.

Fort Sill was notable for being where the last great leader of the Apache, Geronimo, had died in 1909. It was easy to understand why the last of the great braves had been banished to this godforsaken corner of the Dust Bowl. Through the flaps of his tented barracks, Sparks could see nothing but yellowed grass, dusty brush, and ugly scrub for mile after mile. Local bars posted NO MEXICANS AND INDIANS signs, much to the fury of the many hundreds of such men in the 45th “Thunderbird” Division, so named because of the shoulder patch each soldier wore showing the image of the mythical Thunderbird.12 It was a far cry from his last base in Hawaii.

The 157th Infantry Regiment was no instant infantry, cobbled from draftees. It was drawn from Colorado and had a storied past, having fought with distinction in the Indian Wars and in the Spanish American War of 1898, when it had stormed the beaches near Manila and then raised the first American flag above the walled city. It had then clashed with Pancho Villa’s raiders in 1916 on the Arizona-Mexico border and served in the trenches in World War I. In September 1940, the regiment had become part of the 45th Division and had then been mustered into service at Fort Sill.13

Sparks loathed Fort Sill but quickly came to admire his regiment’s commander, a straight-backed and extremely strict Washington, DC, native called Colonel Charles Ankcorn, who had seen combat in World War I. Everyone on the base seemed to be afraid of Ankcorn, who rarely spoke to him other than to issue crisp, short orders. One day, Sparks learned that he was to be in charge of training 60mm mortar crews. In silence, Ankcorn watched as he put trainees through drills. Sparks wondered if he had done a good job; Ankcorn gave no indication. But several weeks later Ankcorn announced suddenly that Sparks was now his adjutant, responsible for the organization, administration, and discipline of the regiment. He simply showed him a desk and told him to get on with it, having also promoted him to captain. It was clear that Ankcorn’s silence over the months had been a way of testing and teaching him to think for himself and act decisively. In the heat of battle, there would be precious little time for consultation. On the killing fields of Flanders in 1918, Ankcorn himself had learned that lesson fast.14




CHAPTER TWO

Off to War
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Felix Sparks and his future wife, Mary, in the desert near Tucson, Arizona, 1939. [Courtesy of Mary Sparks]

CAMP KAMEHAMEHA, HAWAII, DECEMBER 7, 1941

THE NAVY ZEROS ZOOMED low, spitting bullets, dropping bombs, ending peace, the red suns on their fuselages, soon to be known as “meatballs,” flashing by in the early Sunday morning light above Pearl Harbor. The massive sixteen-inch artillery guns that Sparks had operated for two years were utterly useless as the Japanese bombed and strafed, sinking four battleships and two destroyers and killing more than two thousand men. The surprise attack on Hawaii had come not from the sea but the air.

Just four days later, on December 11, in an eighty-eight-minute-speech before the Reichstag, Adolf Hitler dramatically announced that the Third Reich was also going to wage war on the United States. Sparks was only a few days from completing his year’s call-up to active duty. There was no way now he would be able to go back to school. Like others serving, he would have to stay in the army until the war was lost or won. He soon received yet more bad news, this time from a college friend: Mary Blair was socializing with other men. He called her immediately. She was at a party. It was a bad line. All he could hear was young men’s voices, swing music, and laughter. She was clearly having a good time. He couldn’t bear to lose her.

“Let’s get married.”1

What was he saying? Mary couldn’t hear him properly. Annoyed she had not immediately agreed, he asked again.2

They tied the knot at the end of her junior year, on June 17, 1942, in front of their families and some of their college professors in Tucson, and then shared a car with another couple, driving west to the Pacific, and honeymooned in San Diego for a few days. They had made a deal. He knew how much finishing college meant to her, and how hard she had worked, so he insisted she complete her degree, then join him at whatever base he was on.

In September 1942, having finished college, Mary arrived in Massachusetts in time to experience a spectacular New England fall. Gold and orange leaves piled up in front of white clapboard houses and churches while Sparks and his regiment practiced landing on the pristine beaches of Cape Cod. Like many other young wives who had joined their husbands that autumn, Mary became pregnant. But then, in November, the relative idyll ended and the division moved to Pine Camp in upstate New York, where it encountered its first blast of a true New England winter: four feet of snow and a temperature of minus fifty-four degrees.3 The men had not been issued winter gear, and frostbite became a problem. Thunderbirds took out their frustration in fistfights in local bars, and two disaffected soldiers even held up a bank with tommy guns, earning five-year jail sentences.

Much to the relief of local bar owners and banks, in January 1943 the division moved to the balmier climes of Virginia to train in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Morale was soon restored with the help of a powerful local moonshine. Rumor had it the division would ship out soon for Europe or the Pacific. The odds of surviving combat began to weigh heavily on the minds of soldiers and their families. Sparks and his fellow Thunderbirds knew with certainty that many of them would never return.4

Early that May of 1943, Sparks held Mary in his arms. The baby was showing. She had been told she could not travel after seven months and had to return to her family in Tucson, where she would have the baby. They clung to each other and kissed good-bye, knowing they might not see each other again. Would he get to see his child? What would happen to Mary and the baby if he didn’t make it back?5 In a May 19 letter, he asked his parents to take care of the baby if anything should happen to Mary in birth. “If ever there was a time in my life that I wanted to be home, it’s now,” he added. “It can’t be done.”

He would be back one day, he vowed, when the war was over in Europe.6

HAMPTON ROADS, VIRGINIA, JUNE 3, 1943

THE DOCKSIDE WAS filled with a long, snaking line of men in green uniforms. Towering above Sparks was the USS Charles Carroll, a five-hundred-foot-long attack transport bristling with twenty-two antiaircraft guns. There was much debate as men filed up the gangways. Where were they headed? Some thought they were going straight to France to open a second front. Others insisted, though they were on the Atlantic coast, that they were bound for the Pacific via the Panama Canal. To some of Sparks’s exhausted fellow officers, it didn’t matter where they were going, so long as the fifty-mile marches, day and night, and the endless packing and repacking and checking on equipment were finally over.

For brothers Otis, nineteen, and Ervin Vanderpool, twenty-nine, as with most of the men, it was the first time they were departing the United States. When the brothers had left the cornfields of Olathe in Colorado to join the regiment at Fort Sill, where Sparks became their platoon commander, it had been the first time they had even ventured beyond state lines. Ervin thought it best if he went to war with his younger brother, hoping he might be able to protect him in some way. Like dozens of other brothers serving side by side in the 45th Infantry Division, they dared not imagine returning alone.

It was 0800 on June 8, 1943, when whistles sounded, anchor chains clanked, and the convoy transporting the 157th Infantry Regiment moved slowly out of Hampton Roads. Men crowded railings to watch America recede into the distance. Some felt strangely empty as they headed out into the Atlantic.7 The convoy zigzagged southeast, with several destroyers providing escort, to avoid U-boats before heading north toward Gibraltar.

Sparks remembered listening to Axis Sally radio broadcasts from Berlin as he drew closer to North Africa. “You boys in the 45th Division know you are on the high seas and I’m going to play a song for you,” announced Sally one day. “It’s ‘The Last Roundup’ and it’s going to be the last roundup for many of you.”8 After two weeks at sea, he had learned to block out Axis Sally but not the popular music she played.9

On June 21, 1943, the convoy passed through the Straits of Gibraltar. The Mediterranean was a bright blue and so clear that the men could see deep into it when they leaned over the rails and looked down. Dolphins played in the ships’ wakes.10 The convoy then approached the crowded harbor at Oran in French Algeria. To their great frustration, the Thunderbirds were kept cooped up on their crowded, foul-smelling troopships for four more days. The reason became clear on June 25, when the whole division moved ashore in a practice landing on nearby beaches, with the 36th Infantry Division playing the role of defenders. It proved a fiasco, largely due to the absence of many experienced coxswains and ensigns who had been reassigned due to chronic shortages of landing craft crews in Europe and the Pacific, just minutes before the 45th Division had left the States.

What would happen, corps commanders and senior Allied planners wondered, when the green Thunderbirds actually landed on a foreign shore under enemy fire? On June 27, the anxious Seventh Army commander, George S. Patton, assembled all of the division’s officers for what was clearly a much-needed pep talk. Sparks was among a crowd of several hundred who listened to Patton from a hillside, looking down on a stage set up in a dry riverbed.11

“Gentlemen,” said Patton, “in a few days we’re going to hit the mainland of Europe for the first time. Most of you have never been in combat before and you may be afraid. But don’t be afraid! You can stick a red feather up your ass and run around in front of them and they can’t hit you.”12

Patton added that if the Italians and Germans wanted to surrender, then let them surrender. But if they didn’t, Sparks and his fellow Thunderbirds were to “kill the bastards.”13

Inspired and also somewhat bemused by Patton’s ripe language, Sparks and the other officers returned to their command posts and resumed training in the North African desert. At the end of June, he learned that the division was to begin boarding invasion craft in less than a week’s time. Men soon crowded religious services. There were no fireworks that July 4. For Sparks and his fellow fifteen thousand Thunderbirds, about to enter combat for the first time, there seemed precious little to celebrate.

The following day, at 4:30 P.M., Sparks’s regiment left the harbor at Oran aboard five boats. Only now was the Thunderbirds’ ultimate destination revealed as men were handed government-issued books titled The Soldier’s Guide Book to Sicily. Thirty other ships transported the rest of the division. The force gathered strength as it steamed east, skirting the North African coast, collecting hundreds more vessels that carried the British Eighth Army, commanded by General Bernard Montgomery, as well the remainder of Patton’s U.S. Seventh Army. When the entire armada finally assembled, it comprised some two thousand ships, the greatest invasion fleet in the history of war.

The plan to invade Sicily, code-named Operation Husky, entailed landing along a hundred miles of coast with an initial seven divisions split into two task forces, one led by Patton, the other by the equally controversial and colorful Montgomery, a national hero in Britain thanks to his impressive defeat of Rommel at El Alamein in November 1942.

It was after dark on July 9 when orders were given on the boats carrying the 45th Division for men to sew on shoulder patches.fn1 Men pulled out needle and cotton, took off their combat jackets, and then attached soft felt patches, colored red and gold, showing the image of the mythical thunderbird. Ironically, before the war, the division’s patch had been a swastika but it had been dropped in 1938 because of the Nazis’ appropriation of the symbol. There had been many suggestions for a new patch, including a smoking Colt .45, the gun that had won the West. But to reflect the division’s roots in Indian country, the symbol of a thunderbird had been chosen instead.

Among the fifteen hundred Apache, Seminole, Cherokee, Sioux, and Choctaw Indians who had earned the division headlines in the East Coast newspapers during training by performing a war dance on Boston Common, the thunderbird was a potent symbol indeed.14 In their eyes, it was an avenging spirit, dealing death and destruction to evildoers. But it was also a source of hope, a harbinger of victory, for those who were noble and deserving.15
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Part Two



ITALY


Everyone was talking about Rome by Christmas.

— PAUL CUNDIFF, 45TH DIVISION HEADQUARTERS STAFF






CHAPTER THREE

Sicily
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Captured Italian troops under guard, Sicily, July 1943. [National Archives]
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Seventh Army commander George Patton (pointing) in Gela, Sicily, July 11, 1943. [National Archives]

THE MEDITERRANEAN, JULY 9, 1943

NEAR HIS HEADQUARTERS IN MALTA, fifty-three-year-old General Dwight Eisenhower, the supreme commander of Allied forces in the Mediterranean, stood rubbing several lucky coins together and chain-smoking as he counted planes carrying paratroopers bound for Sicily. He had never led a more vital mission. He knew only too well that the next few hours would decide his fate and place in history. Nothing so vast, entailing so many troops, had been attempted before. Italy had in fact never been invaded successfully from the south. As Napoleon had quipped, given that the country was shaped like a boot, the best way to occupy it was not to enter by its toe.

Operation Husky was an ambitious plan indeed.1 In Eisenhower’s war room at his Lascaris HQ in Malta later that evening, Air Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder commented: “Hannibal had the sense to come in with his elephants over the Alps.” And even if the landings succeeded, colossal challenges remained. Could the Allies prevail in Italy and then push on to the very heart of the Third Reich? Could the young citizen soldiers, drawn from “the ways of peace,” as President Roosevelt put it, defeat the superbly armed and fanatical forces of fascism?

At ten that night, Eisenhower found time to write a few lines to his wife back in the States: “Men do anything to keep from going slightly mad. Walk, talk, try to work, smoke (all the time)—anything to push the minutes along …. Everything we could think of to do has been done; the troops are fit; everybody is doing his best. The answer is in the lap of the gods.”2

In Rome, Eisenhower’s opposite number, fifty-eight-year-old Albert Kesselring, overall German commander in the Mediterranean, also spent that evening in his headquarters. He had not fallen for an ingenious counterintelligence operation, code-named Mincemeat, aimed at convincing the Germans that the Allies were going to land elsewhere. He had not chosen to place his faith in any divine intervention. Instead, he was now putting final touches to carefully laid plans to destroy Eisenhower’s armies once they were ashore.

Unlike Eisenhower, Kesselring was an undisputed master of war and had already achieved near-perfect coordination between the nationalities and forces under his command. Highly popular with his men, who had nicknamed him Uncle Albert (the Allies called him Smiling Albert because he always seemed to be grinning with confidence in photos), he had served on the Eastern and Western fronts in World War I before setting up the Luftwaffe, serving as its chief of staff until 1938. He had then led the Luftwaffe with great success during the invasions of Poland, France, and Russia.

Kesselring had for some time expected the Allies to invade Sicily, figuring they would chose to do so because they could enjoy fighter cover from air bases in Tunisia and Malta. So he had strengthened the four mobile and the six coast-based Italian divisions on the island with two German ones, the Fifteenth Panzergrenadier and the Hermann Göring Panzer Division. He knew these forces could not stop a large-scale landing, but by careful deployment of his formidable Panzer tanks he intended to roll over the Allies as soon as they tried to break out of their beachhead.
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ABOARD THE USS Monrovia, fifty-seven-year-old General George Patton, commander of the U.S. Seventh Army, watched the swelling waters, unable to quell his anxiety. A full gale was blowing. The invasion appeared cursed by the Boreas, the north wind so prevalent in Greek myth, and now so very real as it whistled south from the Alps, turning the Mediterranean into a menace every bit as unforgiving as Hitler’s best troops.

“George, this shows every sign of becoming more intense,” said fifty-seven-year-old Admiral Hewitt, commander of the invasion fleet. “I think I’ll signal [Eisenhower] to delay the landings.”3

“Wait a minute, Henry,” said Patton. “Have you spoken to Steere?” Steere was a meteorologist who had proved comfortingly accurate in his predictions in the past.

“Yes.”

“Did he say how long this goddamn storm will last?”

“He thinks it will calm down by D-day.”

Steere was soon standing in front of Patton, who had nicknamed him “Houdini.”

“Well, what do you say?”

“This is a mistral, sir, violent but abrupt. I would say it will moderate by twenty-two hundred, and the weather will be fine by H-hour, General.”

“It had better.”

“I’m positive, sir.”4
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ABOARD A blacked-out ship a few miles across the storm-whipped waters, Felix Sparks also waited for H-hour to arrive.5 The winds were still high. Thunderbirds struggled to stand upright as the ship rocked up and down in the bucking waves. An inch of vomit covered some decks.6 The convoy nearing Sicily comprised hundreds of boats, yet so strict was the blackout that he could not see a single speck of light in any direction.7

Sparks watched as the 157th Infantry Regiment vessels broke away from the armada and began to steam toward their assigned positions off the southern shore of Sicily. It was 9:45 P.M. There were flashes of light on the horizon. The Allies were bombing targets on the Camerina plain, which stretched several miles inland from the Seventh Army’s landing beaches that lay north and south of the fishing village of Scoglitti. Yellow flames stabbed upward and faded in the night sky. At times, war could look unforgettably beautiful.

At 10:30 p.m., HMS Seraph, a British submarine acting as a beacon, began to signal the flotilla carrying Sparks’s regiment. It was time to take up a position seven miles from the coast. Seraph had played a crucial role in Operation Mincemeat, dropping off the Spanish coast that spring a corpse clothed in a Royal Marine uniform and bearing false intelligence. Now her captain stood on the bridge, looking in awe through his night glasses at the Allied armada. “The English language needs a new descriptive noun to replace the hackneyed word ‘armada,’” he would later reflect. “After all, the original Invincible Spanish Armada could boast only 129 sizable ships and a scattering of small fry.”8 The armada then gathering off the southern shores of Sicily had twenty times as many ships and was carrying almost two hundred thousand men.
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NO BRITON UNDERSTOOD the enormity of events that evening better than Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who had written lyrically about the Spanish Armada and every other critical juncture in his nation’s history. It was Churchill who had pushed longest and hardest for the imminent invasion as the best way to tie up German forces until the Second Front, impatiently demanded by Stalin, could be opened up in France.

At his country retreat, Chequers, in England the sixty-nine-year-old warlord could not sleep, so great was the strain. His immensely supportive wife, Clementine, was too tired to stay up through the night, so she had asked her daughter-in-law, Pamela, to keep the restless British wartime leader company. Pamela and Churchill passed the time playing bezique, one of Churchill’s favorite card games. But no matter how many times he cut and shuffled the pack, no matter how often he came up with the trump card, he could not keep his mind off the imminent landings.

“So many brave young men going to their death tonight,” said Churchill.9 “It is a grave responsibility.”

All through the night, Churchill received updates on the Allies’ progress. More than any Allied leader he had cause to be worried. His previous adventures in the Mediterranean—the “soft underbelly” of Nazi Europe, as he had recently labeled it—had been disastrous. In 1915, as first lord of the admiralty, he had urged a landing at Gallipoli, in Turkey, that had turned into a disaster, incurring fifty-five thousand casualties. It had not been forgotten or forgiven by many of the Australians, who had suffered disproportionately. Yet, despite his failures there, the region still held a spell over Churchill, just as the Russian steppes had with Hitler.

Churchill kept cutting and dealing, coming up trumps, asking for the latest news from the Mediterranean. “I’m sure,” recalled Pamela, “he was wondering if another fiasco could happen.”10 A supernaturally gifted politician and orator, her father-in-law was at best a mediocre military strategist, too prone to aggressive adventurism. He knew only too well that his grand scheme to defeat Hitler via the Mediterranean, which the Americans had only grudgingly supported, could very well end up as yet another bloody shambles. Indeed, would it prove just as ill-fated as Gallipoli?

[image: ]

AT HIS HEADQUARTERS in Poland, the “Wolf’s Lair,” fifty-four-year-old Adolf Hitler also awaited the Anglo-American onslaught. Unlike Kesselring, he had fallen for Operation Mincemeat and had assumed the invasion would come in Greece and Sardinia, not Sicily. Nevertheless, Hitler was confident of victory wherever the Allies chose to land. The Luftwaffe would soon cut the Allied supply lines across the Mediterranean, and any force that did manage to secure a foothold in Europe would then be starved into submission. The question that troubled Hitler was whether or not the Italians could be counted on in Greece, Sardinia, or indeed anywhere they might be asked to fight.11

“The Italians never lose a war,” he had once complained. “No matter what happens, they always end up on the winning side.”12

USS MONROVIA, JULY 10, 1943

CLOCKS STRUCK ONE minute after midnight. D-day had arrived. Thankfully, Patton’s favorite meteorologist, “Houdini,” had been right: The gale was fast abating as Patton and his staff gathered on the blacked-out bridge deck.

“Gentlemen,” said Patton. “I have the honor and the privilege to activate the Seventh United States Army. This is the first army in history to be activated after midnight and baptized in blood before daylight.”

Admiral Hewitt stood nearby. He watched as an honor guard marched onto the deck and presented a gift for Patton—a flag for his new army. The anti-Semitic, “A-rab”-hating, British-loathing southern aristocrat General George Smith Patton Jr., commander of the new Seventh Army, was deeply moved. According to one bystander, there were tears and a “fire of pride in his eyes.”13
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SPARKS STOOD ON a deck of the 157th’s command ship, seven miles from the coast of Sicily, beside his tall regimental commander, Colonel Charles M. Ankcorn. He looked up as the sky filled with droning bombers, headed to batter defensive installations on the Sicilian coast. A few minutes later, huge explosions lit up the horizon, casting ships into stark silhouette. Italian shore batteries responded and shells thundered across the swelling waters, several exploding close to Sparks’s ship.

Before long, he noticed that the boat was moving back out to sea. Colonel Ankcorn was furious. Sparks followed him up a ladder to the bridge deck, where Ankcorn approached the flotilla’s commodore.

“Commodore, why are we heading back out to sea?” asked Ankcorn.

“We are coming under fire from the shore,” replied the commodore, “and I am taking the convoy out to a safer distance of eleven miles.”

Sparks saw Ankcorn pull out his pistol. Unbelievably, he then placed it to the commodore’s head.

“Commodore, our scheduled station is seven miles offshore. Now, you turn this convoy around and get back on proper station.”

The commodore didn’t say a word to Ankcorn but did give the order to turn around.14
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IT WAS 2:30 A.M. when the call came for the men to go to their boat stations. Among the nervous Thunderbirds was twenty-four-year-old Montanan Jack Hallowell, a witty former journalist whose father had fought with the British in the Boer War. He belonged to a mortar unit in the regiment’s E Company.15 “They had trained often with live ammunition,” he would write of his fellow Thunderbirds, “but this was the first time they could expect their fire to be answered by fire. It made a difference. It made one hell of a difference.”16

The worst of the storm had passed, but the decks were still heaving, knocking frightened men into one another in the darkness. Whistles and loud-hailers sounded as some wished one another good luck. Tensions ran high. One private in the regiment’s I Company, a jumpy young machine gunner called Jackson “Cowboy” Wisecarver, bumped into another nervous Thunderbird by accident.

“Son of a …”

Wisecarver promptly hit the other infantryman so hard he almost knocked him out.17

Men clambered down chain ladders to landing craft bobbing and pitching below. There were anguished cries as some lost their grip and fell from the ladders. Several were injured and one man drowned.18 The absence of experienced coxswains had cost the regiment its first life.

3:45 A.M. A loudspeaker sounded.

“Go! Good luck!”19

Landing craft pulled away from the mother ships, formed a long V, and made for the dark shore. Although the wind had dropped, the waves were more than nine feet as the craft bucked and bounced toward their assigned landing area, “Bailey’s Beach,” five miles south of the fishing village of Scoglitti.20 In bad weather, it was among the most treacherous places on the Sicilian coastline.21 The Sicilians believed it was in fact impregnable because of its rocky shoreline and many sandbanks, and they had not bothered to set up extensive beach defenses. All the same, stretches of rusted barbed wire and several gun emplacements would welcome the Thunderbirds to Sicily. A hundred yards from the waterline were sand dunes that stretched two hundred yards farther inland toward olive orchards.

The regiment was to land in several waves preceded by an intense naval bombardment. Once it had secured Bailey’s Beach, it was to push inland two miles due east to a small, dusty village called San Croce Camerina, the regiment’s first objective on D-day.22,23

Two hundred and thirty thousand Italian troops were garrisoned Sicily. Would they resist the Allied invaders or would they capitulate as so many had in North Africa when the prospect of dying for their increasingly comical Il Duce—Benito Mussolini—suddenly became very real indeed? By contrast, there was no doubting the willpower or the potential for immense violence of the 60,000 Germans ready to counterattack if the Italians buckled when the first bullets and shells started to fly. These storm troopers were exceptionally well armed and led by one of the most brilliant and courageous of Hitler’s battlefield commanders, General of Panzer Troops Hans Valentin Hube, who in turn answered to Kesselring, the finest practitioner of defensive warfare in World War II.

It was 4 A.M. “We’re going in!” a Thunderbird cried.

Men grabbed the handles of ammunition boxes. Others picked up bangalore torpedoes. Riflemen snapped clips into their M1 rifles.

It was 4:20 A.M. when the first craft approached Bailey’s Beach and began to bounce up and down ominously in the nine-foot-high surf. In the hands of inexperienced coxswains, many of the craft veered off course in the high seas. Others were swept toward jagged rocks by rip-tides. Some finally ground onto the sands.

H-hour had arrived. The liberation of Europe had begun.




CHAPTER FOUR

The Race for Messina
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Thunderbirds march into Cefalu, Sicily, July 1943. [National Archives]

SAN CROCE CAMERINA, SICILY, JULY 10, 1943

THERE WAS NO BUZZING of MG-42 machine gun bullets or the ear-splitting thunder from German guns. Ramps dropped and the Thunderbirds began staggering ashore.1 More men were lost in the regiment that morning in accidents, as landing craft were blown off course, than were killed by enemy fire. Over half the landing craft were damaged or sunk in the heavy surf. Two boats collided and were driven into a cove and broken apart on sharp rocks, with one boat overturning. Twenty-seven men from F Company were drowned.2

The regiment was soon over the dunes on Bailey’s Beach and crossing through the olive orchards farther inland. A dead young 82nd Airborne paratrooper, who had made his first and only combat jump just a few hours earlier, dangled from a parachute caught up in one of the trees. Cowboys in the regiment, from ranches across Colorado and Oklahoma, cut swathes from the young American’s billowing silk chute and used them as neckerchiefs.3

With the crucial support of the 158th Artillery, the regiment seized ground above San Croce Camerina by early afternoon. “Hits on buildings near the village public square were very effective,” recalled Colonel Ankcorn, “and had a marked effect on the garrison commander’s attitude.”4

When Sparks arrived in the village, he was greeted by dozens of white flags fluttering from windows. Five hundred Italian soldiers had given up without the loss of a single American life.5 “Those goddamn Italians came right out with their hands up,” Sparks recalled, “with their bags packed, ready to go to the States.”6 He pressed on that afternoon under a fierce sun, following a trail of unnecessary equipment and clothing men had discarded.7

Spirits were high. “We had gone over the side of ships that morning as boys,” recalled one man. “Now we were men.” There had been no bloodbath when they broke out from the beach, as had been predicted.8 Elsewhere along the southern coast of Sicily the Allies had met only limited resistance and now advanced rapidly on key cities and towns. The regiment’s next objective was Comiso Airport, around ten miles inland. By late on the afternoon of July 11, it had been seized along with over 450 prisoners, 200,000 gallons of aviation fuel, and a nickel-plated bicycle, which the regiment’s chaplain, Leland L. Loy, quickly put to use.9 Men would soon call out “Hi yo Chappie” whenever they saw him pedaling their way.10 The fight for the airport was the last time the regiment encountered an Italian foe in Sicily. From now on, the men firing back at them would be German, few of whom would be eager to give up without a fight.11
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Chaplain Loy visited the regimental command post that Sparks had set up at the airport. He looked upset. “Colonel,” he told Ankcorn, “we have bodies lying all over the beach down there, and nobody’s burying them or picking them up or anything.”12

Ankcorn frowned, thought for a few moments, and then turned to his adjutant.

“Sparks,” said Ankcorn. “I don’t care how you do it, but I rely on you to see that they are buried with honor.”13

It was his first challenge of the war. But how was he to do it? The only men at hand were members of the regimental band near his command post. He gathered them together on a truck, then headed back to Bailey’s Beach.14 Dozens of landing craft wallowed in the surf, their engines having burned out as they tried to cross sandbanks. Everywhere there was debris, the flotsam and jetsam of a chaotic invasion crowding the high-water line: smashed boxes of K rations, abandoned bazookas and bangalore torpedoes, packs, and washed-up life belts. More disturbing were the bloated and disfigured corpses, most of them men from F Company who had drowned when their craft broke up on the rocks.

For several hours, Sparks went from one dead American to another, looking for their dog tags. It was gruesome work. The drowned men had been washed back and forth by the tide. Some had been stripped bare, parts of their bodies blue and purple, as if covered in bruises, the whites of their bulging eyes gone gray.15 He also found the remains of an Air Corps lieutenant named Goldberg, from Utica, New York, in the cockpit of a crashed plane on the beach.16 He could not find dog tags on five of the corpses, so he took the men’s fingerprints with a kit the army supplied to every regimental adjutant. Wondering how to shroud the fast-decomposing corpses, he searched the beach and discovered abandoned survival kits that contained blankets. Knowing how important it was to Ankcorn that the men receive a decent burial, he found a field where he and his burial party of musicians then dug three-foot-deep graves in the rocky soil. Finally, they gathered wood from a nearby village and made each man a cross, from which Sparks hung a dog tag.17
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LICODIA, SICILY, JULY 14, 1943

CAKED IN A dust that seemed to coat every soldier, building, and vehicle a ghoulish gray, Sparks arrived in a small mountain town called Licodia, thirty miles to the east of Bailey’s Beach.18 Thankfully, the locals welcomed him and his fellow Thunderbirds as liberators, even though Italy was still at war with the United States. After enduring millennia of invasion, Sicilians clearly knew when to resist and when to shower well-fed and well-supplied young Americans with flowers. “When we take a town,” Sparks soon wrote his parents, “the whole town turns out with flags, flowers, and much shouting. The natives are very friendly and amazed by our generosity. They have been in pretty bad shape and hate the Germans.”19

The regiment pushed farther into the sunbaked heart of Sicily. German snipers hid in olive trees and even fired at medics. Furious Thunderbirds replied with chemical mortars, showering the marksmen’s lairs with white phosphorous, which burned through their uniforms and flesh to the bone. Abandoned vehicles littered
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Footnotes

Chapter Two: Off to War

fn1The patch showed a bird against a background of scarlet. The patch was a diamond shape, the four sides representing the four states from which the troops were drawn: New Mexico, Arizona, Colorado, and Oklahoma.

Chapter Ten: Crossing the Line

fn1Garcia was taken prisoner. He survived the war and was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for his actions at Anzio.

Chapter Eleven: The Bitch-Head

fn1Fremder was in fact taken prisoner and would survive the war.

Chapter Seventeen: Black December

fn1Voss is a pseudonym.

Chapter Twenty-Two: Cassino on the Main

fn1The Me-262 could fly at 528 mph—ninety more than any Allied plane in the ETO.

Chapter Thirty: Victory in Europe

fn1Frederick spent 551 days in combat and was decorated with twenty-eight U.S. and six foreign medals.
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