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To the courageous men of 
the 2nd and 5th Ranger Battalions whose collective actions 
accomplished D-Day’s toughest mission and whose 
legacy lives on in the next greatest generation of Rangers.


 




To my many friends of the World War II generation— 
your legacy is abiding and inspiring.


 



To all the Continental soldiers buried in unmarked graves.

 




For Lily, 
the apple of my eye, 
the greatest daughter in the world.







 Prologue




June 6, 1984, Pointe du Hoc, Normandy 

Flags fluttered in the breeze as the flash of cameras dovetailed President Ronald Reagan’s stirring words. The speech marked the fortieth anniversary of D-Day in a special place, a sacred place. Solemn yet impassioned, President Reagan addressed the watchful crowd and the entire nation:

“We stand on a lonely, windswept point on the northern shore of France. The air is soft, but forty years ago at this moment, the air was dense with smoke and the cries of men, and the air was filled with the crack of rifle fire and the roar of cannon. At dawn, on the morning of the sixth of June, 1944, two hundred and twenty-five Rangers jumped off the British landing craft and ran to the bottom of these cliffs. Their mission was one of the most difficult and daring of the invasion: to climb these sheer and desolate cliffs and take out the enemy guns. The Allies had been told that some of the mightiest of these guns were here and they would be trained on the beaches to stop the Allied advance.

“The Rangers looked up and saw the enemy soldiers—the edge of the cliffs shooting down at them with machine guns and throwing grenades. And the American Rangers began to climb. They shot rope ladders over the face of these cliffs and began to pull themselves up. When one Ranger fell, another would take his place. When one rope  was cut, a Ranger would grab another and begin his climb again. They climbed, shot back, and held their footing. Soon, one by one, the Rangers pulled themselves over the top, and in seizing the firm land at the top of these cliffs, they began to seize back the continent of Europe. Two hundred and twenty-five came here. After two days of fighting, only ninety could still bear arms. . . .”

One of the finest speeches of the Cold War, Reagan’s words touched each of the veteran Rangers, now senior citizens, who stood shoulder to shoulder before him. Rays of sun gently lit their faces, now lined with age, as the President’s words warmed their hearts.

Earlier, sixty-something Ranger veteran Herman Stein had miraculously reenacted the climb. A dozen young Green Berets—all Ranger-qualified and serving in West Germany—scaled the ninety-foot cliffs along with the veteran. His brother Rangers initially tried to dissuade Stein, now a roofer, from attempting this feat. Leonard G. Lomell, Dog Company’s first sergeant on D-Day, jokingly chided Stein, “Sixty-year-old Rangers shouldn’t try to compete against the Green Berets. We’re too old for this nonsense now.”

The former Dog Company Ranger didn’t listen. He not only scaled the precipice, but also out-climbed the younger Green Berets, easily beating them to the top. The crowd roared. The massive arms of Ranger Captain Otto Masny, who was affectionately called “Big Stoop” during the war, enveloped Stein in a bear hug. After his climb, Stein greeted the awaiting crowd and jokingly spoke a few words: “All these younger guys will be all right if they just stick with it. They hug the cliff too much.”

After President Reagan delivered his speech, he approached the line of veteran D-Day Rangers, each dressed in blue blazers with their distinctive, hard-won Ranger patches prominently displayed along with their combat infantry badges and numerous medals. Now, thanks to the President’s rousing words, America had finally recognized the extreme bravery and sacrifices of its WWII veterans, acknowledging them as an example of the sacrifices needed to win the Cold War.

The President and First Lady Nancy Reagan hugged each of those Rangers present—Leonard G. Lomell, Tom Ruggiero, Jack Kuhn, L-Rod Petty, Frank South, and the others—but took a particular liking to the last man in line, Herman Stein. “Reagan was all over the moon about my climbing to the top of Pointe du Hoc. I think he wished he could have done it with me.”

As the President and the audience thought back on the invasion of Normandy on D-Day, several of the Dog Company Rangers couldn’t help but reflect on their “longest day,” December 7, 1944.
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December 7, 1944, Bergstein, Germany: Hill 400 

“Fix bayonets!” barked Captain Otto Masny, the hulking Ranger officer.

In a scene reminiscent of a World War I battle, both sides stared at each other across a no man’s land. Lomell gazed beyond snow-covered ground the size of a football field as his eyes looked up at the ominous mount towering in front of Dog Company. Germans had dug foxholes at the base of the hill and manned bunkers. The icy, flat expanse made an ideal killing field. Germans held their fingers poised on the triggers of their machine guns; with a rate of fire of up to 1,500 rounds per minute, the gunners stood ready to tear the Rangers’ bodies to pieces.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

A creeping artillery barrage and mortars slowly closed in on Dog Company.

Like a tightly wound, coiled spring, tension within the Rangers’ ranks soon reached a breaking point. The acrid stench of cordite assaulted their nostrils. They knew the American artillery exploding in front of them would soon intersect with the German mortars dropping behind them. With Dog sandwiched between the ordnance from both forces, the falling fire would turn the company to hamburger meat within seconds.

Suddenly, a Ranger stood up, raised his tommy gun above his head and screamed: “Let’s go get the bastards!”

A Dog Company officer yelled, “Go!”

The Rangers fired a tremendous volley into the German positions facing them. In unison, they stood and let loose a blood-curdling Rebel yell as they charged across the open field.

“WA-WOO-WOOHOO! WA-WOO-WOOHOO! WA-WOO-WOOHOO!”

Shooting from the hip, the Rangers rushed through the snow-crusted field. “We stood up just like in a movie. It was like seeing a wave in the football field…. We went over the field as one,” remembered one Ranger.

Mortars and artillery shells exploded next to the men as Dog Company charged into a hail of bullets. Rangers began falling, wounded and maimed in the intense fire. German machine guns opened up from behind a nearby bunker and other positions. Halfway across the field, the Ranger charge grew staggered, as some men ran faster than others. Lomell’s heart pounded and his adrenaline surged as he and the other men raced across the field toward Hill 400.

Stunned by the sight of 120 seemingly crazy Americans screaming and yelling as they charged, some of the Germans abandoned their pillboxes and machine gun positions and ran for their lives up the hill.

A Ranger later reflected on the moment: “With bayonets shining, hip firing, and yelling a battle cry that probably goes back into the eons of time, we charged into the jaws of death.”





 CHAPTER 1

 Dog Company




March 1943—Fort Meade, Maryland 

“From here over, this is Dog Company, 2nd Ranger Battalion,” the captain ordered, parting the group of volunteers with a wave of his hand. Unbeknownst to the men, that moment marked the birth of one of the greatest Ranger companies in American history. However, before earning the honor of being called a Ranger, they would have to engage in grueling training that would test the limits of human endurance.

The men stood at attention, stomachs pulled in, heels together, and eyes fixed forward on the Ranger officer who had just addressed them. With his uncanny resemblance to Lee Marvin, Captain Harold K. “The Duke” Slater made a dashing figure. The Duke possessed an undying spirit to win—at all costs. He was the quintessential Ranger officer. On that clear, sunny day in March, an eclectic group of volunteers had clambered off a 6x6 GMC truck and spilled out into an open field. After meeting their new commander, the men watched as the captain ducked back in the building and returned with another Ranger. The Duke announced, “This is my first sergeant, Leonard Lomell.” Cut from the same competitive cloth as Slater, Leonard G. Lomell led by example. The brilliant first sergeant also had a gift for being incredibly lucky.

Slater turned to Lomell. “Find out when we can feed this bunch.”

Lomell nodded his head and sent the men over to Fort Meade’s chow hall. Fort Meade, named after the famous Union commander and hero of Gettysburg, served as the training center for the U.S. Army. It housed the 76th Division, otherwise known as the “Liberty Bell Division,” which served as a training cadre for other Army units. Three and a half million men filtered through the camp. In addition to its combat training facilities, it housed a school for cooks and a special service unit, which trained entertainers and musicians, including the famous swing-band leader Glenn Miller. But during March 1943, the camp gave birth to another legendary band of men.
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Slater’s volunteers were an eclectic group of desperados drawn from the ranks of the 76th Division. As a newly minted D Company member, Bill Hoffman made his way through the chow line with the other raw recruits. His mind drifted back across the events of that whirlwind, life-changing day. The morning announcements posted on the bulletin board had included a small sentence about the Rangers: “Anybody interested in volunteering for the Rangers should come down to the orderly room.” Several of Hoffman’s comrades had asked, “What’s the Rangers?” One joked, “Hey, maybe we can get a horse!”

Hoffman wasn’t completely sure what a Ranger was either, but he knew they were something special. He fought tooth and nail to get into the outfit so that he could escape his old unit. Bill Hoffman knew he was going to war, and he wanted to go into battle with the best.

That March morning after reading the announcements, Hoffman reported to the orderly room. The first sergeant on duty promptly tossed him back out and barked, “Get back to work.”

Not easily rebuffed, Hoffman decided to stand outside the orderly room and wait for the company commander. When the commanding officer arrived, he asked Hoffman, “What are you doing standing out here?”

For Hoffman, it was the moment of truth. He explained that he had come down to sign up for the Rangers, but the first sergeant hadn’t let him stay.

“Go on inside,” the commander instructed, entering with Hoffman.

After looking over some paperwork, the commander told the irritable first sergeant, “I don’t see a problem here. Process Sergeant Hoffman.”

When the first sergeant chased Bill Hoffman out of the orderly room for the second time that day, it was different: he knew he would return to become a Ranger. “Get your butt out of here. Get back here at 1 P.M. and turn in your gear.”
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The term “Ranger” goes back hundreds of years. Rangers were first commissioned as an American unit in 1676 during King Philip’s War. Vulnerable to hostile Indian attacks and finding European battle tactics unsuited to the wild American frontier, colonists acted as scouts or “ranged,” and then struck back at the Indians using stealth hit-and-run tactics. The Americans honed these unique fighting techniques a century later in the French and Indian War. During that war, the colonists implemented numerous concepts that still apply to modern conflicts: irregular warfare, use of proxies, and special operations.

Perhaps the most famous American Ranger was a New Hampshire backwoodsman named Robert Rogers. A debtor implicated in a counterfeiting scheme, Rogers had a checkered past. But he received a British Army commission in what later became known as His Majesty’s Independent Company of American Rangers. A forefather of American special operations, Rogers developed something known as the twenty-eight Rules of Ranging, a manual of practices that today’s Rangers still learn. During the French and Indian War, Rogers and his men conducted deep raids into French and Indian territory. They hit French forts and ruthlessly annihilated an entire Abenaki Indian village. For his lightning raids, stealth, and ruthlessness, the Indians dubbed Rogers the Wobomagonda or “White Devil.”

Other units called Rangers followed Rogers’, including Captain Daniel Morgan’s Ranger Battalion during the Revolutionary War, and later in the Civil War, the infamous Mosby’s Rangers. Known as  the “Gray Ghost,” John S. Mosby terrorized the Union Army with his guerrilla tactics, blowing up rail lines and sabotaging Yankee camps.

During World War II, Lucian K. Truscott, then a colonel, encouraged General George Marshall to create a training program patterned along the lines of the British Commandos. Begrudgingly, General Marshall and Dwight D. Eisenhower approved the plan, but they advised Truscott, “I hope you will find some other name than ‘Commando,’ for the glamour of that name will always remain—and properly so—British.” Truscott found his inspiration in Rogers and the colonial Rangers. He wrote in his memoirs, “I selected ‘Rangers’ because few words have a more glamorous connotation in American military history. In colonial days, men so designated had mastered the art of Indian warfare and were guardians of the frontier.”

The man selected to lead the first American Ranger unit was Major William O. Darby, who formed the 1st Ranger Battalion out of two thousand recruits. Through rigorous training, he winnowed the group down to just 520 men. The Rangers then trained at the British Commando Training Depot in Achnacarry Castle, Scotland. The exploits of Darby’s Rangers became legendary. They spearheaded the assaults in North Africa, Sicily, and Italy.

Although the unit was new, the men of the 2nd Ranger Battalion had to measure up to a prestigious legacy formed over hundreds of years.
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The mainspring of Dog Company was Leonard G. Lomell, the twenty-three-year-old first sergeant. Born in Brooklyn, New York, Lomell was adopted by immigrant parents and grew up in Point Pleasant, New Jersey. After graduating from high school, he hoped to enter West Point; however, because of his adoption, issues arose regarding his birth certificate. Instead of West Point, Lomell entered Tennessee Wesleyan College and graduated in 1941. Over the summers, he worked at the Post Office and did manual labor for the Pennsylvania Railroad, for construction companies, and for a dredge company. After entering the military on June 13, 1942, Lomell became a rising star. His superiors quickly promoted him to platoon sergeant of a regimental intelligence and reconnaissance platoon within the 76th Infantry Division. Acknowledging his keen mind and leadership potential, the division soon sent Lomell through Ranger training. Built like a middleweight boxer, the good-looking young man with a generous soul made for an ideal first sergeant.

Hailing from Indiana, Lomell’s commander, Harold K. “Duke” Slater, was only a year older. The Duke loved to win. With an amazing intensity, Dog’s commanding officer always focused on the mission at hand. Good-looking and charismatic, The Duke had a softer side that he rarely showed: he had “a beautiful spirit and cherished every moment of life.” His dry sense of humor often poked through his stern role as a commander. Like Lomell, Slater enjoyed a meteoric rise within the military and obtained the rank of captain in 1943.
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Within several days, Lomell, Slater, and the core of D Company boarded a troop train and headed south to Nashville, Tennessee. Southeast of the city near the town of Tullahoma, the men arrived at Camp Nathan Bedford Forrest, named for the southern cavalry general. During World War II, Camp Forrest was largely a tent city nestled in the sandy hills and lush pines of southern Tennessee. Shoved in one corner of the facility, Dog Company had its own street of pyramidal U.S. government-issued tents. But the weather of April 1943 wasn’t kind to the young volunteers. It rained nearly every day. Tents flooded, and the men trudged through oozy red mud to perform a regimented routine. Making matters even worse, the muggy spring weather brought with it swarms of biting horseflies. The nearest shower was a half a mile away in wooden barracks that housed another unit, so most men bathed in washbasins.

As they formed up in the sticky Tennessee clime, the 2nd Ranger Infantry Battalion1 included six assault companies, designated A  through F, or Able, Baker, Charlie, Dog, Easy, and Fox. Only the core group of Dog Company arrived at Camp Forrest as a ready-made unit; the rest were assembled in Tennessee. Headquarters Company completed the 2nd Ranger Battalion. Each company consisted of sixty-five enlisted men and three officers. In all, the battalion totaled approximately five hundred officers and enlisted men. That brought the 2nd Rangers up to a little more than half the strength of the typical, nine-hundred-man infantry battalion.

Dog Company was divided into two rifle platoons, each commanded by a first lieutenant. The company headquarters section included the company commander, first sergeant, company clerk, and messenger. Each rifle platoon contained two Assault Sections and a Special Weapons Section with a 60 mm mortar. Each Assault Section contained an assault squad and a light machine gun squad.

The original core of Dog Company hailed from the Northeast. But on April 1, 1943, volunteers from all across the United States augmented the original men from Fort Meade. The new recruits came from all walks of life and had been recruited from units throughout the military, including cavalry, artillery, armor, and infantry—even a few castoffs from other units.

The nascent nature of the 2nd Ranger Battalion made it a dumping ground for undesirable men. “What did I get into?” one Ranger volunteer wondered. “When we had to retreat at night, each company would give their report, which included a lot of AWOLs. We had the dregs of the Army, actually. Division commanders sent their eight balls to the 2nd Rangers in order to get rid of those men. The Rangers were new then, and the Army really didn’t know what to do with us.”

In the early days of America’s entry into World War II, special operations forces were in their infancy. The Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the Marine Corps Raiders, and the U.S. Army Rangers were developing some of the precursors to today’s modern special operations units. The regular military brass disparagingly viewed the special units as “bleeding off” good men from regular combat units. As a result, the Rangers often faced internal challenges to their very existence. On the upside, these challenges gave the 2nd Battalion a bit of a Dirty Dozen feel, which filled the unit with tough men willing to do what was thought to be impossible, while the rigorous training eliminated the men who shouldn’t have been there.

But the volunteer recruits of April 1943 weren’t Rangers yet. Before they could earn that honor, they had to endure training meant to break most men. At Camp Forrest, the training exercises created for the men were even more difficult than combat itself. “What they really tried to do was destroy us. They wanted to see what the human body and the human mind [could handle. We were] psychologically young men, chosen young men, volunteers. All Ranger training was the toughest the armchair generals could make it. I felt that combat was a piece of cake as compared to the training,” recalled Dog Company’s first sergeant.

Vigorous competition allowed only the fittest to survive. Lomell remembered, “In those days, I saw all-American football players, the most magnificent specimens of men you ever saw, I saw them thrown right out of the Rangers, DQ’d, physically unqualified or psychologically unqualified. [And then] you’d find a little old farm boy that weighed one hundred to one hundred and ten pounds from Iowa that had it all, psychologically and otherwise. It was fascinating to me to see the process.”

Lomell and Slater imbued in the men a gritty sense of competition that hardened like steel those who survived the training. It was about winning, being the best. Ranger officers like Slater led by example and weren’t afraid to challenge their own men. Captain Slater’s competitive streak even affected First Sergeant Lomell when Slater challenged his subordinate to a boxing match.

“You think you’re pretty tough, huh?” asked Slater.

Lomell quickly realized the problems that would be created by fighting his company commander. He thought to himself, “Jesus Christ, he’s the company commander. I’m the first sergeant. I don’t mind boxing an exhibition out here. One of us has got to go one of these times, and it isn’t going to be me. It certainly isn’t going to be me knocking him out.”


Slater was “one of those guys you couldn’t box with because he was trying to knock you out with every blow,” noted Lomell. “You couldn’t have any fun boxing with somebody who was trying to kill you with every blow.”

Lomell tried to kid his way around the issue, offering, “You know, Captain, maybe you ought to box with the officers, and us enlisted guys, we’re a little reluctant to get too tough with you guys.”

Slater’s ultimate objective seemed obvious to the first sergeant “He’s never going to quit until he knocks me cold, and I don’t want that in front of my whole company!”


Slater persisted in his challenge, and eventually Lomell climbed in the ring with him. Surprisingly, Slater went down, not Lomell, “and that damn near killed him. Oh, he was quiet!”

Lomell later remarked, “Duke Slater was the roughest, toughest, bravest, most courageous officer we had.” He added, “I loved the son of a bitch, but I hated him at times.”

[image: 007]

A typical day for a Ranger recruit in Dog Company went as follows:
0645 First Call 
0700 Reveille 
0715 Breakfast 
0830 Drill Call 
1130 Recall 
1200 Lunch 
1300 Drill Call 
1530 Recall 
1715 Retreat





Drill Call included calisthenics followed by the command “Assume position.” Half a dozen Rangers would approach a giant twelve- or fourteen-foot-long telephone pole lying on the ground. Next, the commander barked, “Ready. Exercise!” The men lifted the log to their  waists. The sergeant then hollered orders to place the log over their heads, on their shoulders, and in a variety of other positions. Muscles ached and throbbed as this torture went on for more than thirty minutes. “It made a man out of you,” recalled Morris Webb, then a round-faced, prematurely balding recruit from Kentucky. Webb, who spoke with a characteristic Southern drawl, had a mind for numbers. He was pals with a northerner, Bud Potratz, who arrived at Camp Forrest at nearly the same time.

Throughout training, the men worked in pairs, and formed unbreakable bonds through this buddy system. They lived together, trained together, ate together, and shit together. They each had the other’s back, and covered one another when negotiating certain training exercises. The Ranger training built friendships that lasted a lifetime. In battle, it reinforced a sense of brotherhood and, from a practical standpoint, allowed the mission to carry on despite casualties: if one buddy was hit, the other could carry on.

After training every day, the men were bone tired. Once they had dinner, they settled in for a tiny bit of downtime before the next day. One evening after training, a large crowd gathered around the tents. An ambulance arrived. The driver was furious. He was muttering something unintelligible while waving his hands. Webb, noticing the crowd of Rangers standing in a circle next to an OD tent, asked his buddy Potratz, “What’s up?”

“Pat McCrone and Larry Johnson are at it again,” Potratz chuckled. McCrone and Johnson were best friends who were well known for their practical jokes; but Potratz finished the sentence saying, “McCrone is dead.”

It began when Johnson confronted McCrone for stealing his girlfriend. “You son of a bitch! If there’s anything I hate, it’s a double-crossing rat!”

Johnson pulled out a .45 and pointed it at McCrone, who promptly took off for the exit of the barracks and ran outside. Johnson fired several shots from the pistol, and McCrone fell to the ground. With the men in a panic, someone called an ambulance. When the ambulance  arrived at the scene, McCrone was lying motionless on the ground. Suddenly, McCrone rose up and started laughing. McCrone and Johnson put their arms around each other, laughing their asses off. The ambulance driver wasn’t laughing, however. The two best friends had played another joke—but nobody else thought it was funny. Luckily, Slater never found out about the incident; otherwise, both men likely would have been busted to private. A stern disciplinarian, The Duke didn’t put up with bullshit.

In between the workouts—and the hijinks—the men got lessons in teambuilding. Drill call also included time in the “pit.” The waist-deep sawdust pit measured eighteen-feet square with logs lining each side. Bill Hoffman explained, “They’d put a whole platoon in there with no shirts on. The other platoon was on the outside. The object was the guys on the outside needed to throw the guys on the inside out of the pit. On the side it was maybe two logs high, not very high. It was just high enough to keep the sawdust in.”

“Go get ‘em! Grab ‘em by the neck,” the bystanders would shout. “Throw ‘em out! Throw ‘em out!”

After a few times in the pit, Hoffman’s group learned that the secret to surviving in the pit was to send two guys after each of the soldiers lining the pit. “Guys got hurt doing that,” he recounted. “All our fatigues would start getting ripped up. We’d have torn fatigues. You’d turn it in to supply and get a new pair. The quartermaster got smart to it and then started to just sew up the uniforms rather than issue new ones.” One of the smallest Rangers in the unit tried a different strategy, “I played it smart. I got in the corner. That would help the other guys throw people out.” As soon as a platoon removed the opposing force from the pit, they had three minutes to prepare to defend against another assault.

D Company earned a formidable reputation when word leaked out that one of the company’s platoons had cleaned out the pit in two minutes flat. “It was about competition. It was one platoon against the other,” explained Hoffman. “It was just to see how much you could take.”

To give the men a taste of combat, the commanders subjected Dog Company to a harrowing obstacle course. Machine guns fired  over their heads as the Rangers slithered under barbed wire, swung on ropes, and crawled through mock shell holes. At the same time, the training officers detonated explosives to simulate shells and mortar rounds.

Near the end of the afternoon, the men sat and listened to demolitions experts who taught them the finer points of blowing up stuff. As the men of Dog watched intently during one session, Ranger Joe Camelo held on too long to a block of TNT. To everyone’s horror, the blast nearly killed him as it vaporized his arm. Another Ranger had a block of TNT detonate between his legs. Fortunately, he survived the blast—but his family jewels did not.

One of the Ranger demolition instructors was prankster Larry Johnson, the one man who shouldn’t have been allowed to play with explosives. Johnson lit a stick of dynamite during one demonstration. As the men watched, Johnson threw it into a crowd of seated Ranger recruits. “Terrified, everyone ran in opposite directions,” recalled one Ranger. The “charge” was actually just an empty tube of cardboard.

Johnson achieved his greatest coup when he threw a real stick of lighted dynamite down the latrine and got away with it. Once again, everyone scattered. “Shit was flying everywhere,” recalled one Ranger. Remarkably, even after a full investigation under the strict scrutiny of Duke Slater, Johnson managed to evade punishment.

Cocky tomfoolery aside, the training imbued the men with a winning spirit, a sense that they were better than any other combat soldiers in the world. The men were taught not only to be the best but also to fight dirty and outsmart their German and Japanese counterparts. Throughout the training, the men learned “Rangerism,” which, an official training manual characterized as “the doctrine of a personal fight, a brain-and-brawn fight, a genius American fight, and a carefully thought out, dirtier fight that will top the instinctive, and naturally dirty fight of a blond, square-headed, self-appointed superman and the undersized, slant-eyed, yellow ‘Nips’ who wage war against us on two fronts today.”





 CHAPTER 2

 “Rangers? Bullshit!”

Standing at attention, the men baked in the hot summer Tennessee sun as the square-jawed Ranger looked Dog Company up and down, snarling, “Rangers? Bullshit!” Disappointed by the entire battalion’s progress, the veteran Ranger chewed them out for their lackluster performance. To hammer home his points, he attempted to inspire the trainees by recounting the exploits of Darby’s Rangers, regaling them with tales about night raids in the African desert, where they slit the throats of enemy soldiers and made long perilous marches behind enemy lines. He finished by ordering the 2nd Rangers out on an arduous march of their own.

With Ranger training in its infancy, the 2nd Battalion had brought over several veterans of Darby’s 1st Ranger Battalion. Among them was Dean H. “Blood-in-the-Boots” Knudson. Ranger Sheldon Bare from Altoona, Pennsylvania, recalled Knudson’s parting line before sending the men on countless, multi-mile “speed marches”: “There better be blood in your boots after the march!”

Geared up in full equipment, including gas masks, the Rangers tromped throughout the Tennessee countryside. One ball-busting speed march required them to traverse seventy miles in three days. Herman Stein remembered another occasion when Slater ordered Dog to march thirty-six miles in twelve hours with only one canteen of water each.

Born on Staten Island, “Herm” Stein grew up with a silver spoon in his mouth until his family lost everything in the Great Depression. Despite his family’s difficulties, he retained his love of life and remained generous to a fault. These qualities followed Stein through the killing fields of WWII and beyond. He was destined to become a great Ranger and an even greater man.

On that particular speed march, Stein noted, “By midafternoon, the fellows were dropping like flies. Even The Duke fell ill—a victim of stomach cramps, which forced him to drop out of the march. That was a tipping point for Stein and several buddies, who thought, “If these guys want to run themselves to exhaustion, go ahead, but we’re going to do something about it.”


According to Stein, “On one extended break, we stopped by a swampy section, filled up our canteens, added a couple of iodine pills, and presto, instant revitalization. This was a civilian soldier’s way of thinking. You take orders to a degree, but when it interferes with your rationalization, you start performing like a zombie.” That attitude would later get Stein busted in rank. Yet ironically, this ability to think critically was one of the greatest assets the men of Dog Company possessed. It enabled them to act on their own, and even, in extreme cases, to disobey a direct order if it interfered with the mission. On countless occasions, this mindset gave them a decisive edge over their more regimented opponents.

Besides forced marches, Knudson also stressed hand-to-hand combat. Staff Sergeant Jack Kuhn, another Altoona native, helped to demonstrate fighting techniques. Once, as Kuhn deftly completed a judo move, Bare snickered in disbelief. “I thought judo was a bunch of nonsense,” admitted Bare. Then he heard his name. “Bare, come up here and hit me with your hardest punch,” ordered Kuhn. A five-foot-ten railroad worker, Bare weighed in at a muscular 185 pounds, making him one of the bigger members of the company.

“Come on, hit me,” repeated Kuhn.

Not eager to show up his NCO, Bare said, “I don’t want to do that, staff sergeant.” Bare thought, “I outweigh him by at least twenty-five  pounds. I can flatten him.” But he did as he was ordered. Bare stepped back and put all of his weight in his punch, driving his knuckles toward Kuhn’s torso. Kuhn grabbed Bare’s arm and flipped him over, throwing his hips into Bare in a perfect judo hip toss. “I remember laying flat on my back looking at the bright Tennessee sun. I was a believer in judo after that.”

Throughout the entire training process, men came and went. Tough guys were broken. Ironically, some of the quietest men survived, including Private Edward Secor, who “seemed to have [his] nerves snipped,” Webb recalled. “He was fearless.”

Unfortunately, the solid leadership in Dog did not translate to the battalion level. During the first few months of training at Camp Forrest, the 2nd Battalion went through a number of commanders. Forty-one-year-old Lieutenant Colonel William C. Saffrons originally commanded Ranger training school. Saffrons ate, breathed, and lived Rangerism. But after only a couple of months on the job, Saffrons received orders for another assignment, leaving the 2nd leaderless.

Major Rogers replaced Saffrons. As the men slogged through a grueling three-day march, Rogers merely rode up and down in a Jeep. That fell far short of the Ranger ideal. Rogers soon found himself replaced by Major Charles R. “Monk” Meyer.

An All-American West Point football player who could run, pass, kick, and play defense, the 150-pound Meyer was also known as “Mighty Mite.” But Monk’s football prowess didn’t translate into Rangerism. The Army-trained halfback lasted only a few weeks before he, too, was sent packing.

The seemingly endless change of leadership, combined with squalid living conditions, caused the Rangers’ morale to plummet. Eventually, Major L. E. McDonald assumed command of the battalion and introduced more members of Darby’s Rangers to augment the training schedule. It was then that things began to turn around within the battalion. Though leaders credited him with improving Ranger morale, McDonald was soon replaced by Major James Earl Rudder.






 CHAPTER 3

 Big Jim

“I’ve been sent down here to restore order and get going with realistic training. Now let me tell you, I’m going to work your asses off. Before you know it, you’re going to be the best trained fighting men in this man’s army. Now with your cooperation, there will be passes from time to time when you have the time. I’ll grant as many leaves and passes as I can. If I don’t get your cooperation, we’ll still get the job done, but it’ll be a lot tougher on you. If such a program does not appeal to you, come to my office, and we’ll transfer you out. It’s so much better for you and us. Any questions?”

Sitting cross-legged on the ground, hundreds of men in the 2nd Ranger Battalion listened intently to Rudder. At 6 feet tall and 220 pounds, the gravitas of “Big Jim” captured the men’s attention. He knew how to lead men, and he knew how to win. In 1932, Rudder graduated from Texas A&M, where he was a standout center on the football team. A year later, Rudder received his commission as second lieutenant in the U.S. Army Reserves and began a career as a high school football coach. Texans consider high school football a Friday night ritual akin to a religion. By 1938, Rudder became a football coach and teacher at Tarleton Agricultural College. But when the war broke out, he volunteered for active duty.

Big Jim had come to the 2nd Ranger Battalion to whip it into shape. One of his first orders involved ditching the tents and putting  the men into wooden barracks. This appealed to the men, and morale soared. Like a Texas football coach attempting to get his team into the championships, Rudder cut his recruits no slack, putting them through brutal speed marches and other rigorous training exercises. Through the men were earning the right to be called Rangers, they were failing miserably on the parade ground.

In its first parade ground review, the 2nd Battalion looked like a “ragtag orphan mob, with no military bearing or discipline.” Big Jim wasn’t used to being humiliated. “Boiling mad and red-faced,” Rudder vented and challenged any man in the battalion to step forward and fight him. Not a single man moved. The pace of change within the battalion accelerated. After improving their performance on the parade ground, Rudder coached and molded the men into true Rangers.

And as promised, he granted the men passes for R&R on rare occasions. A local dive bar known as The Wheel & The Hub became a favorite hangout. Equipped with a jukebox, the place served up cold beer along with its share of bar fights.
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Under Rudder’s leadership, Dog conducted other exercises designed to teach map reading, stealth, and other skills. On one such mission, Sergeant Herman Stein and a buddy received a map with orders to find a point ten miles away while circumventing all houses. “Nearing our destination, tired and hungry, we stumbled into the backyard of a small house. My buddy and I got a friendly greeting from an old lady and an offer for a cool drink and fresh buns. Who could refuse? Wouldn’t you know, as we were coming out of the gate, Slater pops around the corner in his Jeep.” Cracking the whip, The Duke immediately busted Stein to private.

Stein’s closest friend and partner in crime was William “L-Rod” Petty, a private originally from the 30th Infantry Division in the Tennessee National Guard. Petty referred to his buddy Stein as his “pet ape” because of Stein’s extraordinary climbing ability. An ex-paratrooper who had broken both legs on his Airborne qualification jump,  Petty moved around with a “sort of waddle like a duck.” In time, Petty would become a brilliant Ranger, though he was a constant challenge to authority, and sometimes a “royal pain in the ass.” Before he joined the Rangers, this characteristic regularly landed him in trouble—trouble that had him digging many a latrine ditch.

Petty’s resentment towards authority began in his childhood. His father regularly beat him for the smallest infractions. “He would lash me, always beginning at the calves of my legs and continuing up my thighs, across my buttocks and to my shoulders. He would reverse it and cover the same area. . . . The pain was excruciating. It was only exceeded by my hatred. By the age of eight, I refused to cry. I just stood there and hated every blow.” Petty saw the call for Ranger volunteers as his ticket out of trouble. However, because he was missing both front teeth, Petty had a dental implant, so he failed the Ranger medical screening.

“Sorry, son, you don’t qualify. Next man!” barked the medical officer.

“Wait a minute now, sir! What do you mean I don’t qualify? I’m in great shape.”

“You’ve got false teeth. You can’t be a Ranger with false teeth. There’s no way you can get into the Rangers without your choppers, son.”

Not one to take no for an answer, Petty had the balls to ask the officer, “Who’s the top man here? I want to see him.”

The doctor pointed to Rudder’s office.

Petty wandered over to the office. “What can I do for you, soldier?” asked Rudder in a Texas drawl.

Petty related the story of being rejected for his teeth. After some back and forth with Rudder, Petty declared, “Hell, sir, I don’t want to eat ‘em—I want to fight ‘em!”

Rudder then turned to Petty and handed him a slip of paper. “Here, take this back to the medics. You’re in.”
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Both Slater and Rudder had tough standards. During the training, men washed out if they couldn’t hack the tough marches and training. A steady stream of volunteer replacements arrived to fill the gaps.

One of those replacements was Sergeant Antonio J. Ruggiero, nicknamed “Ruggie” or “Rugg” by those who couldn’t pronounce his name. A professional tap dancer from Plymouth, Massachusetts, the diminutive Ruggiero also had a stage name: Tommy Knight. Before volunteering for the Rangers, Ruggie was a messenger attached to a machine gun unit led by Second Lieutenant Morton McBride. “Big Mac,” as the sandy-haired Scots-Irishman was known, was extremely streetwise and shrewd.

Following a seven-day furlough, Ruggiero returned to camp one day early because he wanted to make sure he got back in time. He wandered into the empty command post (CP) and asked, “Where the hell’s everybody gone?”

Well, you’re not supposed to be back until tomorrow. Why are you back one day sooner?” asked McBride.

Ruggiero answered, “Hey, I just wanted to get back so I wouldn’t get into trouble.”

“The few other men that are back like you, they’re up at the parade field, and Major Rudder2 is asking for volunteers to form the new 2nd Ranger Battalion.”

Excited about the opportunity to join the special unit, Ruggiero asked, “He’s at the parade field?”

“Yeah, he’s been up there about a half an hour.”

“Boy, I better run up there,” Ruggiero said.

As he started running for the field, McBride called after him, “If you’re interested…get an application from your first sergeant.”

At that point, “the bottom fell right out” of Ruggiero, who thought, “He’ll never give me one. Hell, I’m gonna try anyway.”


Ruggiero was right. When he asked the first sergeant for the application, he growled, “Get out of here! They don’t need you. You’re too small. Besides, you’re staying here until I’m ready to tell you what to do.”

“I was so God damn mad. I started to walk back towards my barracks, where I was resigned to stay,” remembered Ruggiero.

Just then, McBride and another officer, Lieutenant Otto Masny, came walking by. Standing six feet and four inches tall, Masny looked like a football tackle. The men fondly called him “Big Stoop” after a then-popular comic book character who also possessed an imposing frame. A born leader, Big Stoop would later command Dog’s sister company, Fox.

“Hey, Rugg, you gonna try for the Rangers?”

“Yeah, I’d like to.”

“What do you mean you’d ‘like’ to?” McBride and Masny asked.

“I already went and asked the first sergeant for an application. He won’t give it to me.”

“Won’t give it to you? What do you mean?” they asked, incredulous.

“He said I’m too small.”

McBride made a decision. “Come on with us,” he said, heading back to the building where the first sergeant was. McBride told Ruggiero to stay outside by the door while he and Masny “went in and chewed the living hell out of him,” Ruggiero recalled, laughing.

“You don’t have the right to stop anybody who wants to try for hazardous duty,” McBride said.

“Oh, you’re talking about that dago,” retorted the first sergeant.

McBride shot him an icy stare with his steel-gray eyes. “You’ll address him by his name. There’s no name calling here.”

The first sergeant then made the mistake of saying, “He’s too damn small, anyways. What do you want, guys to get killed because of this guy?”

McBride looked him in the eye and asked threateningly, “Am I too small?”

“No, you’re taller than he is.”

McBride then said, “I’m not a big guy. I’m five-foot-seven.”

As his final retort, the first sergeant added, “Well, I don’t know where the hell he went.”

Masny then opened the door and said, “Ruggie, get in here.”

The first sergeant already had the application in hand. He said, “All right, I’ll give him the application, but they’ll never take him.”

“Don’t make a bet on it,” warned McBride.

The very next day, Ruggie boarded a truck that took him to meet Rudder, who, along with two 1st Battalion Rangers, was interviewing the new recruits. While waiting for his turn, Ruggie could hear how the other volunteers were answering the questions. Then it was his turn.

“So, you want to be a Ranger, huh?” the interview began. “Do you like to fight with knives?”

“Sure, why not?” answered the tap dancer.

“If I asked you to go cut a guy’s throat, would you do it?”

Ruggie knew some of the other men had answered, “Sure, why not?” But he had a better response. “No, why the hell should I?” he told them. “I’d just shoot the bastard.”

Rudder and the other Rangers laughed.

“You’re not very big, are you?” probed Rudder.

Ruggiero looked him in the eye and said, “You mean I’m not very tall.”

“I can see that you aren’t. Are you a pretty good shot?” Rudder followed up.

Ruggiero could see Rudder looking down at his service record, which indicated that at three hundred yards, he could hit the center of the bull’s eye nine times in a row—an impressive feat.

Reading further down the application form, he noted, “You can dance? That might be useful.” Then Rudder looked him in the eye. “You’re in. ”






 CHAPTER 4

 Fort Pierce and Overseas

The rain pelted the men’s faces as they made their way through a driving storm. Water soaked their uniforms while they slogged toward a train on a railroad siding. On board, Dog Company and the rest of the battalion rode all night to Fort Pierce, Florida, the site of the Scouts and Raiders School.

The school actually sat on a small island near the eastern Florida town of Fort Pierce. A heavy dose of Florida sunlight greeted the men, along with large quantities of flies and mosquitoes. “In the daytime, there were sand flies. They would just drive you crazy,” recalled Bill Hoffman.

Once the men arrived, the first order of business was assembling several pyramidal tents for the company. Their work completed, the men looked longingly at the water surrounding the island. However, orders came down from the school: “No Swimming!”

After riding the rails for over twelve, hot hours and getting sweaty putting up company tents in the muggy Florida sun, a cool dip in the Atlantic seemed irresistible. So, of course, the men disregarded the order. Several sneaked out of their tents that night and waded into soothing ocean waves that gently lapped against their bodies.

“AAAUUUGGHH!”

Suddenly, the reason for the no-swimming order became abundantly clear. The calm blue water surrounding the island was teeming  with jellyfish, including the lethal Portuguese man-of-war. The jellyfish’s poisonous tentacles tore into the men’s arms and legs, as they hastily exited the water. “They stung like a bastard,” recalled Ruggiero.

The next morning, after leading calisthenics and a morning jog, Captain Slater decided that a refreshing swim would be just what the men needed to cool down. As he approached the water, he noticed that most of the company wasn’t following him. The Duke soon understood why, when a large Portuguese man-of-war stung him. He quickly jumped out of the water with a painful sting across one of his legs. Everyone struggled to keep in his emotions; no one laughed.
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Over the course of the next week, the men learned rubber boat-handling skills—how to maneuver the boats, and how to recover a capsized craft. “The first thing we had to do was learn how to use rubber boats,” Ruggiero later remarked. “Held about nine guys. We had to run with those damn rubber boats quite a ways to get out to the water. The waves came in. That’s why it was a tough job. We had one officer, and the boat got flipped over from a big wave. Damn near drowned.”

They also practiced loading and unloading LCAs (Landing Craft, Assault). Putting their boat-handling skills to use, the men learned how to infiltrate an enemy beachhead, seize mock installations, and stealthily move past the watchful eyes of Navy and Coast Guard sentries posted around Fort Pierce. All up and down the eastern seaboard, American towns had blacked out their lights against a German invasion that never came. Culminating the week of training, the men loaded into LCAs and sailed to a point several miles offshore, where they clambered into the rubber boats. The final test for the Rangers would be to infiltrate the darkened city of Fort Pierce, which had its own civil defense system, including the United States Coast Guard and civilian guards. The exercise was nothing new to Fort  Pierce. Several units had gone through the school prior to the Rangers and the military had alerted the town to the mock exercise.

Smearing green and black camouflage paint on their faces, the battalion broke down into smaller assault groups, each tasked with a specific target, including the town’s power station. Dog Company and the rest of the battalion landed on the outskirts of Fort Pierce to seize the town. They successfully took the town by surprise, earning accolades from the school’s staff.

As a reward, Rudder issued liberty passes for the next day, allowing the men to visit Fort Pierce. The day ended in an alcohol-laced disaster—several massive fights broke out among the Rangers, “Coasties,” and Navy sailors assigned to the town.

By September 17, the Navy sent the battalion packing to Fort Dix, New Jersey. On the long train ride to Fort Dix, some of the men heard the rumor that their commander planned to break up many of the companies. The discipline problems made evident by the carousing in Fort Pierce had encouraged Rudder to shake up his unit in the hopes of eventually generating greater cohesion.

When word of the plan filtered down to Bill Hoffman, he felt like he’d been hit by a hammer. Hoffman was quick to approach Slater.

“Sir, I don’t want to leave D Company. This is the best company, and I want to stay with the best company. I really don’t want to leave,” he begged. Sergeant Hoffman didn’t know if his commanders planned to move him to another company or not, but he wanted to pre-empt a move.

Slater smiled faintly before growling back, “Get back to your car.”

Fortunately for Hoffman, he wasn’t one of the men required to transfer to other companies. Years later, he explained, “Like anything else, you bond with these guys and you just don’t want to leave.”

Another member of Dog wasn’t so lucky. Sergeant Augie Delasandros lived near Fort Dix, and while on the train, he wrote a short note to a couple of his buddies who lived near the fort. In it, he wrote, “Hey, Charlie, Tom, I’m going to be up there. Wait for me, and we’ll have a ball.” The sergeant gave the letter to the train porter to mail,  but eventually, the letter found its way into the hands of the train commander, and then into Slater’s.

Lomell and several other men from D were laughing and having a good time in one of the compartments when Slater walked in.

“Sergeant, I want you to go down and place Sergeant Delasandros under house arrest,” the captain ordered Lomell.

Flabbergasted by being asked to arrest one of his finest sergeants, Lomell asked, “What do you mean, captain? What the hell did Augie do?”

“The stupid ass [tried to] mail a letter off the troop train by handing it to the porter, and I got it. Do what I tell you.”

Stunned, Lomell thought to himself, “Jesus Christ, this is one of my best friends.” Dutifully, he trudged down the train and approached Sergeant Delasandros. “Augie, I can’t believe what I’m going to tell you, it kills me.”

“What?” wondered Delasandros.

“You are under arrest, house arrest. You’re not allowed to leave this compartment. I got two guards here to sit with you, and that’s it. Because you were so stupid, you mailed a letter on a troop train,” Lomell informed the stunned sergeant.

“Ah! For Christ’s sakes, that’s ridiculous!” he protested. “I was only telling a couple of guys up in Fort Dix, my hometown, that we’re going to have a ball when we get there and to wait for me.”

“Augie, that’s not the rules. The rules told us we couldn’t do this.”

As a result of his court-martial, Sergeant Delasandros left the Rangers, but he went on to serve with an infantry division. “He was decorated two or three times and ultimately killed,” recounted Lomell regretfully. “A great guy. He would have been the same great guy for the Rangers; that’s the unfairness of it all.”
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Upon arrival at Fort Dix, the men received furlough and passes. Several of them never returned—AWOL. On October 18, Lomell wrote, “Private Drodouski moved [downgraded from AWOL to absent].  [In] the hands of military authorities as of the 17th. Men anxious to get their hands on him.” A typical punishment was a reduction in rank, often down to private. As a private, Drodouski was already at rock bottom in rank, so that threat had no teeth.

Although Drodouski had been in the hands of military authorities in Linden, New Jersey, the clever private, a bit of a Houdini, escaped the local authorities. After his eventual recapture and return to Dog, Slater put Drodouski in the stockade. Lomell remembered, “The CO (commanding officer) was so fed up with this man that he was placed in the stockade for his safety. Upon arriving at the stockade, he pleaded insanity rather than face serious charges. Therefore, he was admitted to the hospital.” The clever private’s days as a member of Dog Company were over. He faced court-martial, as well as more time in the stockade.

At Fort Dix, men continued to join the unit, including one of the oldest men in the battalion: a forty-year-old pediatrician named Walter Block. Block had an adventurous streak and initially wanted to join the paratroopers. His wife talked him out of it, begging him not to go into the Airborne. After some fast talking, Block convinced her that “the Rangers had something to do with trees, and that was OK by her.”

“Doc” Block headed the twelve-man medical section with aide men or medics attached to each assault company. One of those medics was Frank South, who had a brilliant mind. He would later become a tenured professor at the University of Delaware.

After completing their exercises at Dix, where they endured seemingly endless months of intense, rigorous training that broke even the strongest of men, Dog was awarded the blue-and-gold Ranger diamond—visual proof of their “rite of passage” and the right to be called Rangers.
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On October 21, 1943, Dog Company and the rest of the battalion climbed into trucks on a blustery, chilly morning in the pre-dawn hours and drove more than two hundred miles to Camp Ritchie, Maryland. During World War II, Camp Ritchie housed an intelligence  school and a training ground with mock buildings constructed and arranged to resemble French and German towns. Known as the “Ritchie Boys,” the training personnel consisted largely of young Jewish men who had fled Nazi Germany. To strike back at the Nazis, many of the Ritchie Boys later dared to return overseas to serve as soldiers, interrogators, and psychological warfare specialists. For the training exercises, the Boys donned authentic German uniforms and transformed into menacing, German-speaking enemy forces. For added realism, they wielded captured German weapons and utilized maps printed in German.
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