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For the grandchildren and great-grandchildren of the

veterans of World War II: May we be inspired by our

grandparents’ courage, and instructed by their mistakes.
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PROLOGUE

Berneval, Near Dieppe, France

November 2006
It’s rained on and off all day, and a curtain of clouds hangs just offshore when I reach Berneval-le-Grand, a few miles east of Dieppe on the French side of the English Channel. Though it’s midafternoon, the place is deserted, and as I thread my way around the narrow one-way streets directly above the coastline, my thoughts wander back some sixty years, rearranging a wall here, repainting a house there, until I see the place as it was on August 19, 1942. I park near what would have been a farmer’s field back then, and within a few minutes I’m walking across the rocks on the shore. The water laps gently at my feet as I stare up at the chalky cliffs, assessing the natural cuts in the rock and trying to determine how much the landscape has changed in six decades.
Some of the changes are easy to determine—the paths between the water and tiny village were filled with barbed wire, and the cliff was studded with machine-gun positions. The large six-inch guns, capable of blowing a boat and even a small ship out of the water, were set much farther back, not visible from the beach, but they’re gone as well. Knocking those weapons out was the goal of the U.S. Army Rangers who came to Berneval that morning. The Rangers did not succeed; one of them, Lieutenant Edwin V. Loustalot, died trying.
Time has worn the blood from the rocks and path up to the village. The steps seem to be made of relatively new concrete. But other things have not changed. The port city of Dieppe lies quietly to the west, just out of view around a jutting cliff. The surf seems too violent for sand; the sea pounds the shore relentlessly, washing backward and forward, smoothing the rocks into round stones, some so large they barely fit in my hand.
Armed with accounts of the battle, I walk along the shoreline, plotting out where in 1942 the shallow-draft boats landed. I walk up the cut in the cliff, turning at the spot where the guns would have been. I gaze toward the hamlet and the tidy yards, fields, and orchards that were here during the war. I see the spot where a hail of German bullets took Loustalot down. I walk to the spot where he died and pause, staring at the ground, transported.
But the act of imagination is not entirely complete. I can picture the battle scene in my mind, but it’s based on one account of the fight. There are at least two other versions of what happened, each putting him in a slightly different spot, each subtly changing why he died: leading a charge up the hill toward the objective, leading a charge down the hill to get his men safely home, blundering accidentally into a cross fire.
Which was it?
I walk back and forth across the cliff above the beach, trying to figure out which story is right. Having spent several years reading accounts of the battle, studying reports, talking and corresponding with witnesses, I came finally to Dieppe to see the place for myself. I thought doing so would settle the last questions I had about what happened here sixty-five years before. But as the sun slowly sets, casting the beach in shadows, I realize I know much less than I thought. The facts I armed myself with turn out to be flimsy and subject to interpretation, even guesses. Not even looking at the beach itself helps me sort them out. Lieutenant Loustalot died here—or here, or here, or there.
If I can’t master the simple fact of where he died, how can I understand and communicate what it meant to fight here?
I walk back to my car as the darkness gathers. A road sign offers one last glimmer of hope; its name commemorates the Commando brigade that made the assault. The bolts holding the sign to the post are rusted and some of the colors faded, but the lettering is easily visible, even at dusk. Oblivion has not yet claimed all that happened on these beaches.

In most accounts of World War II, the Allied landing at Dieppe in August 1942 is barely mentioned. When it is, it is generally called a precursor to D-Day, a noble raid conducted to show the Allies how to use landing tanks, or what the Germans were likely to do during an invasion, or even a necessary but bloody experiment that proved the difficulties of attacking fortified harbors.
None of those descriptions is entirely accurate. They flow not from historical hindsight but political justifications made by British military leaders and politicians immediately after the operation and following the war. In truth, Dieppe was an unnecessary and foreseeable fiasco, an avoidable bloodbath. It was launched not because of military necessity, but for reasons that included hubris, service politics, and “morale”—the 1940s term for public relations, or propaganda, depending on your perspective. It is an object lesson in what can happen when such things override sound tactical and strategic planning. Not to mention common sense.
The justifications of the men involved have cast a shadow on the actions of the roughly ten thousand men who had a part in the invasion and the air war above the beaches. The soldiers’ bravery and sacrifice have been largely forgotten. Even in Canada, which tallied several thousand killed, wounded, or captured in the operation, veterans of Dieppe had to struggle for recognition.
But if the Canadians were forgotten, the Americans involved in the operation have been almost completely ignored. That’s a great injustice, not simply to the men who were here but to the U.S. Army and Rangers in general.
The lessons of Dieppe—not those of tactics or strategies, but of what physically happens to a man when he is thrown into the hellfire of combat—entered the Army’s soul here. The battle is part of the Rangers’ DNA; every assault owes part of its success to the men who fell here.
Until now, America’s Dieppe story has been relegated mostly to footnotes and passing comments. Even in the books that are considered the most definitive studies of the battle—Terence Robertson’s encyclopedic Dieppe: The Shame and the Glory, Robin Neillands’s The Dieppe Raid, to name just two examples—the American story is scattered about, a few sentences here, a mention there. In many instances, the few facts recorded are wrong—a product not of historians’ errors but of the thin material they had to rely on.
What was the American experience at Dieppe? In some ways, it was as scattered as the historical references. To sum up: fifty soldiers were drawn from the 1st Ranger Battalion and inserted into various units involved in the operation. Most went with British Commandos who attacked the gun batteries on Dieppe’s flanks; a handful were assigned to Canadian units that attacked Dieppe and the closer shore guns essentially head-on. The Rangers shared the experiences and the sacrifices of the larger units. Where the bigger units succeeded, the Rangers succeeded. Where they failed, the Rangers mostly died or were taken prisoner.
In sheer numbers, the Canadian losses are so large they’re almost incomprehensible: of the five thousand or so men on the raid, over eight hundred were killed outright, with over thirteen hundred taken prisoner and nearly six hundred others returning wounded. A substantial number of the men who escaped injury did so only because they weren’t able to land on the beach. The battle shattered the Canadian 2nd Division, and remains the greatest loss in Canadian military history.
The Rangers’ contribution was smaller, but on a proportional level its losses were just as significant. Of the fifty men who set out from England for the raid, three were killed, three were taken prisoner, and five were wounded by the end of the day—a 22 percent casualty rate. Since most of the Americans who took part in the raid never made it to shore because of problems with their landing craft, the casualty ratio was actually considerably higher: only four men who made the beaches got back to England without being wounded, killed, or captured—a 73 percent casualty rate.
Remarkably, the 1st Ranger Battalion had been formed less than two months before the raid on Dieppe. The battalion had not completed its training when it was tapped for inclusion in the battle. If ever a unit can be said to have had a fiery birth, it was the Rangers—appropriately so, given the subsequent history of the elite fighters. The Rangers went on to play important roles in Torch, the assault on Africa; in the Italian campaigns in 1943; and perhaps most famously, during D-Day at Pointe du Hoc and the surrounding area. Disbanded then reorganized, Rangers played important roles as individuals and as a coherent unit during the Cold War conflicts; they were involved in the first Gulf War, and served in Afghanistan and Iraq during the war on terror. Today, Rangers form an important part of the United States Special Operations Command. While there are still debates on how to best use them, there is no question that the soldiers are one of the most potent fighting forces in the world.
It all started in 1942, at Dieppe. This book is about that start. It is the story of many men: of Major William Darby, the Rangers’ first commander, who was ordered not to take part in the invasion. Of Sergeant Alex Szima, who laughed when his Commando commander accused him of being on the Army rifle team and said he was just a Dayton, Ohio, bartender. Of Corporal Franklin “Zip” Koons, who probably killed twenty Germans but simply shrugged after the battle and said he’d done his bit and couldn’t be sure of anything. Of Owen Sweazey, a future Silver Star winner who never made it to shore at Dieppe but was as scared as he would ever be again. Of Marcel Swank, who had to choose whether to save himself or stay with his wounded Ranger companion. Of Edwin Loustalot, Joseph Randall, and Howard Henry, all of them killed on French soil during the battle.
Their story is one of courage and bravery in the face of great odds. It is a story of lessons learned, and lessons forgotten.


ONE
THE COMING OF WAR

Pine Island, N.Y.

Summer 2006
The voice on the other end of the line sounded youthful, but if I hadn’t known better, I might have mistaken him for his father.
“Is this Ron Sweazey?”
“Yes. Jim?”
“Thanks for answering the letter,” I tell him. “Like I said, I’ve been trying to track down the original Rangers from the Dieppe Raid. I’m interested in telling their story.”
Ron’s father, Owen Sweazey, had passed away several years before. Fortunately, he’d given a long account of his days in the Rangers to a state historian before he died. He’d also started a small memoir about his service. Between those two things, some old newspaper clippings, and the few stories he told of the war, the Sweazey family has a good picture of his service.
But I can fully understand what Ron means when he says that he wishes he had more. There’s so much about the war, and the men who served, that seems impossible to recover—little details, seemingly insignificant: Did they wear helmets or hats into combat? (The answer varied at Dieppe depending on the unit they were attached to.) And huge ones: What did it take for them to get out of the boats and brave the murderous fire they faced? We can find answers to the little questions, but the big ones remain unanswered, even by them.
Owen Sweazey won Silver and Bronze Stars during World War II; the medals were awarded for bravery under fire, and weren’t handed out easily. Yet his son tells me that he never really talked about the war that much. He certainly never bragged about what he had done, much less called himself a hero.
Heroes were other guys, his son often heard him say. It’s a comment I hear over and over again.
Fort Knox, 1940
ALEX SZIMA
If Alex Szima hadn’t had bad luck, he might not have had any luck at all.
Then again, Szima was the kind of man who made a habit of turning bad luck into an opportunity. He’d managed to get a waiver to join the Army—necessary because a six-inch scar ran down his cheek from his left eye. But as he went through basic training, it became clear from the comments of his instructors that the scar was going to disqualify him from military service. Not that it was a physical problem for him—he’d had it since an accident when he was younger—but the doctors and officers and just about everyone who looked at it thought it was going to get infected and maybe, just maybe, make his eye fall out. Plus it was hell to look at. Szima had busted his buns doing everything he could to win a place, but it was pretty clear that as soon his ninety-day training period was over, he was getting bounced.
And then, three days before his trial period was over, he was shot. Some boob of a new trainee mishandled a Thompson submachine gun, and Szima landed in the base hospital with a slug in his thigh.
Of all the dumb luck.
But lo and behold, the slug proved a blessing. Szima couldn’t be bounced from the Army, not while an investigation was being conducted into the shooting. And then, somehow, the idea of bouncing him got lost, either in the paper shuffle or the growing concern about the need to increase the Army’s size. Szima came out of the hospital a private first class—not because of anything he did, but because everyone else who’d gotten through basic by that time had been promoted to PFC.
The investigation into the firing-range accident continued. Szima found a way to testify that the accident was truly an accident—the range officer had not been derelict in his duty. The testimony helped the officer, a West Pointer whose career could have been ruined by the black mark. It was not something the officer would forget.
Hobbling with a cane, Szima managed to get into the first class of the Armored Force school at Fort Knox. Finally an officer gave him a choice: either work as a clerk, or be discharged on a disability. Szima, though hardly the clerkish type, chose the desk job. Sooner or later, he figured, he’d be walking again. And he wanted to do it in the Army. America wasn’t in the war yet, but like a lot of other men, he could sense it coming.
He worked on his typing, and soon made corporal.
THE WORLD WAR IN 1941
The war in Europe—already called World War II in most newspapers and magazines—had been going on for at least a year and half, depending on whether one uses the German invasion of Poland in September 1939 or the earlier takeovers of Austria or Czechoslovakia as the start. While President Franklin Roosevelt had declared America neutral in a Fireside Chat immediately after the invasion of Poland, American sentiment and government policy clearly favored the Allies. The tilt only increased as Germany invaded Norway, Denmark, Luxembourg, Belgium, the Netherlands, and then France in the summer of 1940. In September of that year, the United States gave Britain fifty destroyers in exchange for leases on bases in Newfoundland and the West Indies. The leases themselves were a thinly disguised plan to help Great Britain, since they meant British troops could be redeployed home for defense. That same month, Congress passed a law authorizing the first peacetime draft in U.S. history. The law called for 900,000 men to be inducted per year; the population of the country at the time was roughly 131 million.
Meanwhile, the National Guard was mobilized for training under a phased-in plan that aimed at bringing the units up to regular Army standards. Unlike today, when Guard units are well integrated into the standing military structure, the Guard units in the 1940s were disorganized and in many cases amateurish. The soldiers tended to be short of equipment and training; their officers were generally little better, with fewer than half having attended any sort of Army training or school. In the late 1930s, Guard units typically met for one-hour drills once a week, and spent two weeks every summer on maneuvers. Men as young as sixteen joined, many in hopes of making a little extra money during the hard times.
The regular Army was willing to take the National Guard units because in many ways it was not much better off itself. When Szima joined up in 1940, the Army had only 280,000 men, and it had recently increased to that size following a recruitment campaign energetic enough—if that’s the right phrase—to overlook deficiencies such as Szima’s, considered relatively serious at the time. The size was a sharp contrast to that of the German Army, which had between five and six million men under arms.
Despite the fact that Germany’s integrated armor and mobilized infantry Panzer divisions had revolutionized warfare, the U.S. had only one armored division: Szima’s unit, the 1st Armored Division. With its roots in the cavalry, a good number of the officers knew more about horses than they did about tanks.
Among the first National Guard units to be organized into a division was the 34th Infantry Division, which, in February 1941, was formed from the National Guard in North and South Dakota, Iowa, and Minnesota. As soon as it was activated, its members were sent to a new camp in Louisiana called Camp Claiborne for basic training.
GOING SOUTH
Lester Kness looked at the fields and pine trees as the train traveled south, studying them with a curious eye. For Kness and most of the men in the train car, it was hard to believe they were in Louisiana. When most northerners thought of the state, they pictured New Orleans or perhaps the nearby swamps, damp wet places with shallow boats and snapping crocodiles. The place they were passing through was a forest filled with pine trees; the smoke and steam from the train’s locomotive mixed with the fresh scent of needles and pine tar.
Not yet twenty-two, Kness had spent his youth on a farm in Iowa and loved to hunt; he was curious about what might live in the woods. Mechanically inclined, he came from an inventive family—his dad had invented a foolproof mousetrap, and as a young man Les had helped manufacture it. But that was all behind him now; his future, or at least his immediate future, was with the Army. The Iowa National Guard had been called to active duty, and Lester E. Kness was determined to become a good solider.
He and the other men on the train welcomed the warm weather, a change from the chilly northern states where they lived. The flies and dampness were a different story. As the train wheels clicked rhythmically over the tracks, a few thought about their recent past, years spent at the tail end of the Depression, when it was still hard to make a living. But for most, it was the future that troubled them. The United States was not at war, yet a deep foreboding hung over the country, as thick as the black smoke curling from the engine’s stack as the train fought its way up a sharp hill.
While the Army’s expansion and the National Guard mobilization were criticized, Americans as a whole were not as isolationist as popular histories sometimes make us think. In June 1941, the New York Times reported that a survey showed 62 percent of the public would support a war rather than allow Great Britain to be overrun by Germany. While the Times was pro–Great Britain and pro-interventionist, the same sentiment had helped Roosevelt win an unprecedented third term in 1940, when Hitler’s armies had conquered most of western Europe and Great Britain appeared to be next. The public was well informed about the war, or at least was supplied with plenty of newspaper and radio stories about it. Local newspapers carried front-page stories about battles in Europe, Africa, and the Atlantic nearly every day as the war progressed. Americans responded to various pleas to help civilians caught in the war, including one headed by former president Herbert Hoover, to send food and humanitarian supplies to war-stricken areas under Nazi control.
CAMP CLAIBORNE
The training camp Kness and the other National Guard soldiers found in February 1941 had been established nearly ten years before as a state facility. Carved from the Kisatchie National Forest in central Louisiana, Camp Claiborne’s twenty-three thousand acres had been taken over by the Army and expanded just before the 34th arrived. Rolling hills and forests surrounded a lake and vast fields of recently cut pine trees. Building was under way at a furious pace. Besides basic training, the post was used for artillery school and instruction in combat engineering; a variety of specialized units, including one that could construct train cars and railroads, also trained there. Eventually half a million Americans would pass through its gates; the camp would also hold German POWs before the end of the war. At its peak, concrete roads covered seventy-nine miles, and there would be eighty-three hospital buildings in addition to the acres of tents and barracks. While most later soldiers would live in “squad barracks”—tar-paper shacks—the soldiers who arrived in February 1941 made do with square-shaped tents. Five men bunked in each tent, with a small gas heater to keep warm at night. Even for men who had grown up during the Depression, the surroundings were austere.
“The camp was all mud and junk,” remembered Bob Koloski, a 34th Division soldier who was still a teenager when he arrived at the camp in February 1940. “We got there before they were completely ready for us.”
The men from the 34th carried their gear in steamer trunks and duffel bags, settling in for a training regime that would last several months. A good number had been issued uniforms that were far too big, and had to roll their trousers at the bottom.
Most Guard members were part-timers who had drilled one night a week at most. While there were exceptions, the enlisted men were treated essentially as new recruits. Besides close-order drill, soldiers received rifle and pistol training, and learned how to use mortars and other weapons. Lessons often took place in the fields, where soldiers sat in knee-high grass, listening as their instructors reviewed the basics of rifle maintenance or other military arts. They wore cloth caps, dark denim pants, and light-colored shirts, with many-pocketed cartridge belts at their waist; their rifles were bolt-action Springfields, officially known as the M1903. Two-man teams were trained to operate Browning automatic rifles, a light, squad-level machine gun that would play an important role in the war.
In August and September of 1941, members of the 1st Armored Division and the 34th Infantry Division took part in the largest Army maneuvers held in the United States. Known as the Great Louisiana Maneuvers and nicknamed “The Big One,” the war games involved nineteen Army divisions and covered 3,400 square miles of Louisiana and Texas. Among the officers who took part were George Marshall, then Army Chief of Staff, Dwight Eisenhower, George Patton, and Omar Bradley.
While impressive for their size, in retrospect the maneuvers showed just how dire America’s military situation was. Two years after German mechanized divisions had proven once and for all that the days of cavalry were over, the U.S. Army was still fielding horse troops and artillery pulled by mules in large numbers. Tanks and field guns were so scarce that the Army used stand-ins at the exercises: dilapidated trucks and tree trunks.
Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union that summer had taken the war crisis to a new level. German armies advanced rapidly through the lands of their supposed ally. While longtime Roosevelt critics like Congressman Hamilton Fish of New York continued to oppose the war—“I do not believe that American mothers want to send their sons to Soviet Russia and die for communism,” declared Fish—other prominent critics gradually toned down their opposition or came over to the President’s side completely. The more insatiable Hitler’s appetite for territory became, the more likely it seemed that war would come to America. As summer turned to fall and winter loomed, the question for many Americans wasn’t if the U.S. would get involved in World War II, but when.
And yet, when the war did finally come, it was a shock.
REVENGE
“Yesterday, December 7, 1941—a date which will live in infamy—the United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan. The United States was at peace with that nation, and at the solicitation of Japan, was still in conversation with its government and its Emperor looking toward the maintenance of peace in the Pacific…”
By the time Roosevelt delivered his famous war speech on December 8, 1941, Szima had thrown away his cane. He’d also managed to lose something else: the papers in his file that showed he’d needed an enlistment waiver because of his scar. Those papers, he figured, would keep him from joining the 1st Armored when it went overseas and got in the war. More than anything, Szima wanted to get in the war. He wanted to exact some revenge for the men who’d been killed at Pearl Harbor. Whether it was in Japan or Europe didn’t much matter, as long as he went.
Szima was in a good position to tear up the papers: not only was he a sergeant by then, but he was assistant personnel sergeant major for the 13th Armored Regiment, the top kick’s sidekick. And it just so happened that one of the important officers of the unit was the same man his testimony had helped clear after the firing-range accident. If Szima wanted to go overseas, no one was going to stop him.

For Kness and the other members of the 34th Infantry Division listening by radio in their barracks, Roosevelt’s speech seemed to mark the passage from a time of waiting to a time of action. To a man, they were anxious to get to the front and take on the enemy. Within weeks, they had an assignment: they were to ship to Ireland, becoming the first American infantry unit to be stationed in Europe since the end of World War I.
First, though, they were shipped to Fort Dix in New Jersey. There they waited. And waited. And waited—the infantryman’s lot.
“We had a little training…but it was just killing time, I think,” recalled Owen Sweazey many years later. Like many of his comrades in the division, Private Sweazey found it, and the barracks life he was subjected to, boring at best. Pearl Harbor, and the German declaration of war a few days later, had filled them with anger and adrenaline, and they were in a rush to use it.
OWEN SWEAZEY
Though he came from the midwest, Sweazey was not a Guardsman but a draftee added to the 34th as it was brought up to full strength for the war. Born on June 6, 1920, Sweazey was drafted in October 1941. He joined the division in February 1942 while it was waiting for its transfer to Europe.
The son of a coal miner turned carpenter, Sweazey had spent two years in high school before leaving in 1935 at the age of fifteen to join the Civilian Conservation Corps so he could help support his family. The New Deal program taught him to operate heavy equipment such as bulldozers; it was a skill he would use for much of his life—but not in the Army, which saw him more valuable as a rifleman.
Sweazey had actually tried to join the Navy about a year before he was drafted, only to be rejected for “bad teeth.” The Army wasn’t quite so picky.
IRELAND
Traveling by ship, the 34th Division started shipping out soon after Sweazey arrived. It went to Northern Ireland in three waves, with the last arriving in May 1942. Together with the 1st Armored Division, it formed V Corps, the vanguard of the U.S. Army’s European ground force.
The Irish landscape was a sharp change from Fort Dix. Dirt roads bounded by tall hedges crisscrossed rugged hills and wet moors or bogs. The two divisions began training immediately, but the training was hardly ideal and would later be lambasted by Private Frank B. Sargent, whose written report was circulated throughout the Army in 1943.
“In Ireland I have seen patrols go out in the following manner,” wrote Sargent, referring the 34th Division. “The patrol leader had a vague idea about his mission, while the rest knew nothing at all. The leader did not check his men before they left for equipment that would reflect light or rattle. The patrol followed a road without even considering investigating bushes or hedges on the sides of the roads. The patrol marched in a helter-skelter formation, in columns of twos, no scouts, no point, no organization whatsoever.”
Whether it was the lackadaisical training or the routine of barracks life, a large number of men grew bored. The German offensive in Russia meant that the immediate threat of an invasion in Great Britain had passed. It seemed obvious to the infantrymen that they weren’t going to be called into action anytime soon. Many of the young men wanted to fight; even those like Sweazey who’d been drafted thought they would rot away before they saw action.
And then one day in camp, Sweazey noticed a sign tacked on the bulletin board announcing that a new outfit was forming. There wasn’t much information about it, but one thing got his attention right away—the unit was going to be modeled after the British Commandos.
He signed up immediately. So did Kness, now a staff sergeant in the 34th Infantry. So did more than eight hundred other members of the division.
Over in the 1st Armored Division, Szima saw the same notice and knew it was finally his chance to leave the desks behind and get into action. He volunteered—as did several hundred others from the unit.
Within days, the men were en route to a small town named Carrickfergus, about twenty miles north of Belfast, Ireland. The unit they had signed up to join was so new it didn’t even have a name.


TWO
DARBY’S RANGERS

Washington, D.C.

April 1942
LUCIAN TRUSCOTT
Lucian Truscott hadn’t been in Washington, D.C., in quite some time, but the city seemed little changed as the colonel headed toward the former War College building, now pressed into service as the Headquarters of Army Ground Forces. More men in uniforms, maybe. Otherwise, the city, with its trees and plants in bloom and its traffic as yet unaffected by gas rationing, looked exactly as it had during peacetime.
Appearances were deceiving, however. Like the rest of the country, Washington was mobilizing for a war it had long seen coming yet had not fully been prepared to enter. Truscott, like many veteran regular Army officers, was still adjusting to the demands of changing times. Now forty-seven, he’d spent the bulk of his Army career in the cavalry. Recognizing that combat had been revolutionized by armor and aircraft, Truscott had joined the 13th Armored Regiment at Fort Knox in June 1940, spending time as a battalion and regimental S-3—the staff officer generally in charge of operations, including battle plans and training. A staff job as assistant S-3 at the IX Army Corps at Fort Lewis Washington led him to rub elbows with other up-and-coming officers, most especially Dwight D. Eisenhower, at the time a colonel and IX’s Chief of Staff. But Truscott had returned to cavalry in November 1941, leading the 5th Cavalry Regiment of the 1st Cavalry Division at Fort Bliss, Texas. It was a dream job, even if the days of horse soldiers were long gone.
Then in April 1942, Truscott was summoned to Washington. He was told he was getting a new assignment somewhere where the weather was cold, but nothing else. With a mixture of reluctance—he truly loved the cavalry—and excitement, he walked into the headquarters building and reported to General Mark. W. Clark, the Chief of Staff for Army Ground Forces.
“How would you like to join the Commandos?” said Clark.
Truscott could not have been more surprised had he been asked to flap his arms and fly.
Eisenhower, now the Pentagon’s Chief of Operations, had picked Truscott to head a small group of U.S. officers assigned to the staff of Britain’s Combined Operations Command, the somewhat prosaic name of the war group in charge of the British Commandos. Truscott—and millions of Americans—had already heard of the Commandos, thanks to well-publicized reports of raids they’d conducted in Northern Europe. No soldiers, no airmen, no sailors were more celebrated than the British Commandos. If fighting men were rock stars, the Commandos would have been the Beatles.
Army head George Marshall, traveling with key Roosevelt aide Harry Hopkins, had just returned from England. Besides discussing overall war strategy, Marshall had also discussed the possibility of having Americans take part in Commando raids. There were two reasons: first, he wanted Americans to get experience in amphibious operations, knowing that they would be necessary during the war. And second, the President had recognized that the positive public relations for the war effort—“morale,” as it was referred to then—was something the Commando units had in spades. Roosevelt would turn out to be a major proponent of special operations during the war, both for their military and morale value.
Marshall told Eisenhower to follow up; Ike turned to Truscott, assigning him to figure out how such a unit could be formed and trained.
At least on its face, the assignment was an odd one. Truscott had very limited experience with ground troops, let alone amphibious assaults or working with the Navy. In fact, he’d only been in a small boat on the ocean twice in his life. When Truscott pointed out his lack of experience, Eisenhower downplayed it, and in fact the selection may have had as much to do with Truscott’s ability with horses as with his military credentials. The head of Combined Operations was Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, who had written a book on polo—a sport that Truscott had played in earlier years. When pressed on the military issues involved, Eisenhower sent Truscott off with the comment, “You can learn, can’t you?”
MOUNTBATTEN
If Truscott arrived in London thinking of Mountbatten as the embodiment of slightly eccentric British aristocracy, he would not have been the only American to have that impression. Mountbatten had toured the United States in the late summer and early fall of 1941. Arriving ostensibly to take command of the British aircraft carrier Illustrious, which was being repaired in the American naval yards at Norfolk, Virginia, the photogenic British lord and his wife were a public-relations tag team, drumming up support for the British war effort. They spent weeks talking to the American media and meeting with everyone from radio personality Walter Winchell to President Roosevelt. Charming, gracious, and perpetually smiling, Lord Louis thanked Americans for their support in one breath and in the next told of his recent stint as a destroyer commander in the Mediterranean, where his destroyer had been sunk by German bombers. The fact that Mountbatten had remained on his bridge until the rest of his crew escaped was added quite matter-of-factly, as if it were the expected thing to do. The fact that he had nearly died in the battle—well, jolly good that he didn’t, wasn’t it?
But Mountbatten was not just any British hero; he was related to the King. Queen Victoria, his great-grandmother, had asked that her name be incorporated into his when he was born, and so he was christened Louis Francis Albert Victor Nicholas—and called “Dickie” by all who knew him, a somewhat arbitrary nickname applied during his childhood. His speech was dotted with adjectives—marvelous, lovely, extraordinary—commonplace in England but unexpected in America, where they seemed to add to Mountbatten’s wit and charm.
Mountbatten’s tour of America ended abruptly that October 1941 when British prime minister Winston Churchill decided to name him to head Combined Operations, replacing seventy-year-old Admiral of the Fleet Lord Keyes. Mountbatten’s official biographer, Philip Ziegler, says that the captain would have preferred taking command of the aircraft carrier Illustrious, but the assignment was to a higher office and could not be gracefully turned aside. Even after a promotion to commodore, Mountbatten found himself outranked by many of the people he was in theory dealing with as equals. His relatively young age—he was forty-one when he took over—was also a handicap, though one he was generally able to overcome with energy and tact.
More difficult to deal with were the service rivalries and conflicting priorities within the main branches of the British military services. Combined Operations relied largely on cooperation from the other services, the Navy in particular, for resources, and it wasn’t easy at times to get them.
Combined Operations had several missions; it was tasked with training both the Navy and Army for amphibious landings and planning for the large-scale invasion of France. But its most famous mission, even at the time, was directing small raids in occupied Europe. To do this, it developed its own strike force of special operations soldiers: the British Commandos.
THE COMMANDOS
If Americans might have regarded Mountbatten as jolly and slightly eccentric, they saw the Commandos as serious war fighters, just short of superheroes. The Germans, too, knew them and, while their raids were probably of greater psychological than strategic value, expended considerable manpower trying to corral them. Hitler even issued orders directing that they be killed rather than taken prisoner.
Supposedly inspired by accounts of irregular action in the South African or Boer War (1899–1902), the British began experimenting with Commando-style warfare almost from the beginning of the war in 1940. Four small special operations units known as the Independent Companies were formed in 1940. Trained in what we now call guerrilla warfare, the companies landed in Norway on May 13, 1940, at two small fishing villages, Mo i Rana and Bodö. Ranging through the mountainous terrain, they diverted the attention of German units that were marching north. Now almost entirely forgotten, the Independent Companies withdrew through Bodö after about a month’s worth of fighting.
These early commandos were under the direction of the Military Intelligence Research section, which was later associated with the Special Operations Executive—the organization responsible for encouraging and supporting partisans throughout occupied Europe. The formal Commando organization was born in June 1940, immediately after the British evacuation of Dunkirk ended, with the creation of a special command in the War Office known as Section MO 9.
The Commando force began with two units, 1 Commando and 2 Commando, which were formed from the Independent Company. Seven more units—3 through 9 Commando—were formed at roughly the same time; with two other units joining around the end of the year. These were 11 Commando—made up primarily of Scottish soldiers—and 12 Commando, a unit with Irish and Welsh men. Norwegian, French, and Dutch troops were incorporated into 10 Commando at the beginning of 1942. The units were originally organized as fifty-man troops, ten to a Commando. In 1941, a reorganization settled on sixty-five-member troops, with six to a Commando.
When British prime minister Winston Churchill had pushed for the creation of the force early in the war, he originally envisioned them as carrying out small invasions with from five to ten thousand men. Incursions that large were out of the question in 1940 and 1941, however; among other reasons, the British lacked landing vessels and support craft, and there was a severe manpower shortage as a German invasion appeared imminent. Small raids with anywhere from a handful to a few hundred men were possible, however, and teams of Commandos conducted reconnaissance and sabotage missions throughout 1941. There were at least ten larger-scale operations in France, the Channel Islands, and Norway that year; they would make roughly twice as many in 1942.
Combined Operations has generally been credited as being particularly media savvy. There’s no doubt that the unit knew how to get good public relations; Mountbatten’s staff had extensive media contacts with foreign as well as British journalists. Not only were his officers accomplished at what today we call “spin,” they controlled the flow of information to the media and had the added advantage of wartime censorship—stories concerning Combined Operations had to be approved by in-house censors before they could be filed.
But at the same time, Combined Operations had something the media, and its audience, dearly wanted—stories of heroes braving incredible odds to strike a blow for the good guys. The Commandos allowed Britains, after years of retreat, to finally feel as if they were on the offensive. Shrouded in mystery, their operations were presented and received as David and Goliath stories, eagerly awaited by a public that knew very well it was the real underdog in the battle.
One raid in particular summed up the Commando mystique: Saint-Nazaire.
OPERATION CHARIOT
If there was such a thing as a typical Commando raid, the attack on Saint-Nazaire on March 22, 1942, wasn’t it. The port city was among the most highly defended in France and the attack was made directly in the teeth of the German defenses. But in terms of sheer audacity, no other successful raid launched by the Commandos comes close. Well publicized following its completion, Saint-Nazaire helped make the word Commando a byword for derring-do forever more.
One of the busiest ports in Europe during the 1930s, Saint-Nazaire was the home of the large ocean liner the SS Normandie. Partly to accommodate it, the French had constructed massive dry-dock and other shipyard facilities, making Saint-Nazaire among the most modern and capable ports in the world. When the war came, it was the only port on the French coast big enough to handle the German battleships Bismarck and Tirpitz.
The Bismarck was sunk in 1941, leaving her sister ship Tirpitz as the German’s main capital ship. Even so, the Tirpitz’s eight fifteen-inch guns, twelve six-inch guns, and sixteen four-inchers, made her more than a match for any individual British warship, and if the Tirpitz were to travel to the Atlantic, she would wreak havoc with British convoys there.
After a number of direct attacks on the Tirpitz failed, the British Navy decided that the best way of dealing with the battleship was to attack Saint-Nazaire. The harbor was necessary for the ship if she operated in the Atlantic; without it, the Tirpitz would have to sail either through the Channel or all the way around Great Britain to reach a port big enough for repairs. In that case, she could be sunk by a war of attrition, pummeled continually until her defenses gave way.
Assuming, of course, she left port at all.
But the harbor was heavily defended; British warships could not hope to get close enough to bombard it. And the dry dock seemed impervious not just to the shells from naval guns but to bombs as well, especially the poorly aimed ones of World War II.
And so the job of striking Saint-Nazaire was given to the Commandos. Mountbatten’s planners came up with an ingenious suggestion: ram the dry dock’s lock gate with a ship crammed with explosives, rendering it useless. And since they were going there anyway, an additional attack would then be launched at the heavily reinforced submarine pen and buildings and docks nearby.
The ship chosen as the suicide bomber was the HMS Campbeltown. Originally launched in 1919, the destroyer was the former USS Buchanan, an American destroyer “leased” to Great Britain under the Lend



* As explained in Chapter 9, Lieutenant Randall may have landed with the South Saskatchewan Regiment on Green Beach; according to one eyewitness, T-4 Henry landed with an engineer’s group attached to Calgary Tanks.
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