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Dedication

For all the stewards of our past, who tucked pieces of
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Introduction

BEFORE AMERICA WAS AT WAR, the world was already burning. This true story begins long before the bombs fell on Pearl Harbor—before most Americans knew what was coming. It was a time when the brewing storm was shaped by distant decisions and many unfamiliar names. But walk with me. These early threads matter. They lay the groundwork for everything that follows: the fear, the unknown, the sacrifices—and the unexpected heroes and villains at the heart of it. The men and women whose names rarely appear in textbooks, but who helped steer history’s course.

Then once the bombs fall on Pearl Harbor, the story shifts. From that moment forward, you’ll live alongside them—in the present tense—as they make choices under pressure, step into fear or rise to courage, and navigate the thin line between what’s right and what’s ruin, just as they lived it—in real time, blind to what lay ahead. When the call came, these everyday men and women answered. Their lives unfolded in modest living rooms, under leaky roofs, in neglected offices, and behind top-secret doors. No medals. No parades. Just grit, risk, and a quiet defiance.

Take my hand as I lead you through forgotten docks and mosquito-ridden airstrips, through the shadowed corners of laboratories and backroom meetings where nothing was certain and everything was at stake. It begins wide—global in scale—and narrows, again and again, until it all converges to the most unlikely hands holding the line in the spring of 1945.

So stay with me. Trust the path. The players you’re about to meet—flawed, brilliant, stubborn, and sometimes walking a fine line with the law—each carved a place in this effort, often unaware of the firestorm they were holding back.

These are the people history almost forgot.

Until now.






Cast of Characters

[image: ]
OP-20-Z Interrogator

Jack Alberti

NARA, US Navy Personnel File of Jack Henry Alberti


[image: ]
Naval Intelligence

Vincent Astor

Public Domain, Creative Commons


[image: ]
CAP Pilot & Flight Instructor

Willa Brown

NARAII, (NAID) 535717


[image: ]
Double Agent

Grace Buchanan-Dineen

Walter P. Reuther Library, Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University


[image: ]
FBI Agent

John “Jack” Bugas

Public Domain, Creative Commons


[image: ]
Scientist & Innovator

Vannevar Bush

Library of Congress, Office for Emergency Management


[image: ]
Saboteur

George Dasch

NARA, FBI HQ Files, 98-10288


[image: ]
Chief Engineer, Bombe

Joseph Desch

Courtesy of Deborah Desch Anderson


[image: ]
Cryptanalyst

Agnes Meyer Driscoll

Courtesy of the National Cryptologic Museum


[image: ]
CAP Pilot

Wynant Farr

Courtesy of the Dare County Regional Airport Museum


[image: ]
Cryptanalyst

Elizebeth Friedman

Public Domain, National Security Agency


[image: ]
Naval Intelligence

Charles Radcliffe “Rad” Haffenden

US Navy


[image: ]
U-Boat Commander

Reinhard Hardegen

Deutsches U-Boot-Archiv


[image: ]
Tenth Fleet, U-Boat Tracking

Kenneth Knowles

NARA, US Navy Personnel File of Kenneth Alward Knowles


[image: ]
Mob Boss

Meyer Lansky

Public Domain, Police Mug Shot


[image: ]
Mob Associate

Joe “Socks” Lanza

Public Domain, Police Mug Shot


[image: ]
Mob Boss

Charles “Lucky” Luciano

Public Domain, Police Mug Shot


[image: ]
Naval Intelligence

Roscoe MacFall

US Navy


[image: ]
Cryptanalyst

Frank Raven

Public Domain, National Security Agency


[image: ]
V-2 Rocket Scientist

Ernst Steinhoff

NARA, Foreign Scientists Case Files


[image: ]
U-Boat Commander

Friedrich “Fritz” Steinhoff

USCG Historian’s Office, from the collection of Argo’s commanding officer, LTJG Eliot Winslow


[image: ]
UK Cryptanalyst

John H. Tiltman

Public Domain, National Security Agency


[image: ]
Commander, OP-20-G

Joseph Wenger

US Navy, National Security Agency


[image: ]
CAP Founder & Pilot

Gill Robb Wilson

Courtesy of Major Jill D. Paulson


[image: ]
UK Head of OIC Sub Tracking

Rodger Winn

The National Archives (United Kingdom)







Preface

THE HARBOR FULL OF ships1 lay hull to hull, their masts spreading forestlike across the fifteen-mile stretch of Delaware Bay between Cape May, New Jersey, and Cape Henlopen, Delaware. It was a sight to break the heart of any sea-faring man.

Heavy-laden oil tankers out of Las Piers, Venezuela, and Port Arthur, Texas, lay drowsing at anchor, their decks almost awash under the weight of their precious cargoes; grimy little colliers, bound for Norfolk with soft coal for the war plants of the East; weary, weather-stained coastal luggers, their rusty hulls splotched with red lead; and smartly painted deep-water freighters carrying rubber from the Amazon jungles, quinine from Ecuador, tin from Bolivia. It was a motley assortment of bottoms, but all had one thing in common: beneath their bulging hatch covers and in tarpaulin-covered packing cases lashed to salt-encrusted decks, they carried the raw materials to keep in operation the factories which were supplying not only our Army and Navy but also the war machines of most of the united nations.

There they wallowed, sturdy hulls which once had proudly carried the American flag into the seven seas, now humbled, crowded together in a sheltering basin, fearful to venture beyond the mine fields which reached a protective arm across the bay’s mouth.

William B. Mellor Jr., 1944

CAPE MAY, NEW JERSEY—FEBRUARY 1942

The morning begins cold and clear as the destroyer USS Jacob Jones2 slips past the Statue of Liberty, her gray hull a sleek arrow gliding south along the New Jersey coast. Her crew stands alert, scanning the horizon from open decks and wheelhouse windows, their breaths visible in the crisp air. She answers new orders without hesitation—shift course toward Cape May, closer to the Delaware Capes. Her engines hum low and steady; her bow knifes through glassy seas, unaware of the predator waiting below.

By afternoon, a black smear stains the sky ahead. Smoke from the wreck of R. P. Resor looms—a tanker gutted by a U-boat’s strike. The air burns with the scent of oil and fire. Twisted steel juts from the surface like bones, and flames dance in the breeze. Debris drifts like ash after a funeral pyre, lifeboats sit half-sunk, a solitary boot bobs between planks. Jacob Jones circles slowly, her lookouts straining for survivors. For two hours, they search. No voices answer. No hands wave from the wreckage. The ocean keeps her secrets.

As dusk slips into night, the ship pushes forward. A full moon climbs into the sky, casting pale light across the Atlantic. The destroyer darkens herself entirely—no signal lamps, no radio calls, no light from within. She becomes a shadow moving through moonlit glass, silent as breath. Her sailors speak in low tones or not at all.

The next morning, she continues her patrol. Without warning, the first torpedo strikes.

It slams into Jacob Jones just aft of the bridge. The explosion is instant and violent. Her forward magazine ignites—an eruption of fire and steel that tears her open. The bridge vanishes, flung into the sea in a shower of debris. The chart room is gone. Bulkheads flatten, steel plates curl back like paper. Men sleeping in their bunks never wake. The bow is simply no longer there.

A second torpedo follows, hitting near the stern. It shears away the aft section—crew quarters, decks, the fantail, all blown into pieces that scatter across the sea like so much kindling. Only the midsection remains, suspended in smoke and fire, already sagging into the waves.

Sailors stumble from the wreckage. Some leap. Others crawl across twisted metal to reach the edge. Thirty men make it into the water. They cling to rafts, life rings, and shattered beams. The February waters are frigid. Oil coats their skin, fills their noses. Blood colors the surface.

***

NOT FAR FROM THE harbor, Seaman First Class Joseph Lydon Jr. braces against the icy wind knifing through his Navy-issued peacoat, the wool doing little to hold the February cold at bay. His breath drifts in ghostly wisps, vanishing into the black night. Salt spray stings his face, the Atlantic restless beneath him. Beyond the hum of the ship, only the slow, rhythmic slosh of waves breaks the silence. But every man aboard patrol boat USS Eagle PE-56 knows this calm is an illusion. The German U-boats have prowled these waters since mid-January, sinking ships with deadly precision—one a day now. The East Coast is ablaze with war, oil slicks lighting the sea on fire, desperate men swimming through the flames or diving under to escape.3

Lydon is no stranger to life at sea during these uncertain times. Eager to leave his mark on the world, Lydon enlisted directly from high school. Now, with three years in the Navy and after a year spent aboard Eagle 56, the twenty-three-year-old knows every creak, every moan, of the old subchaser they affectionately call “The Tub.” Her true name, born from a wartime editorial in The Washington Post, captured her purpose: she and her sisters were meant to scour the seas for submarines,4 “like eagles hunting prey.” Built in 1919 by the Ford Motor Company5, she’s no state-of-the-art destroyer, just a two-hundred-foot remnant of the First World War, outfitted with a single four-inch gun forward, two .30-caliber Lewis machine guns above the bridge, a .50-caliber Browning AA on the after deckhouse, and a manually operated depth charge rack at her stern. She’s a relic, a workhorse, a vessel long past her prime, yet is still standing against a new war. For Joseph, this ship—born the same year as him, with her square stern and boxlike lines—is6 more than aging armor and sluggish engines; she is home, and her crew are family.

Promoted to seaman first class7 just before the attack on Pearl Harbor, Joseph is on a path to make the Navy a lifelong career. Hailing from the City of Brotherly Love, he is not just a sailor—he’s the eldest of seven, a brother, a son, with too many lives depending on him to falter.

His numb fingers tighten around the rail, the cold biting deep into raw skin as he counts the minutes to relief. He turns, drawn by the promise of the radio room’s dry warmth and the familiar bitterness of Navy coffee, when a burst of static, followed by an urgent voice, splits the night: “MEN SPOTTED IN RAFTS, JUST OFF THE COAST OF CAPE MAY.”







Part 1

The Smoldering Fire

What Brought Us to the Day of Infamy



WHAT BROUGHT US TO THE DAY OF INFAMY

Emotionally scarred and economically crippled, great nations found themselves in the grip of a global economic depression, grappling with financial ruin. The devastating conflict known as “the Great War” or “the War to End All Wars” had left the world reeling from the horrors of slaughter on an unprecedented scale. The stage was set for a new chapter in history, and a charismatic but menacing figure named Adolf Hitler stepped onto the scene in 1933, the same year Franklin D. Roosevelt began his first term as president of the United States.

For eleven years, the Great Depression had plagued the global economy, and as the 1930s ended, around 17 percent of Americans were unemployed.1 Roosevelt worked tirelessly to address the basic needs of the masses. He inherited a nation wary of war and protected by the oceans, leading Congress to pass Neutrality Acts to keep America out of foreign conflicts. Meanwhile, the US Army languished with fewer than 200,000 men,2 vastly outnumbered by Germany’s 7 million soldiers. The lack of resources3 left the Army Air Corps with just 1,500 combat planes, 700 of which had become obsolete by December 1941. By comparison, the German Luftwaffe (air force) had 3,750 first-line aircraft at its disposal.

Across the Atlantic, Hitler, a fiery orator, captivated the German masses and steadily erased the “disgrace” of the Treaty of Versailles, the very peace agreement that ended World War I. Despite France’s formidable army and England’s military might, the so-called Great Democracies were passive, heads buried in the sand. As Germany pursued racial purity, millions of Jews, Slavs, Blacks, and other non-Aryans faced persecution, stripped of their citizenship and rights. In Italy, Benito Mussolini followed a similar path, building his empire while brutally suppressing dissent and invading Abyssinia without consequence.

And so, the kettle heated with no one, so to speak, minding the stove, except perhaps for Winston Churchill. An elder statesman in his midsixties, Churchill sounded a lone voice of warning in the House of Commons, “Those Germans are not looking for equal status. They are looking for weapons.” The “humpty-dumpty-looking man” soon gathered a small band of supporters, but found little resonance with a public sick of war. Neville Chamberlain, the British prime minister, painted Churchill as a villain,4 stating, “The real danger to this country is Winston. He is the warmonger, not Hitler.” Churchill found little response to his calls for preparedness from a largely indifferent public. Britain and France, choosing appeasement, ignored the rising tide of militaristic fervor in Germany.

Then, barely two weeks after the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War on July 17, 1936, and with the specter of fascism looming over Europe, global attention turned toward the XI Olympic Games. The events that unfolded in the host city of Berlin heated the nearly boiling kettle.

BERLIN, GERMANY—AUGUST 1, 1936

Berlin, awash with swastikas and Olympic flags, shimmered beneath passing rain showers as the XI Olympiad unfolded,5 blending athletic competition with political theater. In a grand display, the airship Hindenburg sailed over the Olympic Stadium, its shadow a reminder of the Luftwaffe’s technological prowess. In a daring stunt,6 glider pilot Ernst Steinhoff looped his DFS Habicht glider around the massive airship, drawing gasps from the crowd below. Inside the stadium, nearly five thousand athletes from forty-nine nations marched as listeners all over the world tuned in with their radios. In Germany, special locations had been set up for public viewing, as the event was televised live for the first time in history.

In the Führer’s box, Adolf Hitler watched the spectacle alongside propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels and Luftwaffe head Hermann Göring. Next to them sat Charles Lindbergh,7 the famed “Lone Eagle,” who was not there to support the Nazis,8 as many American newspapers would later claim, but to covertly observe. His mission was to gather information about Germany’s rising airpower.

Also attending the games was a large contingent of German-American Bund members, led by Fritz Julius Kuhn9 and a peculiar man named Edward Kerling. Kerling, with a permanent smile and fast speech, stood beaming as Kuhn presented Hitler with a lavish, leather-bound volume—The Golden Book of American Germandom.10 Its gilded pages, signed by six thousand Bundists, laid bare more than a decade of pro-Nazi fervor in the United States, captured in ink and photographs.

As the Olympic torch, lit in Olympia, Greece, arrived at the stadium—a tradition starting that day—the ceremonies reached their climax. Hitler’s hopes of showcasing Aryan superiority crumbled when Jesse Owens, an African American sprinter, won four gold medals, shattering Nazi propaganda. Adding to the upset, the University of Washington’s eight-man rowing crew—working-class “boys in the boat” from farms and factories—stormed from behind to win gold in the premier rowing event.

In that moment, the world glimpsed a truth the Nazis could not erase: grit and determination, often found in the most unassuming places, should never be underestimated.

HINDENBURG, TRANSATLANTIC PASSAGE—AUGUST 19, 1936

As Gill Robb Wilson stepped aboard Hindenburg,11 he felt the hum of her engines vibrate through the airship’s colossal frame as it took to the sky. The vessel was an engineering marvel, her luxurious cabins admired worldwide, but Wilson’s mind was elsewhere. His mission wasn’t about marveling at German achievements.12

Born into poverty as the son of a country preacher, Gill and his brother, Volney, didn’t have the means to learn to fly in America. Hoping to break into aviation, they volunteered for the French ambulance service before the US entered the Great War. Their gamble paid off: both were trained by the French to fly, and soon took to the skies under the French flag. Volney joined the 163rd Aero Squadron, but his time as a pilot was tragically cut short by a fatal training accident. The loss devastated Wilson, who felt a deep guilt that he hadn’t been there to protect his brother. He left his own squadron to join Volney’s, flying under the legendary yet controversial Billy Mitchell,13 a visionary aviator widely regarded as one of the forefathers of the US Air Force. Though Gill narrowly survived a crash himself, the war left his spirit bound to the skies where his brother had fallen.

As Hindenburg drifted above the clouds, duty pulled Wilson forward. His traumatic past had led him to a new life14 as a Presbyterian pastor, but tragedy struck again. Cancer stole his voice, influenza took his sister, and his wife, Margaret, died on Christmas Day. In the face of such loss, he sought solace in flight, became New Jersey’s director of aeronautics, and worked alongside pioneers like Lindbergh and Hap Arnold. Though his career thrived, the memories of war—and Volney—never left him.

Gill’s reputation as an aviation advocate opened doors few could pass through. Under the guise of promoting civilian flight,15 Wilson was sent on a covert mission: to gauge Germany’s rapidly advancing airpower. Hitler’s regime was rearming, and Wilson, having seen enough of war, sensed the danger ahead. Yet Germany welcomed him with open arms.

Eager to impress a fellow airman, they led him through aircraft factories, where engines roared and engineers spoke of progress. He watched test flights that hinted at what was to come. In Bavaria, at the National Soaring Championships,16 he saw something more unsettling—Germany wasn’t just building planes; it was raising pilots, practically from the cradle.

There, Wilson met Ernst Steinhoff, a twenty-eight-year-old glider pilot and engineer who held the distance record for single-seat gliders, traveling more than three hundred miles without an engine.17 Steinhoff wasn’t just a pilot; he embodied the new Germany—academic, disciplined, and militarized.18 Not long before, he had performed an aerobatic stunt at the Berlin Olympics, looping his glider around the Hindenburg in a show of national pride. Now, as head of aeronautical engineering19 at Bad Frankenhausen Polytechnical College, he mentored children aiming to be future Luftwaffe pilots20. Wilson watched as these young German glider enthusiasts built wind tunnels, charted weather patterns, and apprenticed in aircraft factories. These boys weren’t just learning to fly—they were being groomed to command Hitler’s future air force.

One evening, Wilson shared dinner with his German escort, a major who had shadowed him throughout the tour. Over wine, the major reminisced about his time as a U-boat officer during the Great War, describing with unsettling ease how he had once slipped ashore in Atlantic City to buy bread for his crew. “Your East Coast is the best submarine hunting ground in the world,” the major said, smiling.

As the conversation turned back to aviation, Wilson understood that Germany’s ambitions extended far beyond Europe. The Luftwaffe’s rapid growth and advanced technology posed a direct threat to the United States. Wilson had witnessed cutting-edge engines, radio guidance systems, and preparations for long-range warfare. Germany’s involvement in the Spanish Civil War had provided a testing ground for their new weapons and tactics. He considered whether Western nations, with their own immense aircraft industries, were prepared to react to this looming threat.21

One thing was certain—“He needed time to think.”

Wilson reported his findings to Lieutenant Colonel Henry “Hap” Arnold and other Army Air Corps leaders, who had been compiling intelligence from Wilson and another key source—Charles Lindbergh. The aviator had leveraged his celebrity status to gain access to Germany’s air programs after warnings hinted there was more than meets the eye. Also welcomed with open arms, Lindbergh was shown around Tempelhof Airport, where he piloted a Junkers JU-52, a model conveniently labeled as civilian. From there, his tour continued through the gleaming factories of Heinkel and Junkers, unveiling aircraft that were anything but peaceful.

A real connection came when the conversation turned to rockets, a longtime passion of Lindbergh’s. Initially guarded, the Germans became animated upon learning of his collaboration with Robert Goddard,22 the American pioneer of liquid-fueled rockets. This shared enthusiasm opened doors, yet Lindbergh quickly read between the lines. Germany’s rocket program, led by Captain Walter Dornberger and a promising young scientist named Wernher von Braun, was advancing at a staggering pace.

For days, Lindbergh toured spotless hangars,23 his eyes scanning each new marvel of engineering that far exceeded the supposed civilian models they touted. During one lunch, Hermann Göring— second-in-command only to Hitler himself, and commander in chief of the Luftwaffe—proudly displayed an album of seventy military airfields, ominously under construction across Germany. “They’ll be filled soon,” Göring remarked with a grin.

For Lindbergh, war was no longer an abstract threat.24

AMERICA—THE 1930s

The “Dirty Thirties” in America were dramatic and complex. Every generation leading up to this tumultuous period had been shaped by war, from the War of Independence, and the War of 1812, to the Creek Indian Wars, the Civil War, the Spanish-American War, and most recently, the First World War. The profound hardships endured during the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl had also etched indelible scars on the nation’s collective memory.

Yet, amid the struggles, the 1930s also carried a sense of hope. They marked the Golden Age of cinema, where larger-than-life dreams unfolded on the silver screen. The nation looked toward a beacon of optimism in the newly elected Franklin D. Roosevelt and his ambitious New Deal pledge. It was a time when the resilience of the human spirit found expression in art and entertainment.

Notably, the thirties boasted the heyday of colossal ocean liners, with the French vessel Normandie reigning as the epitome of grandeur. The most beautiful ocean liner on the seven seas, Normandie held a unique place in history.25 It surpassed even the famed Titanic in size by an impressive 120 feet, standing as the largest ship ever constructed. Her speed, luxury, and extravagant design made her the last great expression of the Art Deco era in a world overshadowed by economic depression and impending war. Normandie’s allure went beyond mere dimensions; she embodied an era’s artistic achievements, radiating beauty and grace.

Many Americans, swayed by the belief that better days were on the horizon, found solace in this decade of respite. However, the broader context often eluded them, as the world grappled with the looming specter of war. In the whirlwind of those years, America bid farewell to its Prohibition era, a period that had triggered a seismic and enduring shift in the nation’s social fabric. Perceived vices like drinking alcohol were not going away; they were going underground. There was money to be made in the trafficking of the forbidden vice, driving a counterculture as unique and seductive as smoky midnight jazz. Alongside this transformative change, the underworld of organized crime sprang to life, weaving itself into society like a vine around a tree trunk.

The repeal of Prohibition in 1933, courtesy of the Twenty-First Amendment, marked the end of the speakeasy era. However, organized crime, still ascending to its zenith, persisted. The days of convergence in the shadowy realms of illicit bars, whimsically dubbed “blind pigs” and “gin joints,” were replaced by roadhouses and neon nightclub-casinos catering to illegal gambling, much as they had catered to illegal booze. Local politicians and sheriffs,26 once complicit in overlooking speakeasies, were happy to continue accepting bribes to “overlook” the new illegal casinos.

As bootlegging lined the pockets of criminals nationwide, New York and Chicago emerged as epicenters. Enter the era’s maestros—Charles “Lucky” Luciano, Meyer Lansky, and Al Capone—orchestrating this symphony of illicit enterprises. Amid the calamitous waves of the 1929 stock market crash, which ushered in economic havoc, mass unemployment, and a global recession lasting throughout the next decade, the maestros transformed into millionaires. In the eyes of both the law and the public, they weren’t just survivors; they were the undisputed kings of the concrete jungles, seemingly untouchable. Money talked louder than ever.27

Salvatore Lucania arrived in America as a boy, but by the Roaring Twenties, he was Charles “Lucky” Luciano—a name spoken in hushed tones from backroom card games to the halls of power. He moved through New York’s underworld with the ease of a man born to rule, his charm as sharp as his instincts. He understood that power wasn’t just muscle—it was knowing the right people, wearing the right suit, and never looking like the thug he once was. Under the tutelage of Joe Masseria and Arnold Rothstein, Luciano mastered the art of blending business with crime, bootlegging his way to millions.

Collaborating with his longtime friend and cofounder of the 107th Street Gang, Lucky aligned with Joe “the Boss” Masseria as Prohibition neared its end in the early ’30s, and Luciano cultivated strong ties with Jewish crime czars, notably his friend Meyer Lansky. Lansky, born Maier Suchowlansky,28 immigrated from Imperial Russia in 1911, though consistently claimed Poland as his native country. He stood at five foot four and barely 150 pounds, but he was as hard as they came. With his sharp brown eyes, and a long scar down the right side of his face, he stood as a giant amongst the men of the underworld. Partnering with childhood friend Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel, Lansky managed the Bugs and Meyer Gang, renowned as one of Prohibition’s most violent gangs. Acknowledged as a behind-the-scenes financier, and a man who could always see around corners, Lansky avoided the limelight while partnering closely with Luciano and Frank Costello. The enduring friendship began in their teenage years when Luciano attempted to extort protection money from Lansky. Impressed by Lansky’s defiant responses,29 Luciano respected the younger boy, and this led to a partnership that flourished during Prohibition.

Very few Americans liked or respected the rules. In fact, most Americans preferred those who broke the Prohibition laws over those who tried, in vain, to enforce them. But that didn’t stop the law from trying. The extensive network of heavily guarded roads and border crossings left the unfenced coastline as one of the few vulnerable access points for smuggling illegal alcohol into the United States.30 The Coast Guard found themselves at the forefront of this battle, tasked with patrolling the nation’s expansive nineteen thousand miles of coastline. Confronted with the formidable mission of curtailing smuggling activities, they grappled with the limitations of their staff and resources. It was no secret that the rumrunners, the pirates of their day, knew the coastlines like the backs of their gnarled hands.

In need of a solution, a Coast Guard intelligence officer enlisted the expertise of Elizebeth S. Friedman, a brilliant and often-overlooked codebreaker, to combat rumrunners using shortwave radio for smuggling operations. Tasked with decrypting their messages, Friedman decoded more than twelve thousand transmissions,31 resulting in several high-profile criminal convictions. Her work revealed the effectiveness32 of communication intelligence against organized crime, prompting the creation of a dedicated cryptologic unit. Friedman, recognized for her exceptional skill, was chosen to lead this team, which operated from the Coast Guard’s Washington offices. Elizebeth’s unit intercepted wireless transmissions while working alongside Vincent Astor,33 the influential Astor family heir and close confidant of President Roosevelt, in counterintelligence efforts. Their cryptology and radio intelligence proved vital in dismantling sophisticated smuggling networks while it also strengthened the Coast Guard’s ability to protect America’s borders.

However, the crime gangs still handled their own form of law. After a major power struggle in 1931,34 followed by a series of coordinated assassinations and double crosses, Lucky Luciano became head of New York’s top crime family and “chairman of the board” of the Five Families’ “Commission.” Lansky, known as the “Mob’s Accountant,” balanced Lucky’s fiery nature. When America gave up its crazy dry experiment in 1933, Lucky and Lansky leapt into that void, turning the speakeasies into legitimate nightclubs. Despite America being in the middle of its worst depression at the time, gambling was where the big money was. Americans liked to gamble just about as much as they liked to drink. Lucky’s men were sitting on suitcases of cash, and it was thirty-one-year-old Lansky who began investing their money35 in the illegal “carpet joints” or casinos, sportsbooks, and telegraph wires that kept the bookmakers around the country busy when banks could barely remain afloat.

Naturally, the government couldn’t tolerate gangsters thriving while legal institutions floundered. With Prohibition ending, attention shifted from bootlegging to gambling. New York’s ambitious district attorney, Tom Dewey, labeled Luciano “the greatest living gangster” and saw his arrest as a stepping stone to the White House. Dewey’s assistant, Eunice Hunton Carter,36 the first African American woman in the New York County DA’s office, uncovered critical details linking Luciano to prostitution rings. Working with Frank Hogan, nicknamed “Father Hogan”37 for his ability to coax confessions from even the most hardened criminals, Carter built the case that led to Luciano’s downfall.

On June 6, Luciano’s luck ran out38 as he faced conviction on sixty-two counts of compulsory prostitution, landing him a thirty- to fifty-year sentence in state prison. Yet, with the support of his childhood friend, Lansky, the “family” empire continued to grow. Through thick and thin—even prison—these men saw themselves as part of the entertainment business, providing people with what they wanted, but only to a point. Others in gangland might venture into “true crime,” but not under Lucky or Lansky—not unless the “land of opportunity” itself was at risk.

DAYTON, OHIO—MARCH 1938

Residents were shocked when Gerhard Wilhelm Kunze, the German-American Bund’s national public relations officer, spoke at Liederkranz Hall on St. Patrick’s Day. For many, this felt like a betrayal, a reminder that the shadow of fascism wasn’t confined to Europe. It was there, in their own city, in the heart of America.

Two hours away, in Chicago, the origins of this movement took root with the Free Society of Teutonia. What started innocuously as a German social club, complete with jovial beer-drinking and songs of the homeland, gradually morphed into something far more sinister. The society’s anti-Semitic and anti–Treaty of Versailles rhetoric hardened. Members marched, drilled, and fantasized about a rebirth of German glory under the swastika. Among them, Walter Kappe was a pivotal figure.39

Kappe’s journey from a young,40 angry man in postwar Germany to the helm of Teutonia was one fueled by deep resentment and ambition. At just seventeen he abandoned the University of Göttingen and threw himself into the chaos of the Deutsche Freikorps, a paramilitary group with violent nationalist ideals. By 1923, he was swept up in Hitler’s orbit, caught in the fever of the failed Beer Hall Putsch. The imprisonment of Hitler cemented his ideology. For Kappe, Germany’s humiliations at the hands of the Treaty of Versailles were personal, a wound that cut deep.

When the despair of post-WWI life became too suffocating, Kappe boarded a ship to America41 in 1925, a man driven to reinvent himself. He worked in a Kankakee farm implement factory, just another nameless immigrant. But the life of a laborer wasn’t for him, and soon enough, he found his way into the newsroom of the Chicago Abendpost, writing propaganda disguised as journalism. His skill with words made him indispensable to Teutonia and later the German-American Bund, where he was named press and propaganda chief.42

But Kappe was no mere mouthpiece. He envisioned a Nazified America, one that mirrored the triumphs of Hitler’s Germany. He crafted Bund publications, rallied sympathizers, and built alliances with men like Dr. Fred Thomas in Detroit,43 who openly supported Nazism and harassed Jewish leaders. Through it all, Kappe knew exactly what he was doing—laying the groundwork for something much bigger.

By 1936, the Bund was a powerful force, under their elected leader Gerhard Wilhelm Kunze, organizing rallies with swastikas flying proudly beside American flags. They spoke of German American pride, but it was a thin veil for the hatred lurking beneath. Bund camps,44 places like Camp Siegfried in New York and Camp Nordland in New Jersey, were hives of Nazi indoctrination. Word had it that upward of twenty camps had sprung up across the country. From New York to Pennsylvania, from Wisconsin to New Jersey, whispers circulated that Dayton was next. Thousands of children had already passed through these camps, some as young as six, wearing uniforms with Hitler Youth insignia. They saluted the swastika, trained in military drills, and chanted songs of the Fatherland. Perhaps worst of all, they spread lies and hatred of Jews. These camps were not just summer retreats—they were factories producing a new generation of Americans loyal to Nazi ideals.

The city’s residents were rattled. This wasn’t distant Berlin or even the streets of New York. This was Dayton, where neighbors knew one another’s names, where families went to church on Sundays and gathered for community picnics. But now, those same streets felt less safe. The swastika was no longer just a symbol from faraway lands—it was a bold reminder that hatred, once thought distant, had seeped into their own backyards.

***

JOE DESCH PUT DOWN the morning paper,45 shaking his head at the headlines about the Bund meeting Fritz Kuhn held just down the road from his house. He had no patience for the German-American Bund’s theatrics. A few of his German relatives in Dayton might have felt differently, but Joe was focused on something else—a groundbreaking mission.

Anyone walking past his lab in Dayton might have seen only another engineer fiddling with wires and tubes. But Joe—a strong, no-nonsense man of contrasts—was on the verge of making history. With his boxing background,46 quiet intensity, and devout Catholic faith, Joe was a working-class Dayton kid who had already left a mark in electronics. Born in 1907 to wagon makers who had emigrated from Germany, Joe’s family always understood the need for precision and problem-solving on a practical level. They were hands-on men, as comfortable forging tools as they were shaping wood. Joe shared their instinct for craft but fell for the allure of something newer: radio technology.47

His curiosity began at age eleven after he heard a wireless set in a department store. Fascinated, he decided to build his own. He pored over books from the downtown library and got to work in his family’s basement. He ordered filaments, glass tubing, and radio parts from catalogs, assembling a makeshift lab with homemade tools. His parents, while supportive, were bewildered by all the equipment. One evening, a man in a suit arrived,48 clipboard in hand, looking for “Joe Desch.” The salesman, representing a chemical company, asked to see the lab. Expecting to find a professional operation, he was astonished to discover that the orders were from a teenage boy. As he took in the homemade vacuum pumps, glass-blowing tools, and self-built radio tubes, he realized Joe was no ordinary hobbyist. Stunned, the man returned to Chicago with an unlikely story about an ingenious boy.

That drive followed Joe into adulthood. A hard-won scholarship carried him through the University of Dayton’s prep school. While studying at university, he pursued electrical engineering and also worked at Day-Fan Electric. He supervised the production of radio receivers, advancing through the ranks as he moved from Day-Fan to Frigidaire, where he mastered making machines more efficient. By 1938, Joe was leading the Electrical Research Lab at the National Cash Register Company (NCR), known to locals as “Cash.” His task? Make the world’s first electronic adding machines.

Outside work, he was a marksman,49 a boxer, and a skilled ballroom dancer with his wife, Dorothy. At home, he was a gentle gardener. In the lab, though, he smoked Chesterfields, and enjoyed an occasional scotch and water at day’s end. Beneath his calm exterior lay an intense curiosity guided by a meticulous sense of order. The hum, sputter, and whirring of machines became the music of his world. Joe loved the smell of solder and cooked insulation, like a gardener loved the smell of freshly cut grass, and he enjoyed the feeling of creation at his fingertips.

Colonel Edward Deeds, NCR’s cofounder, a titan of industry with an eye for transformative technology, had recognized Joe’s potential. He expected something great from Joe, and he got it. Joe’s latest device looked simple—like a few radio parts screwed to a board—but what it did was unheard of. With pulses counting from one to ten,50 then resetting, Joe demonstrated an electronic counting circuit with no moving parts. It relied purely on electrical impulses careening through his tubes at the speed of light. Deeds leaned in, captivated as the tubes glowed, counting effortlessly. Joe’s creation wasn’t just a technical feat—it was an entirely new class of device that would render mechanical systems obsolete.

“The Colonel got real excited about that,”51 Joe said, beaming. “He understood what it would mean to all the mechanical machines we were making. It would wipe ’em out. From the beginning, he saw what it was going to do.”

Joe’s work with thyratron tubes pushed the boundaries of electronics. He wasn’t just interested in making machines smaller; he wanted speed, efficiency, and precision. His circuits could count pulses at unimaginable speeds, setting a foundation for electronic computing. When Deeds left the lab that day, he knew Joe had done something extraordinary.

OP-20-G, WASHINGTON, DC—PREWAR

Behind the unassuming door of Room 2646 on the top floor, a small team of cryptanalysts waged a secret war. This was OP-20-G, the US Navy’s cryptanalysis headquarters, where intercepted communications from hostile navies were scrutinized with growing urgency. Here, just a few walls and doors away from ordinary American life, men and women reshaped the rules of warfare—not with guns or ships, but through whispered codes and stolen secrets.

At the heart of this effort was Lieutenant Commander Laurance Safford,52 a brilliant cryptanalyst who, in 1936, took command of the Communications Security Group, a newly established division created to ensure the confidentiality of US communications. His division’s true genius lay in its cryptanalysts: Agnes Driscoll, Joseph Wenger, and Joseph Rochefort. Their mission? Break foreign naval codes and protect American secrets in a world where messages crisscrossed the globe on invisible radio waves. Without computers or modern encryption, they relied on intellect and grit, working by hand with pencils, typewriters, and erasers.

Safford understood that the coming war53 would be fought in new ways with previously unheard-of technologies—the mastery of radio communications meant the difference between victory and defeat. Technology was racing ahead. In 1935, the first telephone call54 circled the globe, making the world feel smaller and more dangerous. Yet, as Safford knew, keeping ahead of enemies required not only innovation but also daring. But this aspect of his work was not new to him.

Since the 1920s, Safford and the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) had orchestrated covert operations to seize Japanese naval codebooks55 and cryptographic materials. These missions, often targeting the Japanese Consulate in New York City, were led by the Third Naval District’s intelligence officers, with support from the FBI and New York police. One mission stood above the rest. Over five nerve-wracking nights, an ONI team led by Willis George photographed the Imperial Japanese Navy’s Red Book Code, knowing a single misstep could spark an international crisis. George, overseeing many of these operations, received one clear order: “Get us the codebooks, but don’t tell us how.”

Safford reflected that the break-ins of the 1920s “were the determining factor.”56 Without the stolen codebooks, cracking Japanese ciphers might have been impossible. These early recoveries gave US cryptanalysts crucial “cribs”—plaintext fragments like routine weather reports—that helped them reverse engineer even the most complex ciphers.

Agnes “Aggie” Driscoll, a brilliant cryptanalyst, with the startling ability to “curse like a sailor,”57 was instrumental in cracking those ciphers with the cribs. A pioneer in her field, Driscoll had codeveloped one of the Navy’s first cipher machines in the early 1920s. Her ability to decode messages others couldn’t earned her a reputation as one of the best. In 1926, alongside Lieutenant Joseph Rochefort, Driscoll cracked the Red Book Code, revealing how the Japanese Navy communicated and operated. When the Japanese introduced the Blue Book Code in 1930, Driscoll’s unmatched pattern recognition allowed her to break it as well.

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Commander Joseph N. Wenger quietly revolutionized58 the Navy’s intelligence operations. Despite resistance, he pushed for the integration of new technologies like optical-electronic calculators, covering his own expenses for critical discussions with the country’s top scientists and innovators. But when Wenger rotated to sea duty in 1936, momentum for modernization stalled, leaving cryptanalysts like Aggie and Safford to continue their work with little more than typewriters, pencils, and sheer determination.

NEW YORK, NY—LATE 1930s

A mission had been given to Jewish crime lord Meyer Lansky. One that was just too interesting for him to ignore.

The Mob’s Accountant, renowned as the mastermind behind Murder Incorporated—an59 organization responsible for between four hundred and one thousand contract killings throughout the ’20s and ’30s—had become one of the most feared men in a fearsome city. Despite his illicit activities, Lansky had carved out a reputation for upholding his word, navigating the treacherous realm of organized crime with a peculiar sense of integrity. So, he was intrigued when he answered the phone and found himself on the line with Special Sessions Judge Nathan David Perlman.60

Perlman, a former congressman recently appointed to the New York bench of magistrates by Mayor Fiorello La Guardia, possessed connections spanning both high and low society. Recognizing a burgeoning Nazi problem in America, Perlman took it upon himself to address the issue. In the meeting, Perlman outlined the escalating confidence of Nazis openly expressing anti-Semitic sentiments. The Nazi Bund, with more than twenty thousand members61 and growing, had become the nation’s largest anti-Semitic group. Perlman was not the type who would normally have had dealings with gangsters, but he was active in many Jewish causes, and dangerous times called for dangerous measures.

Perlman assured Lansky that money and legal assistance would be put at his disposal. The only stipulation was that no Nazis be killed. They could be beaten up, but not terminated. Lansky reluctantly agreed. No killing. Always very sensitive about anti-Semitism, Lansky was acutely aware of what the Nazis were doing to Jews. “I was a Jew and I felt for those Jews in Europe who were suffering,” he said. “They were my brothers.” Lansky refused the judge’s offer of money and assistance but asked Perlman to ensure that after he went into action he would not be criticized by the Jewish press. The judge promised to do what he could. After the call concluded, Lansky ventured into a new mission where organized crime met a higher cause, and precedent would be set.

Crime boss Lucky Luciano, who was three years into his fifty-year prison term—but still firmly at the helm of the Five Families—gave Lansky his blessing. Lansky rounded up some of his tough associates62 and went around New York disrupting Nazi meetings. Young Jews with no ties to Lansky or the rackets also volunteered to help, and he and his crew taught them how to use their fists and handle themselves in a fight.63

It began with the disruption of a Bund rally in Manhattan’s Yorkville area,64 where members had gathered to celebrate Der Führer’s forty-ninth birthday and Austria’s annexation. Arriving that evening, Lansky was infuriated to see65 hundreds dressed in brown shirts and the stage adorned with a swastika and “decorated with pictures of Hitler, the birthday boy.” The speaker launched into a rant, and despite their limited number (only about fifteen), Lansky’s group, disguised as American Legion members, swiftly took action.

Entering the hall, they attacked attendees, even tossing some individuals out of windows. Fistfights erupted, inducing panic among most of the Nazis, who eventually fled. Lansky and his associates pursued and delivered beatings that left some incapacitated for months. In the aftermath, Mickey Cohen didn’t mind bragging about the evening to anyone in their tight circle who listened. “So we raided the joint.66 We went over there, grabbed everything in sight, all their bullshit signs, and smacked the shit out of them, broke them up the best we could. Nobody could pay me for this work. It was my patriotic duty.”

Lansky’s minions operated with “military precision,” adhering to a strict code of conduct. Positioned strategically at entrances and exits, they prevented violent Bundists or Nazi sympathizers from escaping unharmed. Soon, authorities turned to him with confidence, relying on his commitment to follow instructions, albeit with a touch of creative freedom. Emphasizing the lack of fatalities or permanent injuries at these events, Lansky acknowledged the aftermath typically involved dislocated limbs, bloodied heads and noses, and frequently, dental work. He “enjoyed beating up Nazis,”67 and admitted, “There were times when we treated some big anti-Semite in a very special way, but the main point was to teach them that Jews cannot be kicked around.”

Lansky believed that the city’s Jewish leaders approved of his actions, but they couldn’t prevent the Jewish press from condemning him. Perlman’s assurances to temper negative coverage of Lansky in Jewish newspapers didn’t quite meet with Lansky’s expectations. Rabbi Stephen Wise, quoted in Jewish papers, labeled the “Yorkville Bund Busters” as “Jewish gangsters.” Lansky felt betrayed: “They wanted the Nazis dealt with but were afraid to do it themselves. I did it for them, and when it was over, they called me a gangster.68 No one ever called me a gangster until Rabbi Wise did.”

Lansky had seen it before, and this time was no different. When the authorities couldn’t—or wouldn’t—get their hands dirty, they turned to folks like him to clean up the mess. And he did it, swiftly and without hesitation, because it needed to be done. But once the fight was over and the threat stamped out, the same people who needed him were the first to take the credit and cast him away to where they wouldn’t have to look at him any longer. But this fight was just getting started.

***

VINCENT ASTOR MOVED THROUGH the world like a man with no secrets, yet he was always listening. As managing director of Western Union, Astor’s reach extended across continents. He skimmed through intercepted cables,69 German spies in New York whispering to Latin America. Radio waves hummed with messages from Switzerland, Cuba, Mexico—fragments of espionage caught in the hum of static. His position at Chase National Bank granted him another advantage—oversight of financial transactions. He followed money like a bloodhound, tracing Soviet fronts, including those of AMTORG, the Soviet Union’s official US trading company and a well-known cover for espionage. As area controller of intelligence for New York, Astor wove the threads tighter, aligning the efforts of the FBI, Navy, Army, and State Department.

In the smoky hush of a Manhattan apartment, he gathered men who ruled Wall Street—J. P. Morgan among them. They called it The Room,70 but it was no gentlemen’s club. Over cigars and brandy, they dissected war’s shadow on global markets, slipping intelligence to the president under the guise of casual conversation.

But Astor wasn’t content with whispers in drawing rooms. “I don’t want to make you jealous, but aren’t you a bit envious of my trip?”71 he teased his old friend and neighbor, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. His words carried a trace of glee, masking the weight of his mission. Heir to the Astor fortune, following the death of his father in the sinking of Titanic, now a lieutenant commander in the Naval Reserve, Astor prepared to set sail into contested waters.

His yacht, Nourmahal, with her eleven staterooms and crew of forty, blended luxury with duty. Officially, it was a scientific expedition. In truth, he was Roosevelt’s eyes in the Pacific, tasked with charting Japan’s hidden reach—docks, fuel depots, airstrips—while remaining unseen. With Theodore Roosevelt’s son, Kermit, at his side and a Navy radio ready, one word—“Automobile”—would signal danger.

Meanwhile, in the Far East, tensions were escalating. Japan, once aligned with the Allies during World War I, sought dominance in Asia. When their demand for naval equality was rejected at the 1930 Naval Armament Limitation Conference, Japan’s dissatisfaction grew. That fueled a turn toward militarism and a brutal campaign against China, which began with the invasion of Manchuria in 1931 and soon escalated. Cities lay in ruins, and atrocities piled up—like the Nanjing Massacre,72 where around two hundred thousand civilians were slaughtered, and more than twenty thousand women were raped. One Japanese soldier’s chilling account73 revealed the depths of the savagery: “I personally decapitated more than forty individuals . . . it may sound extreme, but if more than two weeks passed without me taking a head, I felt uneasy.”

Japan’s brutality reached beyond China. In 1936, Japan signed the Anti-Comintern Pact with Nazi Germany, and Italy joined a year later, creating a formidable Axis. The day after the pact, Japan bombed the US gunboat74 Panay in the Yangtze River, then offered a hollow apology. Japan’s expansion wasn’t just limited to China but stretched into the Pacific. President Roosevelt, aware of the growing threat, began providing substantial loans to China in 1938, while Japan allocated nearly 70 percent of its budget to the military.75

Astor’s intelligence from his yacht became a turning point. At Eniwetok, he uncovered a critical naval base—large docks, fuel depots, and ships. At Bikini Atoll, he observed suspicious movements, and at Wotje, an airstrip was being cleared. Astor also debunked the rumor that Japan had fortified the islands with concrete.

Back in America, isolationism was running deep, and the US military remained underfunded and poorly trained. Japan’s military, meanwhile, was surging, with more than six million troops, and its navy outstripped the combined US and British fleets in the Pacific. As the Roosevelt administration struggled to rally a nation still reeling from the Great Depression, the balance of power in the Pacific continued to shift dangerously in Japan’s favor.

EUROPE PREPARES FOR GLOBAL CONFLICT—1936–1938

The late 1930s saw a growing conflict across Europe. In 1936, German troops reoccupied the Rhineland without opposition, while the Luftwaffe bombed Spanish towns during the Civil War. Italy, facing international sanctions for its invasion of Abyssinia, aligned itself more closely with Germany, forming the Rome-Berlin Axis. The situation grew more ominous in 1937 when Heinrich Himmler’s decree76 allowed for mass arrests without evidence, leading to the expansion of concentration camps like the infamous Buchenwald.

Britain and France’s policy of appeasement reached its zenith in 1938. They stood by as Hitler annexed Austria in March, and at the Munich Conference in September, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain acquiesced to Hitler’s demands for parts of Czechoslovakia. This decision not only deepened fears across Europe but also alarmed the Soviet Union. Nazi Germany, once viewed as merely adventurous, now resembled a dangerous, well-trained Doberman, poised to strike.

Then, Churchill, at the height of his oratorical power,77 delivered a blistering speech in Parliament on October 5, 1938, warning against the Nazi threat and England’s unpreparedness. He declared, “We have passed an awful milestone in our history when the whole equilibrium of Europe has been disarranged.” He denounced the Munich agreement as cowardly, and in a towering prophetic rage he roared, “The government had to choose between shame and war. They have chosen shame, and now they will get war.”

He might well have saved the nation some of the wretched ordeal it was soon to suffer, if anyone had listened.

AMERICA—NOVEMBER 1938

“Hitler Seizes 20,000 Jews,”78 declared The Chicago Daily Tribune. The Los Angeles Times echoed with “Nazis Terrorize Jews in Wild Orgy,” while The New York Times proclaimed, “Nazis Smash, Loot and Burn Jewish Shops and Temples Until Goebbels Calls Halt.”

The world recoiled at Kristallnacht—November 9, 1938—“the Night of Broken Glass,” a harbinger of Hitler’s plans for ethnic cleansing. Sparked by the shooting of a German diplomat by a seventeen-year-old Polish Jew, Hitler unleashed mobs to destroy Jewish homes, businesses, and synagogues. Nearly one hundred Jews were killed, and more than thirty thousand men were sent to concentration camps.

President Roosevelt, shocked, withdrew the US ambassador from Germany, but global action remained weak. Frustrated, many Americans searched for ways to intervene. “Those who value tolerance and humanity can no more stay silent,” The Hartford Courant declared.79

Despite mounting outrage, the American Nazi movement, led by Fritz Kuhn, gained momentum. The Bund planned its largest rally yet80 for February 20, 1939, at Madison Square Garden. The marquee read: “Pro American Rally.” Inside, Nazi armbands, swastikas, and stormtroopers filled the aisles. The rally opened with the Pledge of Allegiance.

Kuhn and his leaders called it a “mass demonstration for true Americanization,” mixing patriotic imagery with Nazi symbols and anti-Semitic rhetoric. As the evening unfolded, the crowd cheered for Kuhn’s slanderous remarks, including a jab at President Roosevelt: “President Frank D. Rosenfeld.” The crowd laughed.

George Dasch didn’t agree with the crowd, however. As a teenager, he had stowed away on a steamship to get to America.81 Overcoming his immigrant status, he chased the American dream. He worked his way through the New York restaurant scene. He traveled the wide-open country and even served in the American Army Air Corps82 in Hawaii, securing an honorable discharge with an “excellent” character rating before marrying Rosemarie83 “Snooks” Guilli in 1930. Invited by a family member, who had been hounding him to attend a Bund meeting for years, George reflected on the landscape of German American societies before Fritz Kuhn’s emergence. “Before the creation of the Bund in this country, we had numerous societies for German Americans . . . but they were, at their core, Americans first. They were largely benevolent organizations with the shared purpose of ‘keeping the house fires burning.’ However, with the advent of the Bund, these organizations were coerced into aligning with the New Friends of Germany or face dissolution.”

George’s disenchantment deepened as Fritz Kuhn unleashed a torrent of vile hatred against American ideals. In contrast to the values George once associated with these groups, he saw no semblance of patriotism that night. While some succumbed to the fervor, aligning with the increasingly vocal and unchecked American Nazis, opposition remained tragically scarce.

Outside Madison Square Garden,84 chaos erupted as a seething crowd grew louder. Meyer Lansky’s men no longer needed to disrupt Nazi rallies—fed-up Americans did it themselves. Mayor La Guardia deployed 1,700 officers to control the surge. Inside, twenty-two thousand Bund members gathered, while an equal number defied them outside. Demonstrators included WWI veterans, housewives, and even a Broadway orchestra playing “The Star-Spangled Banner.”

Isadore Greenbaum, a twenty-six-year-old Jewish plumber, snuck past the barricades, stormed the stage, and shouted “Down with Hitler!” before being brutally beaten by Bund stormtroopers.

Leveraging the violence, the Bund gained headlines. But within a year, it collapsed. Support had eroded as reports of genocide flooded in, Fritz Kuhn was jailed for embezzlement, and the Bund was outlawed. However, the end of the Bund marked the rise of a new era—spies and underground Nazi networks grew across the United States, obsessed with American technology surpassing their own.

PEENEMüNDE, USEDOM ISLAND, GERMANY—1939

Just off Germany’s Pomeranian coast, the world’s first large-scale liquid-fuel rocket was in development. On the island’s western sandspit, where the Peene River met the Baltic Sea, the German Army Research Center thrived in near secrecy. Its scenic beaches and sunny climate lent a deceptive, resort-like atmosphere, with vacationers dancing under open-air pavilions and engineers mingling with beachgoers. But occasionally, tourists heard a thunderous roar, punctuated by streaks of smoke and flashes of light, as rocket tests tore through the calm Baltic skies.

Peenemünde’s location was ideal:85 Its remote coastal site enabled test launches without endangering populated areas, with retrieval ships on hand to recover rocket debris from the waves. The region’s typically clear weather offered ample launch windows, aiding the ambitious program led by the young visionary Wernher von Braun. The facility had evolved significantly since 1933, when the first A-1 test rocket had exploded seconds after launch. “It took us half a year to build and exactly one-half second to blow up,” von Braun recalled.

By 1939, with Germany at war and the Reich’s needs mounting, Peenemünde had grown into a formidable operation. Von Braun’s team expanded from a modest start to include hundreds of engineers, scientists, and technicians, despite challenges posed by military call-ups. Drawing inspiration from Robert Goddard, the American rocketry pioneer, von Braun had closely studied Goddard’s86 innovations and corresponded with him through Charles Lindbergh’s 1936 visit, even as international relations deteriorated. Although Goddard eventually severed communications, his influence shaped the Aggregate series, which included the A-4, or V-2, destined to become the world’s first long-range ballistic missile.

In early spring, Major-General Walter Dornberger, head of the V-2 program, arrived at Test Stand I—a towering structure designed to test the powerful twenty-five-ton engines. The test motor was a Frankensteined assembly of eighteen smaller engines blasting into a single nozzle, cooled by cryogenic liquid fuel to prevent it from melting. As the engine fired, a deafening roar filled the air, the stream of blue-hot gas shot from the nozzle, and shock waves shimmered in the jet’s pale blue glow. Even a mile away, the sound was “deafening,” an awe-inspiring display of power on the eve of a new era.

Dornberger didn’t even know what hit him.87 A young man, a complete stranger, perhaps in his early thirties, filled with exuberance, literally ran to the major general, seized his hands with every appearance of genuine enthusiasm, and exclaimed, “Sir, you must take me! I’m all yours! I want to stay!” Dornberger’s astonishment at the sudden appearance of this complete stranger—despite the test stands being the most restricted area in the whole of Peenemünde—hadn’t worn off before Wernher von Braun came running up behind him. Fortunately, Dornberger was very familiar with von Braun, who was the technical director at the Rocket Research Center. “Let me introduce you to Ernst Steinhoff. We were introduced recently at a soaring plane symposium in Darmstadt Technical High School. You might remember, he was the young man who set the glider distance record a few years ago that still stands.”

Acknowledging the prestigious program, Dornberger encouraged von Braun to continue. Ernst practically glowed as the impressive von Braun raved about his résumé. Former head of the Aeronautical Engineering department at Bad Frankenhausen Polytechnical College, then chief of the Flight Mechanics and Flight Performance Measurements Division of the German Research Institute for Motorless Flight at Darmstadt. He was also active in the Youth Glider programs and a supporting member of the National Socialist Party, as were von Braun and Dornberger. There was an understanding in Germany that only those who supported the party would be allowed to participate in any kind of serious science program.

“He was just about to take on a well-paying position, but after some discussion about his objectives and experiences, I thought perhaps it might be a good idea to have him take a look around the island first,” von Braun explained.

“I see you smuggled him in, just in time to see the static firing of a twenty-five-ton motor.” Dornberger knew the sheer power of this test left a lasting impression, and Steinhoff was equally struck by the state-of-the-art equipment, freedom to innovate, and the rocket’s potential. Steinhoff didn’t realize his access was rare; only a few were allowed such a view of the program’s progress.

Earlier that spring, another visitor had quietly observed the work at Kummersdorf West. Under a cold, overcast sky, Adolf Hitler watched, disinterested, as a 2,200-pound-thrust motor fired. Not a word crossed his lips as he stood just 30 feet away; his reaction was quite the opposite to that of Steinhoff. Looking past Dornberger with an absent smile, he uttered, “Es war doch gewaltig!”88 (“Well, it was grand!”)

POLAND—SEPTEMBER 1, 1939

In a charged Reichstag, Hitler had invoked twenty-one border incidents as his pretext for Germany’s “defensive” invasion of Poland. As tanks thundered across the Polish countryside, the world braced for war. Poland, overwhelmed by the blitzkrieg, urgently called on Britain and France for help. A day later, Britain, France, India, Australia, and New Zealand declared war. The British Navy enforced a blockade along the German coast; French soldiers occupied a mere three square miles of German territory.

Poland’s defenses, many mounted on horseback, stood no chance as Hitler’s panzer divisions roared across the country. Meanwhile, Stalin seized the moment. On September 17, Soviet forces swept into Poland from the east. Two days later, Germany and Russia met and carved up Poland like spoils. Stalin’s ambitions extended further. Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia fell under Soviet control as the Axis alliance formed. Though Hitler, Mussolini, and Japan joined forces, their partnership was fraught with cultural contempt and fundamentally conflicting worldviews. Their uneasy alliance, contradictions and all, set the stage for a conflict the world was not yet prepared to fight.

GERMANY—SEPTEMBER 1939

Just hours after Britain declared war on Germany, Karl Dönitz, then Konteradmiral and commander of the U-boat fleet, gathered his officers at Neuende Naval Radio Station.89 His orders were clear: engage Britain at sea. Despite the British Navy’s overwhelming dominance and his fleet’s limitations, Dönitz was resolute. Even Großadmiral Erich Raeder, head of the Kriegsmarine, dismissed the effort as a futile “how to die gallantly.”90

But Dönitz had a plan: a guerre de course targeting merchant ships, his strategy of “Rudeltaktik” or wolfpack tactics, where U-boats operated in groups, with one submarine tracking a convoy and guiding others to converge for simultaneous attacks. With only fifty-seven U-boats,91 eighteen in the Atlantic, he knew it would be a long game. At 5:15 p.m., Dönitz handed his aide the implementation of the German Armed Forces High Command’s directive, to be encoded and signaled to all U-boats at sea:92 “Open hostilities against England immediately! Do not wait for attack!”

Hours later, U-30, commanded by Oberleutnant zur See Fritz-Julius Lemp,93 was patrolling west of Ireland. Lemp spotted what he believed to be an armed British cruiser and fired, only to realize his mistake—the ship was SS Athenia, a passenger liner carrying more than 1,400 civilians, including nearly three hundred Americans. Panic erupted aboard Athenia, and more than one hundred lives were lost, the first civilian casualties of the Battle of the Atlantic. The attack risked drawing the United States into the war, a prospect Germany could not afford.

Despite this, Dönitz stayed focused on his goal: to sever Britain’s transatlantic lifeline. By the end of 1939, nearly fifty Allied merchant ships had been sunk. The toll on Britain’s economy mounted, and Dönitz recognized this as just the beginning.

AMERICA—1940

News of Dunkirk’s Operation Dynamo reached across the Atlantic, reigniting a flame Gill Robb Wilson had been trying to stoke for years. He envisioned the scene—British soldiers trudging through wet sand, vulnerable, as a motley fleet of fishing boats, yachts, and dinghies dart across the Channel to rescue them. The bravery of these civilian sailors left Gill in awe. In this extraordinary mobilization, he saw his vision: if war reached the United States, civilians needed to be ready to defend their homeland from the sky.

Gill’s vision began long before Dunkirk, during his 1936 visit to Germany. Returning home, he tried to sound the alarm, but his warnings were as “welcome as a rattlesnake at a Sunday-school picnic.”94 In aviation circles, he was labeled a paranoid alarmist, a warmonger. The idea that a “civilized” nation like Germany could be preparing for war seemed absurd to the American public. Yet Gill couldn’t shake the memory of those young German glider pilots, bringing back the pain of his own experiences during the First World War, especially the day he lost his brother.

Galvanized, Gill began advocating for a civilian air force—a network of private pilots ready to leap into action in national emergencies. These civilians wouldn’t fly combat missions overseas; instead, they would transport medical supplies, evacuate the injured, ferry experts, and patrol dangerous areas when the military was stretched thin. He took his idea to the Red Cross, but they dismissed him, as the military had. The concept of civilians supporting national defense was perceived as too unwieldy and ineffective.

Adding to his frustration, many Americans were terrified of flying. Despite the incredible advancements since World War I, planes were still seen as dangerous contraptions, fit only for daredevils and soldiers. The Hindenburg disaster of 193795 deepened this fear. Gill, while director of aeronautics for the state of New Jersey, personally witnessed the horror at Lakehurst, a memory that haunted him. The disappearance of his friend Amelia Earhart that same year further dampened public enthusiasm, but Gill refused to give up. With war sweeping across Europe, he believed it was only a matter of time before it reached the United States, and when it did, America would need every available pilot in the sky.

As he began cataloging the state of American aviation, the contrast with Germany’s progress alarmed him.96 While Germany built long-range bombers and ocean-spanning transports, the US trailed in nearly every metric. It all came down to time, Gill thought. “How can we close the gap before it’s too late?” His answer lay in civilian pilots. He estimated there were about fifteen thousand active pilots in general aviation and more than ten thousand private planes scattered across the country. It was an untapped resource that could form a crucial line of defense if organized effectively. Most of these pilots wouldn’t be eligible for military service—they were too old, female, or from marginalized communities. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t serve.

He started in his home state of New Jersey, where he cataloged the pilots, mechanics, and facilities that would remain after military recruitment. He found 130 pilots, including a few women, whom the military would likely overlook. He figured that, on a national scale, this number could swell into the thousands. These pilots weren’t daredevils—they were seasoned veterans of the air, with years of experience under their belts. They might not be combat-ready, but they were ready to answer the call when the homeland needed them.

Gill wasn’t alone in his efforts. He reached out to prominent pilots who shared his vision. He found an unexpected ally in women’s aviation groups like the one founded by Jackie Cochran and Betty Gillies. These women were already organizing themselves into a network of ferry pilots, eager to prove their worth in the skies. And then there was Willa Brown. A Black woman with a fierce determination to fly, Willa had already broken through barriers that stopped others in their tracks. Together with Cornelius Coffey and John Robinson, she cofounded the Coffey School of Aeronautics, the first Black-owned flight school in the country, where young men and women could learn to fly. Their school later provided foundational training for the Tuskegee Airmen. These incredible pilots saw Gill’s vision and raised him one—they were ready to serve, rank or no rank, pay or no pay.

But still, Gill knew that time was running out, and the chilling remarks from his German tour guide still lingered in the forefront of his mind. “Your East Coast is the best submarine hunting ground in the world.”97

***

WHILE GILL ROBB WILSON pushed to prepare America for the looming war, Charles Lindbergh took a starkly different path. A national hero and close friend of Wilson’s, Lindbergh returned from his covert mission in Germany with a grim certainty—America was not ready for war. He’d seen the Luftwaffe’s might up close and knew the Army Air Force was no match. To Lindbergh, the disparity was alarming, even insurmountable.

But it wasn’t just Germany’s strength that had unsettled him. After time in Europe, Lindbergh had grown skeptical98 of England’s intentions, believing Britain was exaggerating its vulnerability to pull America into a war that wasn’t theirs to fight. His isolationist views, once whispered, grew louder; he warned that America’s unpreparedness would turn any involvement into the needless slaughter of American boys.

Personal betrayals also shaped99 Lindbergh’s views in complex ways. Business dealings with dishonest bankers, who were Jewish, left him
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“A powerful testament to the distinctly American resolve that kept disaster from our shores.”
—ROBERT KURSON, New York Times bestselling author of Shadow Divers
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