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PROLOGUE
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“Little Pearl Harbor”


When the two Time-Life war correspondents arrived in the old port town of Bari on Italy’s Adriatic coast on Thursday, December 2, 1943, they were delighted to find the bars and restaurants open and doing a booming business. Will Lang, a twenty-nine-year-old veteran American combat reporter, and George Rodger, a trailblazing English photojournalist six years his senior, grabbed the first empty table in the Albergo Oriente, a glass-fronted hotel on a wide, tree-lined boulevard in the new part of the city. Exhausted, they collapsed onto the rickety chairs and grinned at each other. By some stroke of luck, they had a two-day layover and planned to take a little break and overindulge in the local wines before returning to the grind.


Even though the front lay only 150 miles to the north, Bari seemed not to have a care in the world. The British had taken the capital of Puglia unopposed in September, and the citizens had celebrated in the streets, relieved and grateful to fall under Allied protection. The shop windows were full of fruit, cakes, and bread, along with other delicacies not seen since before the war. Waiting customers happily gossiped, argued, and haggled. Young couples strolled arm in arm, as they had for centuries. Even the ice cream vendors were doing a brisk winter trade, an incongruous sight for the journalists after having passed lines of women and children begging for black-market food only a few miles outside of town. After witnessing the chaos and misery in one village after another flattened by German bombs, the men were amazed that the medieval city, with its massive cliffs cradling the sea, had escaped the fighting almost unscathed. Its famous landmark, the gleaming white Basilica di San Nicola, home to the crypt of St. Nicholas, appeared intact. It was good to know that in the midst of this terrible war, at least the bones of Father Christmas still rested in peace.


No doubt High Command had ordered that the splendid harbor be spared. Bari was a crucial Mediterranean service hub, supplying both the American Fifth and the British Eighth Armies, which comprised the better part of the half-million Allied troops engaged in driving the Germans out of Italy. The grand buildings along the waterfront were the newly designated headquarters of the Fifteenth Air Force, under the command of General James H. “Jimmy” Doolittle, leader of the daring raid on Tokyo. He had arrived on December first and was busy trying to locate his personnel and get his organization, based seventy-five miles away at the Foggia airfields, off the ground as quickly as possible. Much to Doolittle’s chagrin, he was only there in a supporting role. The liberating Tommies had already chased the Nazis from the skies over Italy, and his long-range B-17 “Flying Fortresses,” B-24s, and fighter groups were being brought in to help mop up and expand the strategic bombing campaign against Germany.


The British, who controlled the port, were so confident they had won the air war that, earlier that afternoon, Air Marshal Sir Arthur Coningham had arranged a press conference to announce that Bari was all but immune from attack. Radiating an irritating self-satisfaction, he assured the gathered reporters that the RAF had “knocked out” the Axis forces in the Mediterranean, adding, “I would regard it as a personal affront and insult if the Luftwaffe should attempt any significant action in this area.”


The port was teeming with activity. Some thirty Allied ships—British, Dutch, Norwegian, and Polish—were crammed into the harbor, taking up every available spot within the breakwater. Four days earlier, the American Liberty ship John Harvey had pulled in with a convoy of nine other merchantmen. The vessels were tightly packed against the seawall and all along the pier, moored so closely they were virtually hull to hull. The dockyards were working around the clock to unload the supplies for the next big push—the advance on Rome. Allied strategy hinged on making steady progress up the rugged mountainous Italian peninsula, culminating in a proposed amphibious attack at Anzio, about thirty-two miles south of the capital. The success of the advance depended on the long supply line sustaining the march northward. Because of the urgency to keep the incoming stream of war matériel moving to where it was needed most, the usual blackout orders were suspended, and the lights blazed in Bari Harbor all night.


Lang knew the ships’ holds were laden with tons of vital cargo—everything from food, blankets, and medical gear for hospitals and field aid stations to corrugated steel for landing strips, engines, and fifty-gallon drums of aviation fuel for Doolittle’s bombers. Visible on the upper decks were vehicles of every kind—tanks, armored personnel carriers, jeeps, and ambulances—full of gas and ready to roll. A procession of tarp-covered trucks lumbered into town, hogging the roads. On the quayside berths, which were all occupied, bright lights winked atop huge cranes that continually hoisted baled equipment up and out. A veritable mountain ridge of boxed ammunition and shells lined the long, broad stone mole, a sign of the heavy fighting that lay ahead.


The American-led campaign to free Italy, now in its sixth month, had not gone as planned. The invasion of Sicily, code-named Operation Husky, which commenced on July 10, 1943, secured the island after only thirty-eight days of fighting, but the Germans exacted a bloody toll in retreat. The British followed up on September 3 with Operation Baytown, the initial assault on the Italian mainland—and the first invasion of the European continent. General Bernard “Monty” Montgomery’s Eighth Army crossed the Strait of Messina and occupied the “toe” of Italy’s “boot,” while Royal Navy battleships and other forces converged on Calabria. It was a cover operation, intended as a diversion, and on September 8, the Americans launched Operation Avalanche, with General Mark Clark’s Fifth Army and the British X Corps landing south of Naples at Salerno at 3:30 a.m. There was a furious battle for the beachhead, but by daylight the worst was over. Hitler’s army headed for the hills.


In what could only be described as lousy timing, on the eve of the Salerno assault, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force of the North African Theater, took to the airwaves to announce that Italy had accepted an armistice. That night, the American soldiers, having heard the dramatic news over the ships’ loudspeakers, were so busy whooping it up that they almost forgot why they were there, and it dulled their fighting edge. The Italian government surrendered unconditionally, leaving behind a confused olive-green-clad army without orders or leadership. The stunned Italian soldiers were now expected to fight alongside their former enemies, the Americans and the British, and against their former allies, the Germans. Defeated and divided, unsure whether they wanted to redeem their honor by helping to eject the Nazis from their land, they were of little use in the ensuing conflict.


Victory was not all it was cracked up to be. Lang and Rodger spent the fall covering the slow, hill-by-hill drive as the Fifth Army climbed and clawed the steep slopes of rock and sparse scrub that offered scant protection from the Wehrmacht pillboxes and mauling artillery fire that blocked the route to Rome. Monty’s troops inched their way through orchards and vineyards, and across treacherous ridge tops, grappling with heavy rains, swollen rivers, and the resolute German infantry. Lang’s Time dispatches told a depressing tale: The combined American, British, New Zealand, Canadian, and Indian forces were suffering greater than expected losses while making a “snail’s progress.” The record rainfall transformed the roads into impassable bogs, rendering their vehicles useless and forcing them to use mules to haul their food, water, and weapons. The weather grew colder by the day. Morale was low, and no one relished slogging up the spine of the muddy Italian boot in winter, a task that Scripps Howard’s intrepid correspondent, Ernie Pyle, dubbed “the misery march.”


Gen. Clark had boasted that he would capture Rome by mid-October, but that deadline had come and gone, and their objective seemed farther away than ever. After the fall of Naples, the Germans had left the city booby-trapped with time bombs, killing hundreds—mostly civilians. The butchery taught Clark and his American forces to take nothing for granted: “There are no holds barred in this war,” he wrote. “It is a dirty game.” The latest latrine rumors had it that questions were being raised at Allied High Command about how far to push the inglorious Italian campaign.


As dusk fell, drinks in hand, Lang and Rodger were morosely contemplating what little choice they had in their wartime assignments when the air-raid siren sounded. It was 7:35 p.m. The lights quickly went out in the Albergo Oriente. There was a blinding flash, followed by a terrific bang, and then here and there an artillery barrage, which they realized was the ancient port’s one and only antiaircraft battery opening fire on the intruders. The enemy planes were not getting the angry reception from Bari’s defenses they had anticipated. An American officer newly arrived from North Africa cocked his head and observed dryly, “They don’t seem to have many ack-ack guns around this town.”


Suddenly an earsplitting explosion hurled them to the ground, shattering the hotel’s front windows and littering the tile floor with splinters of glass. Then came the sound of another explosion, and another. A large formation of German Junkers Ju-88s flew in low over the town, dropping the first few bombs short of the harbor among the narrow, winding streets and white stucco buildings in the old part of the city. Plumes of smoke and flame rose from the five sites that had been hit.


Pandemonium broke out in the hotel. Terrified customers cowered under tables and huddled in corners. In the cacophony of voices, Lang heard the American officer calling to his friends. A chambermaid, crying, ran up and down the stairs. Outside, hysterical civilians stampeded down the road and poured into the town’s few shelters, trampling anyone who fell in their path. Wide-eyed, white-faced Italians dug through the rubble searching for bodies, wailing, “Madonna, Madonna mia.”


The lead pathfinders dropped Düppel, or “Window,” foil strips designed to confuse Allied radar, achieving almost complete surprise. The cloud of thin aluminum strips hung in the air, slowly twirling and floating to earth, reflecting the strings of chandelier flares and streams of tracer bullets in a ghostly, flickering light. As the incendiaries began to rain down on the harbor, they turned night into day, lighting up the sky like a brilliant fireworks display. German bombs were screaming into the harbor. Gunners aboard the anchored ships scrambled into position and tried desperately to shoot down the enemy—too late. Opposition was virtually nonexistent. The attacking airplanes pulled away and into the night, unchallenged by patrolling Allied fighters. Although the raid lasted less than twenty minutes, the results were devastating.


By 8 p.m., Lang and Rodger were crunching along debris-strewn streets as they ran toward the docks. Ambulances blared as they raced by, adding to the deafening crack and crash of the Bofors that filled the night. The noise was overpowering, unbearable, and relentless. A great red glow silhouetted the building tops between them and the burning ships. Just as the men reached the port fence, where they hoped to have an unobstructed view of the stricken harbor, there was a tremendous roar from an explosion that blotted out everything for several seconds. The blast wave knocked Lang to the ground. He could feel a flash of heat like that of a volcanic eruption on his face. Looking up, he saw a huge rolling mass of flames rising a thousand feet high. Three hundred yards away, the tanker disintegrated before their eyes and disappeared in a pall of smoke. “There goes Monty’s ammunition,” cracked Rodger, whose back was pinned against a stone wall as he fumbled for his camera and shot picture after picture.


Hearing the clatter of hobnail boots on asphalt, Lang saw the British soldiers on the quay abandon their rescue efforts and begin running from the water’s edge. Tied up close inshore, right in front of them, was another tanker. It looked like it was about to blow. He shouted, “Let’s get out of here.”


They dashed to the comparative shelter of a nearby building and climbed out onto the rooftop. Squatting there in frightened fascination, Lang later cabled Time, they surveyed the “fiery panorama”:




Through the smoke we counted eight ships already burning fiercely. One ammunition ship was already settling at the bow shooting out fresh geysers of fire as stores exploded flinging red, green and white flares into high pathetic parabolas. A mile out to sea another ship, apparently towed or steamed there after being hit, burned by itself. The entire center of the harbor was covered with burning oil. . . .





A bomb ruptured the bulk-fuel pipeline on the petroleum quay, sending thousands of gallons gushing into the harbor, where it ignited into a gigantic sheet of flame, engulfing the entire north side of the port. Like a prairie fire, the tongues of flame spread rapidly across the surface of the water, leaping from ship to ship, so even vessels that had survived the bombing with only slight damage were soon consumed. Crews worked frantically to save their ships, struggling to free them from the cable shackles and shift them out of harm’s way before the raging, uncontrollable fires forced them to jump overboard and swim for it. Every now and then, in the brief lulls between explosions, they could hear the faint cries of “Help, help!” coming from the direction of the inferno. “There are a lot of poor wretches dying out there,” Rodger muttered under his breath as he continued to document the carnage.


They had witnessed one of the worst naval catastrophes of the war, but there was no way to get their big scoop into print. A gag order was in effect. News of the night raid on Bari was being held up by the military censors. Eisenhower’s December fourth air communiqué from Algiers released only a few details and stated that “damage was done.” The New York Times ran a short item on the bombing, but it was a hazy account and full of errors. In the end, the Washington Post broke the story on December 16, describing the severe blow to Allied shipping as the costliest “sneak attack” since Pearl Harbor, with an estimated thousand casualties. More than thirty-one thousand tons of valuable cargo was completely destroyed. It would be weeks before the port could be cleared and resume normal operations, seriously disrupting the Allied advance. Adding insult to injury, the first account of the air raid had actually come from the Germans themselves. A Berlin propaganda broadcast on December 5 gloated over the mission’s spectacular success, claiming the congested harbor was so poorly protected their bombers were able to pick off the Allied ships like sitting ducks. More than 105 Ju-88s had taken part in the surprise attack, and all but two returned safely to base.


At his weekly press conference in Washington, DC, on December 16, a visibly irate Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson confirmed the Washington Post story and reluctantly revealed that the toll was of considerably greater magnitude than first reported. The Nazis had sunk a total of seventeen Allied ships, including two ammunition ships and five American merchantmen, with additional vessels hit or partially damaged. Loss of life among Naval Armed Guard personnel and American seamen was heavy. Angry that the Bari story had leaked hours earlier, Stimson gave only a sketchy account of the raid and refused to identify the nationality of the ammunition ship that had magnified the conflagration or to furnish any other details. His wrath at the premature publication of the story struck many as out of character. When one correspondent inquired whether he would comment on the report that the well-planned, boldly executed German raid had caught the Allies “napping,” Stimson cut him off midsentence and snapped, “No! I will not comment on this thing!” Abruptly ending the question-and-answer session, he stalked out of the room.


Lang’s eyewitness account of the deadly Luftwaffe strike finally ran in the December 27 issue of Time. Rodger’s dramatic images were never published. The magazine’s editors included a companion piece covering the “belated and patently embarrassed” administration tally of the disaster, along with a blunt appraisal of the news delay, which seemed to endow the story with even greater significance. “The news of Bari was bad,” they wrote. “What was even worse was the skittishness in Washington (or London) about telling the facts.”


Whatever happened at Bari, all indications were that this was no ordinary affair. Rumors abounded that the losses were greater than those disclosed by the War Department. There was some speculation that the strict censorship pointed to the involvement of a German secret weapon, possibly the new rocket-driven glide bomb, which might have been used with appalling effectiveness against the nautical targets. Walter Logan, the United Press correspondent on the scene, hinted as much in dispatches. “Bari had all the makings of a hot spot,” observed Robert Casey, a veteran Chicago Daily News correspondent who was also present. One glance at the line of merchant ships stretching into the distance and even he had known the port would be “marked with a large red tack on the German operational maps.” The pool reporters did not let Coningham forget his unqualified boast of the day before the attack, adding to the RAF’s embarrassment. The US Navy was criticized for putting so many valuable eggs in one small basket, resulting in such a dividend of destruction, particularly when installations within range of enemy bases just across the narrow Adriatic were known to be vulnerable. Congressional concern over the debacle was underscored by the announcement that Eisenhower had asked a special Senate committee to look into the painful setback.


All told, the Bari bombing, which a skeptical and aggrieved press corps called “a little Pearl Harbor,” was a great tragedy. It shook the complacency of the Allied forces, who had been convinced of their overwhelming air superiority in Italy and overconfident of continued victories. They had once again underestimated a dangerous foe and had paid for it dearly. It was a lesson they would not soon forget. As a clearly disturbed Rear Admiral Emory Scott Land, the war shipping administrator responsible for the US merchant marine fleet across seven seas, told Time: “You’re going to hear more about that raid before you hear less.” But that was the last official word on the matter, and the incident remained shrouded in mystery.


The day after filing their story, Lang and Rodger rejoined the Fifth Army as they pressed the combat line northward to Monte Cassino. They never dreamed it would be almost thirty years before the world would learn the truth about what took place on that fatal night. Or that while they had stood there helplessly watching the ships burn and hundreds of sailors brave the oily waters, another tragedy was in the making. One that was rendered far worse by wartime secrecy, and the determined efforts of both the American and British governments to cover up the incident so as not to endanger the preparations for the most important operation of the war, Overlord, the Allied invasion of German-occupied France planned for the spring.
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CHAPTER ONE
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“A Regiment of Wizards”


The summons came in the middle of the night. He was awake at the first harsh jangle of the telephone. The next insistent ring had him on his feet. It was second nature to him. Always a light sleeper, Lieutenant Colonel Stewart Francis Alexander attributed the trait to his father, an old-fashioned family practitioner whose response to every late-night distress call was to reach automatically for his raincoat and medical bag. A doctor’s son through and through, he was dressed and ready to go in under ten minutes.


The clipped voice on the other end of the line ordered him to report at once to his boss, Brigadier General Frederick A. Blesse, chief surgeon for the Fifth Army and the North African Theater of Operations at Algiers. The briefing was cursory, amounting to little more than the recitation of a handful of facts. There appeared to be a developing medical situation in Bari following the December 2 air strike. Too many men were dying, too quickly, of unexplained causes. The symptoms were unlike anything the physicians in the local military hospitals had seen before, and they had begun to suspect the Germans had used some new, unknown poison gas. When the number of mysterious deaths increased rapidly with each successive day, the British placed a “red light” call alerting Allied Force Headquarters (AFHQ) at Algiers. There was an urgent request for assistance. “Expert advice” was the way Blesse had put it. Fortunately, they had just the man for the job. Alexander, a twenty-nine-year-old medical officer attached to Eisenhower’s staff, had received special training in chemical warfare. He was being dispatched immediately to the scene of the disaster.


Alexander looked young for a combat doctor. Five feet eight, skinny, with close-cropped fair hair and hazel eyes, he had the kind of open, honest face that people invariably described as earnest. The dimple in his chin added to his choirboy appearance, and it was only the fact that his hair had started to thin at the temples that lent him any air of authority. Gentle and soft-spoken, he was popular with the troops, though some patients kidded him that his bedside manner was better suited to a pediatrician than someone who had by choice seen more than his fair share of war. But he had come over with Operation Torch under the command of no less a figure than Major General George S. Patton, and he had been through the brutal invasion assault on North Africa. Despite his quiet modesty, Alexander had proven himself to be confident, determined, and resourceful. He had a good head on his shoulders and knew how to handle himself.


The day after the attack on Bari, Eisenhower’s headquarters had been buzzing with the news that the Luftwaffe’s hit-and-run raid had pummeled the unsuspecting harbor. The first reports described a scene of utter devastation. Parts of the town and port were still on fire. The carcasses of burned-out ships, their towering masts and funnels smashed, were smoldering and belching black smoke. The basin was so crowded with sunken wrecks that the rescue tugs could hardly work their way around the length of the seawall to search for survivors. Casualties were said to be enormous. Grotesquely charred and bloated bodies bobbed to the surface and were fished out of the water in nets. The grisly remains were laid out on the dock in full view—arms, legs, and torsos, already nibbled by crabs. Most of the sailors and merchant seamen who perished would never be found. There would be no way to identify the dead. No way to give them a proper burial.


SITTING IN HIS SUNBAKED OFFICE in the medical department at AFHQ, Alexander shuddered to think how the overstretched hospitals in Bari would cope with the masses of injured men. From the reports stacked on his desk, he knew that every Allied facility in the region—British, New Zealand, Indian, and Italian—was already loaded with wounded from the months of continuous combat and operating far beyond normal capacity. His mind flashed back over familiar scenes from battalion aid stations following a major assault: litter bearers, moving with swift efficiency, carrying in the wounded; surgeons in blood-spattered coveralls patching torn flesh and binding shattered limbs for further procedures once they had been evacuated; nurses hooking up copious bottles of plasma to sustain failing bodies; then clearing the decks as quickly as possible to make room for the next round of incoming. At Bari, they would be doing all that and more, only the numbers would be staggering.


But that had been just one of his concerns. He had been dismayed to learn that among the tons of lost cargo was the long-overdue equipment to outfit five planned American field hospitals, one of them a thousand-bed unit. All of the medical supplies had been aboard the Liberty ship Samuel J. Tilden, which was destroyed in the enemy attack. The newly arrived personnel were all safe, having bivouacked some distance from town, but everything they needed to provide assistance in the emergency, from bandages to syringes and morphine, was at the bottom of the harbor. Under the circumstances, the American 26th General Hospital had scrambled to open on December 4 to care for some of the bombing victims, assembling a medical wing and borrowing a hundred beds, plus linens and pajamas, from the Italians. A few surgical instruments and small amounts of dressings were scrounged from an Air Force storage depot. Complicating matters, the town’s communication system, which was knocked out in the attack, was still down, making the relief effort that much more difficult. The grim reality was that the shortage of medical supplies was going to compound the tragedy. Alexander’s initial orders had been clear. One way or another, Blesse had told him, they were going to have to find a way to replace the lost inventory in one hell of a hurry.


Now, he realized, that might turn out to be the least of their worries.


The white city of Algiers, shimmering in the soft morning light, seemed far from the ravages of war. The half-moon harbor below looked like a picture postcard, with boats of every size and shape nestled along the bay. Alexander hastened to the waiting jeep that would whisk him to Maison Blanche Airfield on the outskirts of town. Arrangements were being made for a plane to take him to Bari. He was the expert and he was going alone, without staff.


ALEXANDER’S PRESENCE IN ALGIERS was no accident. It was fortuitous, a result of Gen. Eisenhower’s foresight and his own willfulness. When he later looked back on the sequence of events that led to his being there, it always seemed to him to be more than mere coincidence, one of those serendipitous events in which it is impossible not to see the hand of fate.


Quiet and scholarly by nature, he could have sat out the war in a stateside hospital or research laboratory. At the start of the conflict, it was easy enough for a doctor to claim he could not be spared from his civilian occupation. He had heard of more than one colleague who had been categorized as “essential” and exempted from conscription. From the first, however, Alexander felt that this was a war in which he had to participate, and he had enlisted early of his own initiative.


The desire to serve ran deep. He was from self-made, self-reliant immigrant stock, part of the wave of Eastern European Jews who had journeyed to the United States in the 1880s, fleeing famine, unemployment, and political and religious persecution. His grandfather came from Bratislava in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, now the Czech Republic, as a boy without a penny to his name. He struggled to earn the passage funds for each of his siblings and parents, bringing them over one by one. He put his hand to dozens of odd jobs, determined to prosper and provide his family with a better life. Poor but proud, he embraced all things American, especially baseball, which he played with gusto and without a glove, despite breaking several fingers. He inculcated in his eight children a profound sense of obligation to the new land that had given them so much. Samuel, the oldest son, began working at the age of five, selling newspapers. By dint of hard work, long hours, and night classes, he put himself through college and medical school. He eventually rose from a humble small-town doctor to become a pillar of the community in Park Ridge, New Jersey, building a large obstetric practice and delivering hundreds of babies over four decades, as well as founding the state’s first county hospital. He became president of the state medical society, president of the local bank, and served several terms as mayor.


Having spent his childhood going on rounds with his boundlessly energetic and gregarious father, conspicuous in the neighborhood as the doc’s bright boy, Stewart Alexander had only one ambition: to follow in his father’s footsteps. Born on August 30, 1914, in a small stone house that also served as his father’s office and surgery, he raced along the path set out for him. His mother, a teacher, recognized that her boy was a fast learner when he refused to go to kindergarten, declaring it a waste of time. Always the youngest and smallest in his class, he skipped several grades at the public school across the street and consistently earned top marks. In need of a greater challenge, and perhaps a bit of toughening up, he was packed off to the Staunton Military Academy in Virginia for his last two years of high school. He entered Dartmouth College at the age of fifteen, excelled at his scientific studies, and was allowed to advance directly to medical school at the start of his senior year, graduating at the top of his class in 1935. As Dartmouth only had a two-year program, he went on to earn his MD from Columbia University College of Physicians and Surgeons in New York and then did postgraduate work in chest diseases and neurology at Bellevue Hospital. He declined an offer to stay on—the big city held little allure for him. After completing his internship and residency training, he returned to Park Ridge and proudly hung out his shingle next to his father’s.


He had only a few months to enjoy their shared dream of practicing medicine together. By the spring of 1940, Germany was on the march, conquering France, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands. Any real hope of avoiding the conflict evaporated as President Franklin D. Roosevelt began to urge the country toward a new, more serious phase of preparedness. Alexander, who had joined the Reserve Officer Training Corps the day he finished medical school, notified the draft board he was “available any time.” He was called up in November and inducted into the Army Medical Corps as a first lieutenant. Despite his disappointment, his father would not have had it any other way. During World War I, he had tried in vain to volunteer for the Army Medical Corps, but, to his everlasting shame and regret, he was repeatedly rejected because of a deviated septum, even after undergoing an operation to correct it. Dedication and duty—to his patients, community, and country—were the animating principles of his life. He had always taught his son: “We must do those things we ought to do.” The young Dr. Alexander absorbed the lesson, and, conscious of his old man’s thwarted efforts to serve, felt all the more compelled to do his part.


His bags were packed, good-byes said and done, when he went for the routine physical, only to be told he had flunked the exam. Like father, like son. He, too, was deemed ineligible because of a minor hereditary defect—in his case, compound myopia, or nearsightedness. In truth, he was almost blind without glasses. While the Army physician was explaining that his vision was 20/100 and “well below the minimum standard,” Alexander, looking over his shoulder at the eye chart, quickly committed the lines of random letters to memory. Insisting there must be some mistake, he removed his glasses again and demanded to be retested. This time, he passed with flying colors and was duly accepted into the service. It was a trivial incident, and the episode would have soon been forgotten had it not given rise to a new concern about whether his impaired vision would be a handicap at the front. Almost as quickly, it set him thinking about what could be done to help soldiers like himself headed for combat.


He continued to mull over the problem during the first few months he spent in the medical detachment of the 16th Infantry Regiment, First Division, at Gunpowder Creek, near Edgewood Arsenal in Maryland. Green and jittery, the new recruits were naturally apprehensive about what they would encounter in the field. The barracks were rife with rumors that sooner or later the enemy would resort to chemical warfare. Poison gas had been Germany’s weapon of choice in World War I, and it was widely believed that if the war went badly and Hitler’s back was to the wall, he would retaliate by unleashing a chemical attack, even though the use of chemical and biological weapons had been banned by the 1925 Geneva Protocol. They had all read about the agonizing deaths caused by artillery shells packed with toxins, and asphyxiating gases that smothered soldiers in the trenches before they could escape. The fear was real and pervasive.


Faced with this familiar threat, it struck Alexander that if the men were confident there were good safeguards in place to counter the gas menace, they might be less nervous. He had his own misgivings, dating back to his days as a reserve officer. During routine gas drills, he had discovered that the gas mask supplied by the Army did not fit over the metal frames of his spectacles, forcing him to go without them. His poor performance on the eye exam had only exacerbated his anxieties, reminding him of the not-inconsiderable risk of having to choose breathing over seeing in the event of a gas attack. Moreover, as a doctor, he felt it was his responsibility to make sure that none of the soldiers in his care were sent into battle with anything less than complete protection. He decided to write to the Chemical Warfare Service about the problem and proposed a solution, sending along several sketches. His letter so impressed the CWS’s technical team that he was invited to make a presentation at their research and development center at Edgewood. After further correspondence, and a number of modifications, Alexander succeeded in devising a new form of spectacles that could be worn within the molded facepiece of the mask. He was granted a patent on his design, but he turned over all the rights to the Army. The new glasses soon became standard service issue.


Not long afterward, he was contacted by Colonel William D. Fleming, chief of the Medical Research Division of the Chemical Warfare Service, who inquired into his background and then, apparently satisfied with his CV, announced, “I really think you belong here with us.” It took several months for Fleming to disentangle him from the First Division, but, in the fall of 1941, Alexander was transferred to the CWS at Edgewood Arsenal. After a soggy year of amphibious landing exercises that had taken his regiment from the freezing waters of Maryland to the wilting heat of Puerto Rico and Martinique, and had most recently put them ashore in the Carolinas, he was not sorry to be moving on. He hoped, at least, that he had gained a better understanding of some of the hazards of combat, including possibly the biggest hazard—bullheaded officers who tried to drown half their company in the name of training. The mulishness of one battalion major determined to “harden” the men despite subzero temperatures inspired special fury. Alexander had not joined the Army to treat needless and debilitating bouts of bronchitis and pneumonia. With half the men sick, the executive officer, Colonel Charles Van Way, had advised him to intervene.


“Won’t I get into trouble for doing that?” Alexander asked, taken aback.


“Maybe,” he replied, “but there isn’t anyone else who can do it.”


Alexander promptly placed the entire battalion under quarantine, suspended the training exercises, and wrote a memorandum to the Surgeon General of the Army, explaining that if the cold did not kill the men, the major would. The medical inspector who reviewed the case agreed and closed down the operation.


When the wire came through with his travel orders to Edgewood, Alexander was more than ready to go. Told he could leave that day, he did. He knew almost nothing about chemical weapons, only that the chance to be part of a classified program to defend against toxic agents sounded “exciting.”


The Chemical Warfare Service—created in 1918 to organize the production of poison gas and defensive equipment during World War I—built a vast complex of munitions works on the grounds of Edgewood Arsenal. Congress made it a permanent part of the US Army in 1920, with duties to continue the “investigation, development, manufacture or procurement and supply of all smoke and incendiary materials, all toxic gases, and all gas defense appliances.” The unit later received approval for its distinctive insignia, a green dragon breathing flames, and its motto—Elementis Regamus Proelium—“Let Us Rule the Battle by Means of the Elements.” Over the next two decades, despite almost continuous debate about its peacetime preparations, the CWS focused on refining its production of lethal compounds and creating better delivery systems. Primarily, the service was expected to maintain what Roosevelt, with evident distaste, called the “defensive necessities” of the United States—in other words, maintain a state of readiness for chemical warfare.


Although bordered by beautiful woods and a sparkling river, the Edgewood facility was a somewhat uninviting place where, in the words of Major General William N. Porter, chief of the CWS, “every living soul must stay within five minutes of his gas mask.” The acrid smell that permanently hung in the air around the manufacturing plants was enough to make anyone nervous. Assigned to the Medical Research Laboratory, Alexander quickly became proficient in the field of poison gases. With characteristic drive and intensity of purpose, he spent weeks educating himself in the library. He read everything he could find about the principal killing agents: chlorine (a powerful irritant that damaged the eyes, nose, and throat), phosgene (cheap and deadly, it attacked the lungs with no effective treatment after prolonged exposure), and sulfur mustard (a liquid that vaporized, and lethal in both forms). The cornerstone of Germany’s chemical arsenal, mustard gas—the so-called king of battle gases—killed more than a hundred thousand men in World War I and badly injured a million more. The most potent gas, lewisite, developed at the end of the last war, was a new type of blister agent, or severe vesicant, that quickly penetrated the body.


He learned to identify the different toxins by their telltale odors—the pungent aroma of an indoor pool (chlorine), the fragrant but pernicious smell of newly mown hay (phosgene), the nose-tickling bouquet of garlic (mustard gas), and the faint, sickly sweet scent of geraniums (lewisite). There was no practical method of detecting most gases other than via the sense of smell, but it was a hazardous and uncertain business. Soldiers needed a quick, foolproof test. When Alexander first arrived, the lab was in the process of perfecting a new detector kit, essentially a miniature portable chemistry set for identifying gases in the field. Every soldier was issued a chart listing the main chemical warfare agents and told to memorize the odors that might be the harbinger of a deadly attack.


[image: Illustration]


This reference chart, prepared by Lt. Col. Walter P. Burns, lists the main poison gases used during World War I. It was used to train troops at the beginning of World War II on the different methods of delivery, telltale odors, physiological effects, and first aid to be administered in the event of exposure. (William Frederick Nice Collection [AFC/2001/001/01339], Veterans History Project, American Folklife Center, Library of Congress)


The history of gas warfare was one of steadily increasing toxicity, matched by a quickly evolving array of defensive measures. By the end of World War I, it had become a kind of technological chess match, with military strategists and scientists devising ways to check each new offensive threat. The Medical Research Laboratory was still focused on preventions and procedures to care for chemical casualties. Work was in progress on improving protection against toxic agents, including new, adjustable gas masks and antigas-impregnated uniforms, including underwear, socks, hoods, gloves, and leggings. While all of this lifesaving equipment vastly reduced the destructive capacity of most poison gases, it had its limits. Nothing was 100 percent reliable. The new gas masks were still hot and heavy, could cause claustrophobia, and were so bulky and inconvenient to carry that troops had a habit of leaving them behind on combat maneuvers. And there was only so much that could be done to mitigate human error in donning the protective gear in those panicked seconds prior to an attack. “It’s the natural fear of asphyxiation,” a CWS officer explained with resignation. “The average sergeant will run from a stink and walk straight into a machine-gun nest.”


When Alexander first arrived, the lab’s top priority was to find a means of protecting vulnerable skin from corrosive chemical agents. He and his colleagues developed a chlorine-based ointment to neutralize mustard residue on the skin before it began to destroy cells and tissue, but it had to be modified many times before it was proven to be safe and effective. The Army finally approved it and ordered millions of tubes to be manufactured and sent to the front. Lewisite remained a troublesome agent, as it contained arsenic to produce systemic poisoning. They tackled the problem by conducting a series of experiments on ways to counter arsenic and heavy-metal poisoning. After postulating that since the skin was an active and rapid absorption organ for toxic agents, then perhaps it could be equally efficient in absorbing therapeutic agents, they were on their way to creating a transdermal drug. Several months later, the threat from arsenicals was downgraded, thanks to three Oxford University researchers who had discovered an antidote, known as British Anti-Lewisite, or BAL. By the following year, soldiers were issued M5 gas treatment kits containing four tubes of the protective skin ointment and, tucked under the tin’s lid, one tiny tube of BAL eye ointment.


Intrigued by the work, Alexander explored every poison suspected of being of interest to the enemy and every known or conjectured aspect of gas casualty aid. He wrote detailed memoranda, consulted specialists, and set up experiments on animals to evaluate different toxic agents and forms of treatment. He tested medications, administering them in various ways—topically, ingested, and inhaled—following up on even the most obscure references he found in the existing literature. Given license to improvise, he tried anything and everything he could think of to improve the current methods of dealing with chemical injuries, minimizing the effects of exposure, and protecting military personnel, civilians, and food and water supplies. He even familiarized himself with the lab’s veterinary section, an entire research apparatus devoted to the preservation of animals—and, more to the point, the country’s meat resources. All of these classified research projects were going on simultaneously. Alexander found it fascinating. He had certainly never dreamed of pursuing such a morbid subject as a career, but it was without a doubt the most important and stimulating work he had ever done. And when he was able to notch some clinical progress, and make a contribution to medicine, it was also the most rewarding.


The December 7, 1941, attack on Pearl Harbor greatly accelerated his activities. While the military divisions of the CWS provided the supply, support, and training for combat operations, the medical division’s mission took on new urgency. The push was on for the lab to complete the field tests and get new antigas protective equipment in the hands of troops as rapidly as possible. When the chemical rearmament program was launched in late 1941, Congress turned on the taps and the money began flowing. The CWS budget soared from a mere $2 million in 1940 to $60 million the following year, and an astounding $1 billion in 1942. More than a dozen planned chemical warfare plants—from a new, fifteen-thousand-acre site at Pine Bluff Arsenal in Arkansas that opened five days before Pearl Harbor to an even larger one under construction at Rocky Mountain Arsenal near Denver—spurred the CWS hiring spree. The staff swelled from five thousand Army personnel to sixty thousand in 1942. The shortage of qualified CWS officers meant there was a tremendous increase in programs to train medical personnel in the handling of chemical casualties, care procedures, and decontamination methods. A major training center was erected at Carlisle Barracks in Pennsylvania. Alexander helped to organize the course and write the manuals and then delivered the initial series of lectures.


He also served as the point person for coordinating their efforts with the National Defense Research Committee (NDRC), as well as large chemical corporations engaged in defense work and universities that had been awarded classified military research projects. This brought him into regular contact with what the CWS described as “the Supreme Court of chemical brains,” represented by such scientific luminaries as Dr. James Bryant Conant, the president of Harvard University and the head of the NDRC; Dr. Roger Adams, head of the University of Illinois’s chemistry department, who helped develop adamsite, an arsenical used as a vomiting agent or sneeze gas; and Dr. Milton Charles Winternitz, former dean of the Yale School of Medicine and chairman of the Committee on the Treatment of War Gas Casualties of the National Research Council.


Alexander traveled all over the country, attending conferences and observing spectacular exhibitions of new chemical warfare weapons. They ranged from magnesium, oil, and thermite incendiaries, which could be dropped from planes and could burn through steel tanks, to new smoke bombs and smoke screens that fogged the enemy’s vision, making them extremely valuable in combat. The Germans had cracked the Maginot Line in May 1940 in part by blinding the French with smoke bombs and then sending soldiers forward to put TNT and flamethrowers through the embrasures in the turrets above the concrete fortifications. Colonel E. P. Gempel, training director of the CWS School, expressed his pride at the great strides it had made in smoke generators, stating, “Smoke saves blood—your blood.”


When the director of the laboratory was transferred, Col. Fleming asked Alexander to take over and threw in a promotion, telling him, “It will look better to have a major in charge of the medical division.” It was a wholly unexpected boost up the ladder, not only in rank but also in responsibility. All of twenty-seven at the time, with limited preparation for a job of such magnitude, he suddenly found himself in charge of a large department staffed by brilliant scientists and physicians, along with twenty researchers with advanced degrees in biology and organic chemistry, all of whom were older and more experienced. The rapid expansion of the whole organization meant that everybody was being advanced and asked to do the work of two people. If Alexander had had only minimal knowledge of poison gas when he arrived at Edgewood, he had undergone a crash course over the previous ten months and was now a member of an elite group of chemical warfare experts. It was, he later recalled, “a very heady time.”


IN THE FALL OF 1942, the Combined Chiefs of Staff turned their attention to the problem of chemical warfare, with the result that a United States policy, in addition to a broader Allied policy, began to be formulated. It called for a cooperative American and British effort at achieving the “defensive preparedness” of all United Nations troops, and for the accumulation of sufficient toxic munitions to make “immediate retaliation possible should the enemy initiate gas warfare anywhere in the world.” For Eisenhower, recently promoted to lieutenant general and named head of Operation Torch, the Allied invasion of French North Africa, this development was not the least bit reassuring. Raising more questions in his mind than it answered, the still-vague, ill-defined policy on gas warfare left him with some scenarios for which there seemed to be no possible good outcome.


Although the universal outrage and revulsion that followed World War I had led the Axis and Allied powers to sign the 1925 Geneva Protocol, which banned the use, but not the possession, of chemical and biological weapons, neither side trusted the other. Neither side believed the bargain would be upheld. More to the point, there was no ban on the research and development of a fearsome array of new offensive poisons. Despite Hitler’s reaffirmed promise in September 1939 not to conduct chemical warfare—he claimed to despise poison gas after being temporarily blinded by a mustard shell as a cadet—Allied intelligence had obtained evidence that the Wehrmacht was secretly overseeing the production and stockpiling of a variety of chemical agents. Numerous laboratories in Germany—in Berlin and the Ruhr—had been identified as possibly developing poison gas, with three more experimental plants said to exist near Münster, Wünsdorf, and List auf Sylt.


The Japanese not only were researching poison gas but also were actively employing it in their war against China. In October 1941, Japan, which had never ratified the Geneva Protocol, released clouds of gas at Yichang, in the Yangtze Valley, reportedly killing six hundred Chinese soldiers and wounding more than a thousand. The Japanese were known to be aggressively developing offensive gases; from 1937 onward, there had been repeated reports that they had used mustard and lewisite against the Chinese to drive them from caves and tunnels into the open, where they would be slaughtered by waiting troops. Both Prime Minister Winston Churchill and President Roosevelt immediately condemned the Yichang attack and vowed to take action if Japan did not desist. Photographs of the atrocities were published in American newspapers, fanning the public’s fears about Japan’s barbaric methods and monstrous chemical arsenal.


While the CWS maintained that there were no “authenticated reports” of the tactical use of poison gas on the European battlefield, a sizable haul of enemy literature and instruction manuals related to gas warfare had been seized. Army experts were of the opinion the pamphlets were more of the usual Nazi “horror propaganda,” and military officials assured the public they remained alert to the ever-present danger. CWS chief Maj. Gen. Porter confidently asserted that the Axis powers would never catch America asleep at the wheel when it came to poison gas. “The best defense against poison gas,” he told the New York Times, “is to be ready. We are ready.” Every report of a gas incident was thoroughly investigated. Every threat, regardless of how imprecise or improbable, was taken seriously.


Churchill took the threat very seriously. A staunch advocate of poison gas in World War I, he never missed an opportunity to remind his countrymen of the danger posed by what he called Germany’s “perverted science.” His philosophy on chemical warfare remained unaltered since his speech to the House of Commons a decade earlier, when he stated that “the attitude of the British government had always been to abhor the employment of poison gas,” but in the same breath he urged continued research and development so as not to be at a “hopeless disadvantage” if it were used against them. His sense of foreboding was fueled by frequent, if unsubstantiated, intelligence reports of Axis offensive action with chemical weapons. In a radio broadcast on May 10, 1942, responding to rumors of an alleged Nazi gas attack in Crimea, Churchill went further, bluntly stating that if the enemy used it first, he would be compelled to use it in return. “I wish now to make plain that we shall treat the unprovoked use of poison gas against our Russian ally exactly as if it were used against ourselves,” he warned. “And if we are satisfied that this new outrage has been committed by Hitler, we will use our great and growing air superiority in the West to carry gas warfare on the largest possible scale far and wide against military objectives in Germany.”


Completely dedicated to winning the war, Churchill was a difficult man to disagree with when conviction compelled his views. Like most American military leaders, Eisenhower was not as gung-ho when it came to using poison gas. He preferred Roosevelt’s restraint and moral reservations. But then the United States had not come out of the previous war with the same searing memories of German industrialized death that marked every British man or woman over the age of forty. Some differences in military doctrine were to be expected. As the European theater commander, Eisenhower dreaded the possibility of gas warfare but understood the need to plan for every contingency. He also knew Churchill could be excessively oratorical—Ike once observed that the prime minister “drew on everything from the Greek classics to Donald Duck for quotation, cliché, and forceful slang to support his position”—but his logic was inescapable. No Allied commander could be sanguine that the Germans were not poised for chemical combat.


The close partnership between the two countries regarding chemical warfare actually predated America’s entry into the war by a year. In a secret deal, negotiated in the winter of 1940, the United States began supplying Britain with two hundred tons of phosgene a month, just in case they found themselves in a tight spot and had to repel an invading German army. “To preserve the image of neutrality,” according to historians Robert Harris and Jeremy Paxman, “the gas was manufactured in private U.S. plants (which were financed by the British) and then carefully shipped to Europe in foreign-registered vessels; technically the American government’s only official connection was the granting of export licenses.” The clandestine arrangement, which could have backfired terribly if the Germans had fathomed the true state of affairs, was typical of the Allied tendency to cloak all matters pertaining to chemical warfare agents in a mantle of secrecy that would evade notice and permit subsequent deniability.


Although the CWS leaders believed that the Axis powers were unlikely to conduct gas warfare in the North African Theater, where tactical and logistical difficulties blunted its utility, the possibility was sufficiently real that the Allied forces at least had to be prepared. In the spring of 1942, the Operations Division concurred, approving the rapid overhaul of the North Africa campaign’s capacity for chemical warfare. All theaters immediately began to implement the necessary defensive measures. As time was short, the top CWS officers all pitched into the job of forming the chemical battalions and providing the protection kits and detection devices, along with the trained personnel to handle them. With the large buildup of American troops on the continent, and in the midst of planning offensive actions, Eisenhower could not take any chances. He sent a cable from Norfolk House in London, where he had set up his temporary headquarters, to Army Chief of Staff General George Marshall, requesting that a medical officer well versed in chemical warfare be assigned to his staff.


Once Eisenhower’s request reached Col. Fleming at the CWS base at Edgewood, he passed it on to Alexander, with instructions to pluck a suitably trained man from one of his courses to ship overseas. After reading the cable a number of times, however, Alexander decided on impulse to put his own name forward. Frustrated after a promising study on the physiochemical properties of mustard gas was shelved because it did not directly benefit the war effort, he had had enough of laboratory research. He wanted to return to the field and practice medicine where it might do the most good. Fleming refused to even consider it. He could not afford to lose one of his main instructors at the very moment when there was an increased demand for their services. Alexander persisted, arguing he was by far the best qualified, and, being young and able-bodied, he did not want to spend the entirety of the war behind a desk. In the end, he got his way. In August 1942, Alexander received orders that he was being sent to England.


The next thing he knew, his orders were canceled. Alexander found himself stuck in Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania, sitting on his tail and wondering where the Army would ship him next, when he received a call from Col. Van Way. One of the finest officers he had served under in his time with the 16th Infantry, Van Way was now with the War Department, and apparently important enough that he did not have to go through the usual channels. He informed Alexander that he had been selected to serve as the Consultant in Chemical Warfare Medicine to the Western Task Force under Gen. Patton. As part of Torch, the Western Task Force would travel three thousand miles across the Atlantic and attack the coast of Morocco, the first time US ground forces would be put into action against the Germans and other European Axis armies. Van Way assured him no chemical warfare activity was expected, it was just a precautionary measure, and his duties would “evolve as needed.” Colonel Maurice E. Barker, former head of the CWS and newly appointed chief chemical officer for the Western Task Force, joked that Patton would have included “a regiment of wizards” with his assault force if he thought it would promise victory on the far shore.


Alexander embarked from Hampton Roads, Virginia, with the first part of the Western Task Force on the afternoon of October 23, 1942. It was an immense invasion force—thirty-five thousand troops in a convoy of more than a hundred ships. As Alexander stood at the rails of his transport ship, the sight of the large armada left him gasping. Several days out, they rendezvoused with another huge convoy, consisting of innumerable battleships, heavy cruisers, destroyers, and aircraft carriers, as well as a flotilla of seagoing tugs, subchasers, mine sweepers, mine layers, and repair ships. It was, Patton told them more than once, the greatest amphibious operation of its kind ever attempted. Far out at sea, the enormous US Navy war fleet looked to Alexander like a floating city on the horizon, gray and ominous in the distance.


It was not an easy crossing. He was part of a small group of specialists from Patton’s headquarters—including a counterintelligence officer, several Signal Corps radio operators, and a handful of others skilled in ordnance—traveling under the code 1848D to disguise their classified missions. Before departing, they had been carefully instructed that under no circumstances were they to indicate who or what they were to any of their fellow passengers. Although it was never spelled out, Alexander surmised that if they were captured, the War Department did not want the nature of their wizardry known. In a typical bureaucratic snafu, however, the ship’s commanding officer, a big, red-faced Navy man, took offense at being left out of the loop. He demanded to know the meaning of their 1848D designation. When Alexander and his comrades refused to divulge their secret orders, he became visibly annoyed and declared, “Well, I’ll fix you gentlemen.”


All eight of them were then assigned to menial labor: half to latrine detail, half to mess duty. Ordinarily, the jobs should have gone to more junior personnel, but the group’s protests were overruled. Since Alexander did not know the first thing about cooking, let alone feeding the crew of an entire ship, he said, “Yes, Sir, I have very little knowledge in this field, Sir.” It earned him a sharp rebuke—“Don’t answer me back”—and no reprieve. He spent the rest of the journey as a mess officer below decks in a boiling galley, attempting to help feed five thousand men two meals a day.


The Western Task Force swarmed Morocco’s western coast at dawn on November 8, going ashore at three points—Safi, Fédala, and Mehdia—along more than two hundred miles of coastline. By the time Alexander’s ship put in at Casablanca three days later, the naval battle was over and Patton’s forces had seized the port, but they had encountered the most determined opposition of the three task forces. It was immediately apparent that the planners of Torch had underestimated the toll of the mass offensive. Making matters worse, the weather turned treacherous. A storm moved in, lashing the harbor with huge waves, wind, and rain. Many of the plywood landing craft were smashed to pieces by the rough surf and rocks, hurling men, weapons, and equipment into the water. Dozens drowned. Wounded soldiers struggled up from the landing beaches, hundreds of them, but there was no medical support to speak of—no hospital ships, no field hospitals, nothing.


Alexander and a handful of other battalion doctors did what they could with their meager supplies. That first night, they had little medicine or food. They scraped the barrel, Alexander recalled, and what they administered in the way of care was “very haphazard.” Flashlights furnished the only illumination. Abandoned buildings, squalid huts, and beach casinos were hastily converted into aid stations, the stretchers laid end to end. When ambulances managed to get through to the beaches, they bogged down in the sand and became easy targets for the enemy. For days they worked around the clock, fighting confusion and exhaustion, and slept when they could on the floor. Many of the more severely injured were lost. Although Alexander had a hardy constitution, the grueling ordeal brought him to the limits of his stamina. Past the point of weariness, he succumbed to a fever. By then, the 48th Surgical Hospital had arrived and he became one of its first patients.


He remained at Patton’s headquarters, confined to light duty, until late December, when he was selected for another classified assignment. Brigadier General Alfred Gruenther, deputy chief of staff for AFHQ under Eisenhower, informed him they were in the process of setting up the Casablanca Conference, scheduled to take place January 14 to 24, 1943. It would be a top secret meeting of the Allied leaders to coordinate military strategy for the next phase of the war. In attendance would be FDR, Churchill, the representatives of the Free French Forces, Charles de Gaulle and Henri Giraud, and a slew of Allied generals, one more indispensable than the next. Alexander would be the attending physician, responsible for the welfare of probably the most important group of patients ever entrusted to a doctor. It was the first time the US president would be venturing to a foreign land since the start of the war. His health and security were paramount.


As part of the advance planning, Alexander was instructed to look out for any “potential hazards” posed by the selected site. He had to resist the temptation to point out that Casablanca, so recently conquered, was a less than ideal location. There had been several air raids in the area in recent weeks, and they regularly had to douse the lights and wait out the passing bombers. Possibly the planners had hoped that Soviet Premier Joseph Stalin might be induced to come that far, but he was reportedly focused on the fighting in Stalingrad and declined the invitation. Still, there was no disputing the fact that the site in question, the Anfa Hotel and surrounding villas, situated on a promontory high above the city, was one of the most beautiful spots he had ever seen. The four-story art deco hotel looked like a grounded luxury liner, its curved white façade commanding a view of the wide Atlantic. Security was tight. The whole compound was ringed with barbed wire, not once but three times, and very heavily guarded. MPs with dogs patrolled the perimeter and the lush gardens lined with orange and lemon trees and gaudy thickets of pink and purple bougainvillea.


Alexander scouted the property and tried to anticipate every lurking danger. He scrutinized the rooms and kitchens, checked for vermin, and had the water tested, though a special bottled supply was being flown in for the president all the way from Washington. He requisitioned ambulances and arranged to have three medical officers on duty at all times. As an added precaution, he had another twenty-seven men from the Army Medical Corps standing by. Because the conference was to remain under wraps until the talks were concluded, the preparations required extreme subterfuge. Alexander went to great lengths to conceal the true nature of his assignment, with the result that all his special demands and meticulously crafted cover stories were greeted with a mixture of disbelief and outrage. Intractable delegation deputies returned scowling after consulting their superiors, and they grudgingly granted his requests while leaving him in no doubt that they could not wait to see the back of him in Casablanca.


Just when he thought he had everything squared away, it suddenly occurred to him that there was nothing to keep an enemy submarine from surfacing and tossing a few shells their way. Gen. Gruenther paled at the suggestion and immediately arranged for a covering group of destroyers to patrol the surrounding waters. The threat of an air raid remained omnipresent. It was a constant source of anxiety, as was the problem—with such a daunting list of VIPs—of how to prioritize his patients should casualties occur. If he treated a British admiral before an American general, it would not go unnoticed. He became adept at identifying planes, and the appearance of one in the distance always spurred a silent prayer that it was friendly.


The ten-day conference went off without a hitch. The generals were overworked and overtired, but their ailments were minor. He gave Gen. Marshall his inoculations for India and cured General Hastings Ismay, Churchill’s chief military assistant, of a nasty cough. Both the prime minister and the president brought their own private physicians, leaving Alexander free to relax and enjoy the distinguished company. No great admirer of Roosevelt’s politics—he had never voted for him—Alexander was nonetheless surprised by how impressive the man was in person. FDR had remarkable presence and managed to be very imposing and dynamic in spite of his wheelchair. Roosevelt was eager to see the scene of the great battle in Casablanca Harbor, but the Combined Chiefs of Staff vetoed anything that would expose him to unnecessary danger. Nonetheless, he insisted on inspecting the troops in the combat zone, the first American president since Abraham Lincoln to do so.


The trip to Rabat to review Patton’s troops required a demanding performance. Watching as Roosevelt was carefully lifted into the Daimler while a fifteen-car convoy waited, flanked by jeeps carrying Secret Service agents, and trailed overhead by a fighter escort, Alexander could not help but come away with a new respect for him as a leader. When they drew close to Rabat, Roosevelt was transferred to a jeep, with Gen. Clark, looking impossibly boyish and brash, like central casting’s idea of a commanding officer, seated behind him. The whole thing was beautifully staged. Seeing Roosevelt riding high like a conquering hero, the familiar gray fedora set at a jaunty angle atop his noble head, did a world of good for the GIs. Alexander had to admit that the visit boosted morale—it was just the “shot in the arm” the men needed after two tough months on a hostile shore.


Although the Casablanca adventure was quite a thrill, Alexander was too conscientious to enjoy the cushy assignment for long. On Sunday, January 24, 1943, Anfa camp ended with a public display of unity. Churchill, Roosevelt, and the two French generals met with fifty reporters on the hotel lawn to discuss their secret deliberations, and FDR stunned one and all by announcing they would demand the “unconditional surrender” of their Axis enemies. If Churchill looked momentarily discomfited, it was only because he had not expected the president to blurt out the terms for ending the war then and there, in the glare of the hot North African sun.


Now that it was common knowledge, Alexander dashed off a brief note to his family, letting them know he had been present at the historic summit. While he was still wondering how a “small potato” like him got asked to look after so many of the big shots running the war, part of him was itching to get back to the front. “I don’t know how much good I do, but I sure do get around,” he wrote. “I’m almost getting a little lonesome to take care of some sick and wounded.” He was flabbergasted when, two weeks later, he received an unexpected commendation from Roosevelt for his diligent work at the conference, along with a letter praising the “splendid manner in which he performed his varied and arduous tasks.”


After a wasted detour eastward to Gen. Mark Clark’s base in Oujda, which was empty now that the garrison was gone, the Army finally got around to sending him where he was supposed to go in the first place. On January 29, Alexander flew to Algiers and joined Eisenhower’s staff as a consultant in chemical warfare. He had yet to meet his new boss, as the busy theater commander had spent only a day at the conference before hurrying back to headquarters to deal with the snarled military operations in North Africa.


His first encounter with Eisenhower, who had just been awarded the fourth star of a full general, made a lasting impression. After warmly welcoming Alexander, along with a new group of officers, Eisenhower told them that he did not want anyone on his staff at AFHQ thinking of themselves as either American or British, but only as one unified Allied force. In the early days, he recalled that officers of the two nationalities were apt to conduct business with the attitude of “a bulldog meeting a tomcat,” but he added that a mutual respect had developed over time. Then, addressing his remarks directly to the US personnel, his voice turning stern, he emphasized that he would not under any circumstances tolerate anti-British comments or sentiments. Teamwork, coordinated action, and complete “unity of purpose” were necessary if they were to be effective. If he perceived any mindset insufficiently aligned with the Allied partnership, he would personally see to it that that officer was sent back to the United States, preferably on a slow freighter. As the Atlantic was infested with submarines, this was not a happy prospect. Alexander heeded the warning and made a point of getting along with his British colleagues.


He was detailed to the theater medical section run by Major General Albert Kenner, deputy chief surgeon at AFHQ and Eisenhower’s personal front-line emissary, and his deputy, Colonel Earle Standlee, an intelligent, thoughtful officer who Alexander sensed could become a friend. Predictably, Standlee informed him that they had no need of a chemical warfare specialist at the moment, but he added cheerfully, “I’m rather glad to have you here in case we do.”


Alexander was told he would have a dual function: As the chemical warfare consultant to the surgeon for the North African Theater of Operations, he would advise on all matters that might affect the care and treatment of casualties from chemical action from both the American and the British forces; he would also serve as a technical aide to the chief of the Chemical Warfare Section. One of the main challenges of his job would be to maintain an adequate level of preparedness for a gas attack in the absence of any overt action by the enemy. The emphasis would be on directing a continuous chemical defense training program, maintaining the troops’ vigilance and alertness to the threat, and keeping all the units supplied with antigas kits, equipment, and first aid facilities. He would also be expected to stay on top of new treatments for chemical injuries and the latest developments in toxic agents and their dispersal.


Alexander joined a team of truly extraordinary pioneering physicians. His bunkmate was Colonel Perrin H. Long, head of the Department of Preventive Medicine at Johns Hopkins University Medical School. He had been awarded the Croix de Guerre for his service in the Army Ambulance Corps in World War I and was credited with helping to introduce one of the greatest advances in wartime medicine, an antibacterial drug known as sulfanilamide, the forerunner of antibiotics. Ten days after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, he flew to Hawaii and wrote a decisive report about the first use of sulfonamides en masse in a military setting. Equally brilliant and beloved, Colonel Edward D. Churchill, a Harvard Medical School professor who served as chief surgical consultant in the Mediterranean Theater, was dedicated to improving the quality of wound care in forward hospitals. During his first tour of the North African battlefields, he discovered that the reliance on plasma, a blood substitute, was costing lives and was not a substitute for whole-blood transfusions. While whole blood was more complicated and cumbersome—it had to be transported in refrigerated trucks and had a limited shelf life—he insisted it was worth the effort. He first sent a highly critical report to the Army surgeon general. When that did not get results, he drew attention to the problem in the press, succeeding in pushing through reforms that made whole-blood transfusions at the front a reality and greatly increasing the survival rates of casualties.


Thrilled to be in such awe-inspiring company, Alexander offered to put himself at their disposal and pitch in any way he could. There was plenty to do. Perrin Long had arrived to find the Army Medical Corps in complete disarray and the policies “all at loose ends.” Alexander put his CWS duties aside for the time being and got to work helping their small Anglo-American staff ride herd on a number of vexing problems—ranging from the dire shortage of doctors (they had permission to “steal” them from any Allied planes and ships entering Algiers) and the lack of fixed hospital beds to the ongoing medical supply problem afflicting the North African Theater.


He spent the first few months trying to evacuate the casualties from the Tunisian battlefronts, where the Americans were fighting the Axis troops, back to the North African Theater, where the Allied forces were now solidly established. The original idea was for patients to be moved in a constant flow by train to Oran, in Algeria, or still farther back to Casablanca, the main Mediterranean support bases where they were in the process of setting up large hospitals. It was a relatively simple plan that proved exceptionally difficult to execute. To begin with, whichever backroom genius conceived of the plan had obviously never seen the train. It was an old, rickety narrow-gauge railroad that slowly threaded its way through Algeria, crossed the steep Atlas Mountains before reaching Oran, and then lurched another thousand miles to Casablanca. Much of the infrastructure had been destroyed. Locomotives and track had to be requisitioned, ordinary rolling stock converted into ambulance cars, and endless repairs made in the North African outback. Distances were so great that an injured man could spend a day and a night on a train before receiving treatment. The widespread fighting and rough terrain were a challenge for a medical system whose lack of mobility was better suited to the static fronts of World War I than the era of mechanized war.


As the wounded began to pile up in Tunis and Bizerte, it became apparent that they needed to find a more efficient means of transportation. It took a lot of persuading to convince the Air Force to pick up the casualties in the forward areas, where the pilots and their crews had no desire to hang around under fire a moment longer than necessary. After protracted negotiations, they reached a compromise, giving the ground surgeons a maximum of twenty minutes to load the casualties on the C-47s before they took off again.


It was a real circus act, with everyone racing around, but they made it work. To help streamline the process, Alexander devised a method of placing hooks inside the transport planes so the wounded could be loaded in their litters, which could then be secured in place. Eventually the transports would be equipped with metal racks that allowed them to stack eighteen stretchers at a time, with room for attendants. Evacuations sometimes totaled as many as 350 in a twenty-four-hour period. Once the plan got going, the air ambulances delivered the injured to hospitals in a matter of hours rather than days, which made all the difference in the number of lives saved.


Alexander was still in Tunisia when the First Armored Division suffered a terrible defeat at the hands of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel at the Kasserine Pass in February 1943. After months of fighting in the desert, the Afrika Korps and the 10th and 21st Panzer Divisions had become a seasoned fighting force and proved a far more dangerous opponent than expected. Because of faulty intelligence, they plowed through the defensive line and quickly overran the unprepared Americans. While more than six hundred wounded men filled the evacuation hospital, orders came to “pack and run” on a frigid, snowy night. British artillery and tanks rushed in; with the help of US reinforcements, they stalled Rommel’s progress. In the weeks that followed, the Allies regrouped. In March, Eisenhower put Patton in command of II Corps, which had been shaken by the Kasserine debacle. Whatever else might be said of Patton, he was a fighting commander, and the troops soon rallied and resumed their advance. The mobile medical units prepared for their beds to fill again. Ultimately, the Germans ran out of fuel and supplies. On May 7, Tunis fell. So many German and Italian soldiers surrendered—more than two hundred fifty thousand—that the Army was not prepared to feed and detain them, creating a whole new set of headaches for AFHQ.


Before his old medical detachment pulled up stakes, Alexander went out and took photos of Hill 609, which had been hard won. It was a “bleak, difficult place.” American losses exceeded seven thousand men—dead, wounded, missing, or captured. Capturing the high ground had cost more lives than any other objective in the Tunisian campaign. “The sooner they give this country back to the natives,” he wrote home, “the happier I’ll be.”


AT CASABLANCA, THE ALLIED LEADERS had agreed that as soon as North Africa was cleared of the enemy, they would press on to Sicily as a prelude to the invasion of the Italian peninsula. With the massive assault on the European mainland underway, the war was entering a critical stage. Germany was on the defensive. Axis divisions, however, continued to pour into Italy to carry on the battle. The enemy seemed to be gathering strength to make one last major effort to repel the Allies’ invasion force. British fears of chemical warfare were once again heightened by intelligence, albeit vague and fragmentary, that seemed to suggest the German High Command might be preparing to use poison gas in the near future. A classified Chemical Warfare Service memorandum confirmed that the Germans were well trained, well equipped, and “capable of initiating the employment of toxic chemicals at any time on a major scale.” However, the Joint Chiefs of Staff concluded that the danger of chemical warfare remained slight, given Allied air superiority, and advised Churchill that the chances, “though less remote than hitherto, are still small.” But they could not rule it out absolutely: “Hitler, faced with imminent military disaster might order it introduced.”


Convinced the Germans would strike first at the Eastern Front, Churchill issued an almost unprecedented public statement shortly before midnight on April 21, 1943, reiterating Great Britain’s intention of retaliating immediately if the recent reports of Germany’s chemical weapons rearmament proved correct. Vowing that any use of gas would trigger a massive response in kind, Churchill added ominously: “British resources and scale of delivery have greatly increased.”


The following morning, UP published a story revealing that the prime minister’s unexpected declaration stemmed from his “increasing unease” that Hitler had become more disposed to the use of gas. Unnamed British “military sources” contended that “The Germans are like the Japs—they know no rules. Germany carries complete gas equipment into the field in containers marked ‘To be used only on orders from the Fuehrer.’ ” The New York Times published a similar story, claiming the Nazis were “likely to employ lethal fumes,” and reprinted comments by British Minister of Information Brendan Bracken, speculating that Hitler, like the biblical figure Samson, might go to his end “pulling down the pillars of civilization with him.” When asked at a Washington press conference later that same day whether the Americans would follow the British example and retaliate if the Nazis used gas, Under Secretary of War Robert P. Patterson seemed nonplussed, saying there had been no discussions on the point, and he referred reporters to FDR’s earlier statement to the Japanese.


In June, alarmed by reports indicating the Axis powers were “making significant preparations” to use poison gas to stop the Allied landings in Italy, Roosevelt renewed his warning to the Germans not to employ these “inhumane devices of war.” After categorically stating that the United States “shall under no circumstances resort to the use of such weapons unless they are first used by our enemies,” he went on to outline a poison-gas policy that paralleled Great Britain’s. There was no question the Allies would reciprocate. But then the president put Berlin on notice, issuing an explicit threat: “We promise to any perpetrators of such crimes full and swift retaliation in kind. . . . Any use of gas by any Axis power will immediately be followed by the fullest possible retaliation upon munition centers, seaports, and other military installations through the whole extent of the territory of such Axis country.”


Despite these strongly worded cautionary messages, concerns about gas warfare still persisted. Germany responded to the repeated threats with similar rhetoric, boasting that its army was infinitely better equipped for gas warfare and had “made the most minute preparations.” As American and British troops slowly and painfully drove back the Germans, Eisenhower grew increasingly apprehensive that Hitler, in a last desperate move, might launch a gas attack. Even a limited attack would stall the already bogged-down offensive. It would further disrupt their supply routes, to say nothing of the demoralizing effect on the men.


Based on Italian intelligence, Eisenhower warned Gen. Marshall in late August that Berlin, infuriated that their former ally was colluding with the Allies, had “threatened that if Italy turned against Germany gas would be used against the country and the most terrible vengeance would be exacted.” The Nazis use of gas would also send a powerful message to other weak-kneed Axis countries that betrayal would be met with stiff punishment. The situation was precarious. Churchill raised the possibility of “gas reprisals” in a memo to Roosevelt, based on what he was hearing from his generals about Nazi efforts to stiffen Italian resistance. On September 8, the day before the invasion of the Italian mainland, the Joint Chiefs of Staff instructed Eisenhower to warn Berlin that any use of gas against the Italians would “call forth immediate retaliation upon Germany with gas, using to the full the Allied air superiority.”


At AFHQ, Alexander, now newly promoted to lieutenant colonel, turned his attention to the chemical threat in Italy. By the fall of 1943, he was hearing with increasing frequency, from a variety of sources, reports of evidence of intensified enemy preparations. Fifth Army interrogators reported that German prisoners of war, in private conversations overheard by their captors, whispered, “Adolf will turn to gas when there is no other way out.” A recent Enigma decrypt indicated the German army was about to have all its respirators upgraded. Rumors circulated of new, far more powerful toxins.


As part of his remit, Alexander was charged with reviewing and interpreting all the chemical intelligence gathered. He had to be able to furnish Eisenhower with advice, recognize any suspicious developments, and decide when to begin taking defensive measures—all on very short notice. But Italy’s past reliance on chemical warfare complicated matters, making the risk harder to assess and raising unsettling questions about the country’s hidden chemical resources. US military intelligence (G-2) issued a series of reports, entitled Tentative Lessons Bulletins, that detailed the Italians’ extensive use of mustard gas against the Ethiopians in the Abyssinian campaign of 1935–36 and drew attention to the fact that they had maintained chemical-storage facilities in Libya throughout that conflict. There was also the large Seronio chemical factory in Foggia, which produced phosgene and mustard and had been under tight German control since 1941.


In the course of reviewing the raw intelligence data from the landings in Sicily, Alexander made another unsettling discovery. In a memorandum to Colonel Cornelius P. Rhoads, chief of the new, expanded Medical Division of the Chemical Warfare Service, Alexander reported that significant stores of an unknown vesicant had been captured. “It is probably a mixture of fifty percent Mustard and fifty percent phenyldichlorarsine,” he wrote, adding that it would be analyzed to confirm its composition. “This mixture is probably of Italian manufacture, and we have known for some time that the Italians were partial to mixtures. I have no definite information as yet as to whether the Germans are preparing this mixture or perhaps some other mixture. There is no doubt that the Nitrogen Mustards are well known to them and have been carefully considered for some time.”


By the end of September, the British took Foggia without firing a shot, but the departing Germans blew up the chemical plant and dumped their hoard of mustard bombs in the harbor, depriving the Allies of the spoils of conquest. German ships also discarded mustard bombs and other war matériel outside the port of Manfredonia, aware the submerged munitions would render the shallow waters unsafe and require a costly and time-consuming salvage operation, thus sabotaging another key supply channel. It was strict Wehrmacht policy to leave no chemical weapons behind to prevent their capture in case of retreat, and thus to deny the Allies any pretext to respond in kind. One thing was certain either way: There was no shortage of poison gas in Puglia, the southern region of Italy where the war was being bitterly contested.


The intelligence reports, compiled from all over Europe, did not make pleasant reading. Not only could Alexander see that mustard gas and other chemical agents were being produced in large quantities by Germany and other Axis countries, it was horrifyingly clear to him that they could be used to annihilate Jews and other defenseless civilians. “The development of the concentration camps were well reported and authenticated in these reports,” he later recalled. At the time, the methods of execution were thought to be by shooting, electrocution, and in some cases asphyxiation via carbon monoxide inhalation. (Gas chambers and the systematic extermination of prisoners using a formulation of hydrogen cyanide known as Zyklon B were a cruelty yet to be discovered.) But he worried about the implications of what he read. He worried about the scope of the Nazis’ murderous activities inside Germany. Above all, he worried about his friends in the First Division. They were the first line of defense. If and when the enemy unleashed a gas attack, they would be “among the first to be exposed.”


From the first days of the war, Churchill and Roosevelt had feared and expected that the Germans would use poison gas. They had hoped their strong and repeated warnings would deter the enemy from such an attack and thus avert the need for retaliation. But events had overtaken their cautious strategy. Now they had no choice but to prepare for the worst. To ensure the capacity for prompt retaliation, the War Department secretly authorized the stockpiling of a forty-five-day supply of chemical warfare munitions in the Mediterranean. In October 1943, AFHQ complied and began taking steps to have one-third of those supplies, equivalent to a fifteen-day cache, progressively built up in Italy over the next three months. Depots storing bulk mustard and other chemical weapons had already been established in Oran and elsewhere in North Africa, well camouflaged so the Axis forces would not learn of their existence. Every theater was being fully equipped to defend against a possible surprise attack. From then on, Eisenhower recalled, “We were always forced to carry [mustard gas] with us because of the uncertainty of German intentions in the use of the weapon.”


That fall, the Allies began to move stocks of poison gas to Italy to be held in readiness, securing them in special ammunition dumps close to their front lines. After careful consideration, the White House signed off on a large-scale shipment to be stored in a forward cache at Foggia. It was a calculated risk. They knew that if their secret reserves were discovered, the enemy could use that as an excuse to initiate an all-out chemical war.
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