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To America’s special operators













PROLOGUE



The airplanes entered Somali air space several miles above the earth’s surface, at an altitude where one would expect to find an intercontinental passenger jet traveling from Paris to Singapore. Had a Somali high-adventure company been offering nighttime skydiving excursions, their planes would have been flying at something less than half as high. These aircraft had nonetheless shown up for parachuting, of a sort known in the military as High Altitude, High Opening, or HAHO for short. Designed to prevent hostile ground forces from hearing the parachutes popping open, HAHO jumps require parachutists to spread their canopies after a free fall of only a few seconds, leaving them floating at such high altitudes that they need oxygen tanks to keep breathing on the way down.


Twenty-four US Navy SEALs, each of them specially trained in the technique, had been assigned to parachute from these fearsome heights onto Somali territory. They checked over their gear one last time, then leaped from the aircraft, one at a time, into a frigid and moonless night. Once the chutes jerked the SEALs out of free fall, the men extended their arms and legs like flying squirrels, so as to guide their canopies during the long glide.


Monitoring their locations with global positioning system devices, the parachutists steered toward predesignated landing zones near the town of Adado, the capital of a Somali district with several hundred thousand people. American planners had chosen a landing zone several miles outside of town, a clearing where reconnaissance flights on previous nights had spotted no Somalis at this hour. During the descent, the SEALs realized that the intended drop zone was enshrouded in fog, so they initiated a midair discussion over their helmet microphones, at the end of which the team commander decided to shift to an alternate location.


The burly SEALs, bearing sixty-pound armored vests and a panoply of other gear, thudded down in an area of scrub brush and acacia trees, all twenty-four of them landing safely. With night goggles strapped to their foreheads, they caught sight of one another by the infrared beacon that each man wore on his uniform. The SEALs were not carrying grenades or heavy machine guns but instead brandished precision weapons that would minimize harm to innocent persons, including Heckler & Koch MP-5 and MP-7 machine pistols, highly lethal at short distances, and Heckler & Koch 416 assault rifles, lethal at longer ranges owing to their larger shell and higher muzzle velocity. Each SEAL also possessed a long fighting knife, which could kill an unsuspecting guard without a sound.


The SEALs had been sent to rescue two captives, thirty-two-year-old Jessica Buchanan of the United States and sixty-year-old Poul Hagen Thisted of Denmark. The pair had been abducted three months earlier while working on a demining project for the Danish Refugee Council. On October 25, 2011, they had been driving by car through southern Somalia when their vehicle was cut off by a large Toyota Land Cruiser, out of which swarmed pirates who banged the butts of their AK-47s on the car’s windows and windshield. Hauling Buchanan and Thisted from the vehicle, the thugs drove them to a desert hideout. A pirate spokesman issued a demand of $45 million in ransom for the two of them.


The pirates had moved the prisoners almost daily to keep foreign governments and rival kidnappers off their scent. Separated from one another, Buchanan and Thisted received one small can of tuna and one piece of bread per day. After three months of this bleak existence, Buchanan contracted a urinary tract infection. She notified the captors that the infection was going to kill her if left untreated, a piece of information that they conveyed to an American hostage negotiator in an effort to strengthen their bargaining position. When Washington learned that her life was in jeopardy and that US intelligence had drawn a bead on her location, President Barack Obama decided to send in the SEALs.


According to the intelligence reports, at least nine Somali men were guarding the prisoners, and they were likely to be well armed. The guards might also have dogs, which would begin barking well before the SEALs reached their preferred attack positions. As soon as the guards caught wind of American intruders, moreover, they could alert other pirates or clan members in the area, who could drive to the site with heavy machine guns. The guards might even choose to kill the hostages out of spite or desperation. Then there was the possibility that the SEALs might inadvertently kill the hostages, as had occurred fifteen months earlier when a SEAL team tried to rescue Scottish aid worker Linda Norgrove from the Afghan Taliban.


Fortunately for the SEALs, the men guarding Buchanan and Thisted had not been trained in the finer arts of hostage handling. They did not have dogs, perhaps because of the generally low esteem in which Somalis held the creatures. More egregiously, all nine of the Somali guards had fallen asleep earlier in the night. At least one of them was supposed to be awake at all times, but the men had trouble keeping their eyes open during night hours because by day they chewed khat, a stimulant whose afternoon high was followed by a big downer in the evening. When the SEALs reached the target, they were astonished to find that the only person walking around was a gaunt Caucasian woman who appeared to resemble the person they had seen in a “proof-of-life” video of Buchanan provided by the kidnappers one month before.


Earlier that evening, Buchanan had gone to sleep on a mat that was surrounded on all sides by the sleeping mats of six guards, each of whom lay within twelve inches of her. She and the guards had developed a routine whereby she would say “toilet” when she needed to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night, and then a guard would give his consent for her to make for the bushes. On this night, however, none of the guards had responded when she awoke in the dark and uttered the word. Walking toward the bushes, she flashed her pen light in order to show any awakening guards that she was not trying to escape. Once she had taken care of business, she returned to her mat and lay back down.


Moments later, Buchanan began to hear noises. They were faint, but she thought she could make out the breaking of twigs and the scratching of insects or small animals. Five minutes after her trip to the bushes, she heard one of the guards next to her jump to his feet and cock his rifle. The man called the name of his boss once, panic in his voice. Silence. He called the name again, and then other guards sprang up, weapons at the ready.


Bursts of gunfire shattered the serenity of the night. Buchanan listened as the Somalis screamed orders at one another. Lacking night-vision equipment, the guards were firing blindly in the general direction of the incoming fire. They were knocked to the earth in quick succession, as if a giant bowling ball had rolled into the camp. Buchanan heard shrieks of mortal agony from several men who had been snoozing next to her seconds earlier.


Remaining flat on the ground, Buchanan bundled herself in a blanket, hoping that the bullets would not find her there. She guessed that another Somali group was trying to kidnap her and her fellow hostage. They might be from al-Shabaab, the Al Qaeda affiliate in Somalia, whose fanatical fighters would surely kill the hostages if they gained possession of them.


Buchanan had not been listening to gunfire for long when she felt someone tugging at her blanket. She clung to it with mad desperation, as if it could protect her from falling into another captor’s clutches. “Jessica!” said a male voice. To her bewilderment, the man had an American accent. She relaxed her grip on the blanket and saw the outlines of several men in black masks. “Jessica! This is the American military. We’ve come to take you home.”


A big man picked Buchanan up in a fireman carry position and ran from the camp with the speed and grace of an athlete burdened by nothing more than a T-shirt and shorts. She was puzzled by the fact that neither he nor any of the other Americans seemed to need a flashlight to find their way. At a small clearing, the man set her down, then went back to the site of the shooting to retrieve her sandals and medicine bag. More figures arrived in the dark, one of whom she made out as Thisted.


The gunfire had not lasted long. The SEALs had killed all of the guards without a single injury to themselves or the hostages, and evacuated the camp before any enemy reinforcements could arrive. Once the twenty-four SEALs had assembled at the clearing, they jogged for a few minutes with their precious cargo to a landing site where they had scheduled a rendezvous with the extraction helicopters.


Through the darkness and the whirling sand, Buchanan could discern three helicopters, one of which she boarded at the signal of a SEAL. Once the aircraft lifted off she was able to see the faces of her rescuers for the first time. Many were younger than she, and they impressed her with their courteousness. One SEAL gave her a folded American flag. “I just started to cry,” Buchanan remembered afterward. “At that point in time I have never in my life been so proud and so very happy to be an American.”


Eight thousand miles away, Barack Obama was preparing to deliver his 2012 State of the Union Address. He entered the House chamber a few hours after the SEALs had parachuted into Somalia, whereupon he prefaced his address by looking over at Defense Secretary Leon Panetta and saying, “Leon, good job tonight. Good job tonight.”


The president did not utter any further words about the raid in his remarks to the Congress, leaving millions of Americans wondering what the Defense Department had been up to that night. His address did, however, make mention of another recent SEAL operation, the killing of Osama bin Laden on May 2, 2011.


“One of my proudest possessions is the flag that the SEAL team took with them on the mission to get bin Laden,” the president remarked. “On it are each of their names. Some may be Democrats. Some may be Republicans. But that doesn’t matter.” The SEALs had shown how Americans worked together regardless of political party, the president averred. “Each time I look at that flag, I’m reminded that our destiny is stitched together like those 50 stars and those 13 stripes,” he said. “No one built this country on their own. This nation is great because we built it together. This nation is great because we worked as a team.”


Obama’s address also included a reference to his new defense strategy, which involved downsizing the nation’s conventional forces on the premise that smaller special operations forces were a more effective and less expensive substitute. “Working with our military leaders,” he said, “I’ve proposed a new defense strategy that ensures we maintain the finest military in the world, while saving nearly half a trillion dollars in our budget.”


Obama did not explain the rationale for the new strategy in the speech, but the announcement of Buchanan’s rescue hours later gave the White House an opportunity to cite special operations successes as justification. On the next day, January 26, the Washington Post relayed statements from unnamed US officials that “the raid, by members of the Navy SEAL Team 6 unit that killed Osama bin Laden in May, demonstrated President Obama’s focus on the narrow, targeted use of force after a decade of large-scale military deployments.” The Associated Press reported later on the same day that “the Navy SEAL operation that freed two Western hostages in Somalia is representative of the Obama administration’s pledge to build a smaller, more agile military force that can carry out surgical counterterrorist strikes to cripple an enemy. That’s a strategy much preferred to the land invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan that have cost so much American blood and treasure over the past decade.”


THE FIRST MONTH of 2012 was, indeed, a highly auspicious time to wave the banner of special operations forces in support of a new national security strategy. Through the Bin Laden raid and other recent victories, special operators had amassed unprecedented prestige both within Washington and in the country more generally. Special operations forces seemed not only more exciting, but also more efficient and decisive than the large conventional military forces that had been employed in the wars of Iraq and Afghanistan. Hollywood was releasing movie after movie extolling the virtues of the special units, including a film called Act of Valor that starred active-duty SEALs. On the Internet, dating sites were hit by epidemics of men pretending to be special operators in order to win the hearts of unsuspecting women.


Although President Obama relied mainly on subordinates to sell his new strategy to the public, he did cite the special operators while explaining the strategy during an interview with journalist Mark Bowden, who was writing a book on the Bin Laden operation. “Special Forces are well designed to deal with very specific targets in difficult terrain and oftentimes can prevent us from making the bigger strategic mistakes of sending forces in, with big footprints and so forth,” he explained. “So when you’re talking about dealing with terrorist networks in failed states, or states that don’t have capacity, you can see that as actually being less intrusive, less dangerous, less problematic for the country involved.”


What Obama had called “Special Forces” were in actuality the special operations forces (SOF)—the official term for all the units dedicated to the conduct of special operations. Special operations forces include not only the US Army’s Special Forces, but also the Army Rangers, Navy SEALs, Air Force Night Stalkers, and Special Operations Marines, among others. Mixing up Special Forces with special operations forces was a common enough mistake, and one that might have been unworthy of mention had the president merely been dispensing praise to an obscure federal bureaucracy, on the order of the Japan-U.S. Friendship Commission or the American Battle Monuments Commission. But SOF had become the centerpiece of Obama’s national security strategy, and hence the misstep encouraged doubts about the amount of thought that had gone into the strategic redesign. Later events were to confirm that administration strategists had not given adequate consideration to the strengths and limitations of special operations forces before hoisting them to the apex of the world’s most powerful military.


It was not the first time that presidential ambitions for special operations forces had outstripped presidential familiarity with those forces. Indeed, no president, Republican or Democrat, has ever demonstrated a commanding grasp of special operations forces and their capabilities, although John F. Kennedy at times came close. Presidential unfamiliarity acquired a new significance under Obama, however, because US special operations forces were larger and more prominent than ever before, and because their ascent in Obama’s first term contributed to a terrific crash during his second term. Egged on by the White House, the Special Operations Command would attempt to acquire new powers at the expense of the rest of the US military and government. Its leadership would flout the rules of the Defense Department and the Congress, on the presumption that no one would dare challenge the men who had killed Osama bin Laden. Congress eventually used its power of the purse to rein in Special Operations Command, killing the budgets for ambitious plans to extend the reach of special operations forces.


Most of the factors that precipitated this calamity could have been anticipated, and at least some avoided, had the principal players been attuned to the history of American special operations forces. That history began during the first months of US participation in World War II, when in the crucible of total war the United States formed its first units dedicated to special operations. From 1942 to 1945, the Army Rangers, the Marine Corps Raiders, the Navy Frogmen, and the special operators of the civilian-led Office of Strategic Services (OSS) executed difficult and dangerous operations that not only made them role models for future special operators, but also brought into daylight the main challenges that were to confront special operations forces ever afterward.


The history of special operations forces in World War II is so enormous in its scope and future relevance, and so compelling in human terms, that it has been accorded three chapters in this book. The first covers the Rangers and Forcemen, offspring of the US Army, who fought primarily in the European Theater and provided the inspiration for today’s US Army Rangers. The second chapter covers the Raiders of the US Marine Corps and the Frogmen of the US Navy, who did most of their work in the Pacific Theater. The Marine Corps dissolved the Raiders in 1944 and avoided the reconstitution of special operations forces until 2006, when it was compelled to create the Marine Special Operations Command. The Navy, on the other hand, retained some Frogmen after the post-1945 demobilization and eventually converted them into the Sea, Air, Land Teams (SEALs). The third chapter addresses the special operations forces of the Office of Strategic Services, which differed fundamentally from the other special operations forces in composition and purpose, and subsequently inspired a very different type of outfit, the US Army Special Forces.


The first enduring challenge encountered in World War II was the involvement of political leaders who lacked understanding of the special operations forces they were creating and employing. In early 1942, Franklin D. Roosevelt ordered the formation of special operations forces based on the recommendation of his son James, a captain in the Marine Corps Reserves whose enthusiasm for special units derived from an eccentric officer with a credulous reverence for Mao Zedong’s guerrilla armies. President Roosevelt disregarded the objections of generals who, unlike his son, perceived the unintended consequences that were likely to ensue. Several subsequent presidents, most notably John F. Kennedy, would champion the special operations forces based more on the popular glamorization of these units than on sober analysis of their military utility.


The problem of ill-informed politicians also manifested itself in repeated decisions to withdraw political top-cover to special operations forces once the thrill was gone. Toward the end of World War II, the fading of Roosevelt’s interest in special operations forces facilitated the dismantling of most of the units. Half a century later, the Black Hawk Down debacle in Mogadishu ended President Bill Clinton’s honeymoon with special operations forces and led him to make those forces a scapegoat for the failed mission, undermining their standing within the government for the remaining seven years of Clinton’s presidency.


The second fundamental challenge to come to light in World War II was the mutability of special operations and the forces that conducted them. The core activities of the Army, Navy, and Air Force have been etched in granite by geography. The Army will always enjoy primacy for military operations on land, the Navy for operations at sea, and the Air Force for operations in the air. Special operations forces lack a realm upon which they can lay indisputable claim. The roles and missions of special operations forces have changed frequently, based on the perceptions of political and military leaders of the tactical and strategic environments. During World War II, special operations forces were reinvented several times as the war’s character changed. The cycle of reinvention has repeated itself over and over again since 1945 in accordance with changes in leadership and circumstances.


The third enduring challenge to emerge from World War II was disputation over the value of special operations forces. Champions of special operations forces have often succeeded at convincing politicians, the press, and the public that the forces deliver results of exceptional tactical value, and in some cases even strategic value. But numerous skeptics, many of them inside the military, have just as often questioned whether the tactical or strategic benefits of special operations forces outweigh the costs. They have contended that too few missions are appropriate for special operations forces, or that the missions they perform are not appreciably more important than other missions, or that regular forces are sufficiently capable of performing the same missions. On the cost side of the ledger, special units generally receive longer training and more expensive equipment than other units, and, most importantly, they receive better personnel, which dilutes the quality of other units. Arguments about the value of special operations forces have been especially fierce because they have figured prominently in decisions on the resources and tasks assigned to them—including several decisions that disbanded special operations forces in their entirety.


The fourth persistent challenge, fueled by the first three, has been intense rivalry between special operations forces and regular forces. The disregard of politicians for protests from the regular military about special operations forces has been a recurring source of friction ever since Roosevelt decided to create the first special operations forces over the objections of the military leadership. The formation of special units led recruiters to announce the need for special men for special missions and to rob regular units of some of their most productive members, both of which were also bound to antagonize. The growth in the size, professionalism, and independence of special operations forces over time increasingly made them a threat to the regular armed forces. In turn, the hostility of the regular military and the perceived misuse of special operations forces by regular commanders fostered a persecution complex among special operators, intensifying their thirst for greater power and independence. This rivalry has been the cause of innumerable conflicts over human resources, budgets, missions, and command authorities.


These four challenges serve as the backbone of this chronicle of US special operations forces. The seventy-five-year rise of special operations forces from humble origins in World War II to the present-day behemoth is, at bottom, a coming-of-age story. Special operations forces began as unwanted stepchildren, and they languished in that status for more than four decades. From time to time, they found supportive stepfathers in Washington, but for the most part they were left at the mercy of jealous stepbrothers. In 1986, the creation of the Special Operations Command in Tampa and its accompanying bank account set SOF loose like an eighteen-year-old who just moved out of the house, prone to naïve ambitions and unwise choices. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, special operations forces came into their own, growing into a force of 70,000 troops with help from a president and Congress desperate for weapons to wield against Islamic extremists. Champions of special operations called for the transformation of SOF from a secondary weapon that supported conventional forces to a primary weapon that could take the place of their conventional counterparts. But then success went to the heads of special operations leaders and caused them to reach too far, leaving the Department of Defense strewn with wreckage whose pieces are still being picked up today.


Like any good coming-of-age story, the story of special operations forces is interwoven with a colorful cast of characters. Most special operators volunteered for what they knew would be unusually difficult and dangerous duty, and thus the pantheon of special operations forces brims with men of exceptional talent, courage, dedication, and selflessness. These same special operators, being mortals, have at times succumbed to folly, narcissism, or fear. For some, the acquisition of elite status helped turn confidence into hubris, with all the attendant troubles one might expect. Brilliance has been mixed with bad judgment, in no small part because of the need to make decisions quickly, under stress, and without sleep. The story includes first crushes, rites of passage, harrowing action scenes, falls from grace, and redemption. As a story of war, it has more than its share of suffering, glory, and death.


This book is intended to retell the drama of America’s special operations forces and, at the same time, to confer the historical understanding that enhances wisdom and informs sound decisions by today’s leaders. Despite a profusion of books on particular individuals or events, the history of special operations forces as instruments of military power has lagged behind other fields of military history. Today’s special operators want and need a deeper understanding of their own history. Personnel in conventional forces, who now must work with SOF more than ever before, also have much to gain from learning about the history of special operations forces, which is bound up with that of the rest of the military. The need for historical understanding is most acute among the civilians within the US government, who under the Constitution determine how military forces are formed, prepared, and employed. Whereas military personnel are often well versed in military and other history, the civil side of the government is populated mainly by individuals educated in disciplines like law, public administration, economics, political science, and engineering, which for the most part have discarded or marginalized history in favor of theoretical abstraction and mathematical computation.


This history provides the familiarization required to avoid the errors to which the historically deprived are especially prone, such as relying excessively on one’s own intellect, leaping at the first historical analogy to rear its head, and grasping at facile theories drawn from dubious historical interpretations or abstract reasoning. By providing a record of successes and failures, this history may stimulate insights into new environments, and illuminate pitfalls in paths that would otherwise seem free of peril. As the first comprehensive account of America’s special operations forces, it delineates the traditions of which special operators are justifiably proud, while demonstrating the need to build on those traditions in ways that harness tradition without being harnessed by it.















CHAPTER 1



RANGERS AND FORCEMEN


Elevated 150 feet above Sicily’s southern shoreline, the city of Gela holds a commanding view of the Mediterranean, like the central parterre overlooking the stage of an opera house. Colonized by the Greeks in 688 BC, Gela was once a proud city-state of 100,000 residents, with its own coinage and a steady influx of tax revenue from the grain farms of the native Sicels. The first coins to be minted bore a horseman, commemorating the city’s vaunted cavalry and its medals in the equestrian competitions at Olympia. From Gela, enterprising Greeks established colonies at Syracuse and Agrigento, which in their maturity would turn against their progenitor, spurring repeated spasms of violence among Sicily’s city-states.


During the Peloponnesian War, a conference of Sicilian noblemen at Gela ended with a peace agreement among all the city-states, in recognition that continued conflict would invite conquest by external powers. Invasion by outsiders would nevertheless become a recurring problem for Gela and the other Sicilian city-states. In the period following the Peloponnesian War, large empires gained power in the Mediterranean at the expense of the city-states, which resulted in the transformation of Gela from one of the sea’s predators into one of its prey. The Carthaginians sacked Gela in 405 BC, and Mamertine mercenaries of the Campanians caused such devastation in 282 BC that the city was abandoned. For the next 1,500 years, the terra cotta tiles and stone pillars of its once-proud Greek temples eroded under sun and wind, while the surrounding farmland came under the successive dominion of the Romans, Goths, Byzantines, Arabs, and Normans.


In the early thirteenth century AD, the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II resuscitated Gela as part of a grandiose project to make Sicily the heart of a modern European empire. Building Gela new city walls and a castle within, he repopulated the city with Normans and Greeks. The revitalized Gela would bow to a succession of Mediterranean powers—Aragon, Spain, Austria, and Naples—until finally in 1861 the Italian general Giuseppe Garibaldi annexed all of Sicily to Italy at the point of a bayonet.


In July 1943, Gela was home to 32,000 Italian civilians, along with hundreds of soldiers from the Italian Army’s 429th Coastal Battalion. Vineyards and olive groves framed the town, and beyond lay expansive fields of golden wheat. A winding road led from the city down to the crescent-shaped beach, whose 1,000 yards of seafront were bisected by a steel jetty that protruded three hundred yards into the clear blue sea.


In the early morning hours of Saturday, July 10, most of Gela was sleeping off Friday evening’s pasta and wine, unaware that the newest aspirants to the control of Sicily were steaming across the Mediterranean toward Gela and twenty-five other beaches on the island’s southern coast. The invasion fleet of 130 warships and 324 transport vessels bristled with arms and men possessed of the training and desire to use them. The eastern half of the flotilla carried the forces of General Bernard Montgomery’s British Eighth Army, while to the west were ships bearing General George Patton’s US Seventh Army, to include the forces destined for Gela—the 1st, 3rd, and 4th US Army Ranger battalions.


For the Rangers, Friday evening had involved neither good food, nor good wine, nor good cheer. As the Anglo-American armada was crossing the Mediterranean, a forty-mile-per-hour gale whipped the seas, conjuring waves the height of a two-story building. With stomachs wrenching and vomit besmirching the decks, the Rangers cursed what one wag had dubbed the “Mussolini wind.”


The Rangers received several missives from General Patton during the journey. One explained that “in landing operations, retreat is impossible. We must retain this tremendous advantage by always attacking, rapidly, ruthlessly, viciously, and without rest.” Another, intended for the Italian Americans under Patton’s command, stated, “There are thousands of soldiers of Italian descent who will be storming ashore with Seventh Army. However, bear in mind that the real courageous Italians who loved liberty and who had the true pioneering spirit left Italy to come to the country of freedom where they have become good citizens. Those who were left behind were the cowards and weaklings who allowed Benito Mussolini to come to power. Against them I know you as an American soldier will not fail in your duty.”


As the US ships neared the Sicilian coastline, not long after midnight, the Mussolini wind abated. By the time the Rangers climbed from the big ships into the little landing boats, the water was “almost mirrorlike,” in the words of Randall Harris, a twenty-eight-year-old sergeant from Pocahontas, Iowa. Guided by amphibious scouts toward Gela’s pristine beach, the Rangers kept noise and light to a minimum so as not to draw the attention of the city’s garrison.


Ranger hopes of catching the enemy by surprise were dashed by the sounding of a sentry’s alarm at 2:40 a.m., when the lead boats were still seven hundred yards from Gela’s shore. At the city’s edge and on the beach, searchlights popped on, their white beams crisscrossing and bouncing off the water. Engineers detonated explosive charges that had been placed on the jetty in case of an Allied landing, throwing twisted sheets and chunks of metal in all directions.


The sea was done further injury by Italian mortar rounds, several of which struck American landing craft. One of the boats capsized, and twenty of its passengers drowned. Another boat ran aground on a sandbar, making it a particularly inviting target for the Italian weapon crews, although in the end its only casualty was the canteen of a medical officer, which had been filled with liquor that was officially designated “personal medicinal alcohol.”


Most of the landing craft reached the shallow waters unscathed and safely disgorged their passengers, whose fear of death was intermingled with relief at setting foot on immovable ground. Italian soldiers had constructed pillboxes along the beach for the purpose of machine gunning invaders such as these, but the first Rangers to land were able to flank the pillboxes before most of the gunners were ready to fire. Ranger grenades left several Italian machine-gun crews entombed in concrete, and other crews surrendered to avoid the same fate.


With the pillboxes neutralized, the beach appeared to be safe for the hundreds of Rangers now streaming ashore. Photographs taken by Allied reconnaissance aircraft in recent weeks had shown fishermen and fishing vessels on the beach, leading Allied intelligence analysts to conclude that the beach was free of mines. Having been apprised of that conclusion, the Rangers charged across the beach without fear of what might lie beneath.


The analysts turned out to have been mistaken. The first Ranger to trip a mine was Lieutenant Walter Wojcik. A tall, soft-spoken physiology instructor from Minneapolis, Wojcik had demonstrated such courage, leadership, and intellect in the North African campaign as to earn command of a company at the age of twenty-three. The mine Wojcik triggered was a German S-Mine, known among the Americans as the “bouncing betty” because it shot up to the height of a man’s waist before spraying two kilograms of shrapnel in a 360-degree arc.


Sergeant Randall “Harry” Harris had been running close behind when the mine exploded. He saw the blast tear Wojcik’s chest open. “I’ve had it, Harry,” Wojcik gasped to Harris as he fell to the ground. Stricken with horror, Harris could only watch as Wojcik’s exposed heart convulsed in its final pumps.


Mines killed four other Rangers and blinded a fifth. Shrapnel from one mine hit Harris, who felt as though someone had swung a baseball bat into his gut. The metal pierced his Mae West life vest, a frontally inflating device named in honor of the actress’s sultry bosom. The vest self-inflated and then shriveled with a hiss as air leaked from the perforation. Looking down, Harris saw that the hot metal had cut open his stomach, and that his intestines were spilling out.


Given the severity of the injury, no one would have faulted Harris had he lain down on the beach and awaited medical attention. But he chose instead to lead other Rangers in the charge up to the city. Pushing his intestines back in with his cartridge belt, he guided men out of the minefield and into the riptide of Rangers that was flowing up the bluff.


The Rangers coursed into the city so quickly that they could see Italian soldiers who were still running from their quarters toward fighting positions. Taking aim at anyone wearing blue fatigues, the Rangers shot some of the Italians dead in the streets. Lieutenant Colonel William Orlando Darby, commanding officer of the three Ranger battalions, was at the front, shouting directions to his Rangers as they surmounted the crest.


Once the Rangers had secured a foothold beyond the top of the bluff, they organized attacks on Italian strongpoints. Darby sought out the sections of town where the Italians were putting up the stiffest resistance. Finding a group of Rangers in a spirited gunfight against Italian soldiers who were barricaded in a schoolhouse, Darby cobbled together every nearby Ranger into a makeshift assault force. Among those whom he enrolled in the mission was his driver, Carlo Contrera. As Darby briefed the men on the scheme of attack, he noticed that Contrera was quivering.


“What are you shaking for?” Darby asked. “Are you scared?”


“No, sir,” Contrera replied. “I’m just shaking with patriotism.”


Darby led the assault force into the schoolhouse. Fighting the Italians from one room to the next, the Rangers began by tossing in grenades and then bolted in with submachine guns, spraying in all directions to finish off the survivors. At the end, a triumphant Darby emerged with a group of Italian prisoners in tow, the remaining members of what had been an Italian headquarters with fifty-two officers.


In midmorning, the Italian Army counterattacked at Gela with Renault tanks. The Rangers had no armor of their own, but they had come prepared with an array of light antitank weapons, including the recently developed “bazooka.” A shoulder-fired rocket launcher with a muzzle velocity of two hundred miles per hour, the bazooka could penetrate three inches of armor plating at seven hundred yards. Lieutenant Stan Zaslaw was getting ready to fire his bazooka at one of the Italian tanks when he saw Lieutenant Colonel Darby riding on top of the vehicle, trying to open the hatch so as to throw a grenade inside. On another occasion, Darby was seen taking charge of a 37mm antitank gun and using it to knock out a Renault.


The Rangers had a tougher time against the German Tiger tanks that descended on Gela at noon. Incapable of piercing the Tiger’s thick armor with the bazookas or any of the other weaponry they had carried ashore, the Rangers radioed the tank locations to US cruisers and destroyers. Drawing in close to the coast, the ships unloaded salvo after salvo of four-inch and six-inch shells, which turned the heavy tanks into burning hulks and hurled their supporting infantry into the air. Americans could hear the screams of burning Tiger crewmen from half a mile away. At 2 p.m., the German command called off the counterattack and the surviving German forces withdrew northward.


By this time, the skill and size of the Ranger force had convinced most of the Italian defenders of Gela to surrender. Ranger logs recorded nearly 1,000 Italian prisoners taken on July 10. Darby’s staff tallied up the day’s results in one of Gela’s restaurants, which had been commandeered as the Ranger command post. A staff officer from higher headquarters arrived in the evening to declare that his commander would be making the restaurant into his headquarters, so the Rangers obligingly packed up their maps and papers and took them away, along with the cases of cognac and champagne they had found in the restaurant’s cellar.


DARBY’S RANGERS HAD been in existence barely a year when they landed on the southern coast of Sicily, infants in comparison with the US, British, and Canadian battalions on their flanks, some of which could trace their lineage back to Napoleon’s Peninsular War. They had something of an American precedent in Rogers’ Rangers, a light infantry unit that had habitually trounced French and Indian antagonists during the Seven Years’ War of 1756 to 1763, though the Americanness of the lineage was suspect, since that force had served under the British Empire and its leader had sided with the British when the American colonies declared their independence in 1776. The principal role model for Darby’s Rangers was a much newer outfit, and one fully British. Like their role model, the new American Rangers were intended for a different type of warfare than the one they were fated to wage, ensuring that the US Army’s first incarnation of special operations forces would be fraught with controversy.


The idea of forming US Army Ranger battalions had been born in the dark gloom of April 1942, when the Germans were running circles around the Soviet Red Army on the Russian steppes and the Japanese were expunging the remnants of American resistance in the Philippines at Bataan and Corregidor. It was conceived in the head of General George Marshall, the US Army chief of staff, during a visit to the British Commando Training Centre in the Scottish highlands. Forged in response to the unprecedented traumas of World War I, the British Commandos were the special operations force that would become the archetype for most of the special operations forces of the Western world.


Following Adolf Hitler’s lightning-quick destruction of France in May 1940 and the evacuation of British troops from Dunkirk, Winston Churchill had decided that Britain needed to devise ways to fight Nazi Germany without sending a whole generation of young men to their deaths on the continent as it had done in World War I. He would have to find ways that did not require much heavy equipment, since the British Army had, in its haste to escape at Dunkirk, left most of its equipment in France. Churchill decided to focus on ground raids on the Axis periphery while at the same time maintaining air and naval superiority, letting the Soviets do most of the fighting against the Germans, and convincing the United States to join the anti-Axis coalition. The Commandos became the primary raiding weapon in Churchill’s arsenal.


General Marshall arrived at the British Commando Training Centre believing that Western Europe had to be invaded with overwhelming force, rather than merely poked at the edges as Churchill preferred. The visit did not disabuse him of that conviction. It did, however, spark his interest in the Commando program. Since the Commandos were the most active of British forces at the time, American collaboration would provide a vehicle for putting Americans into combat and gaining badly needed experience. Marshall promptly ordered Colonel Lucian Truscott, the US Army’s liaison to the British Combined Operations Headquarters, to find a way to involve Americans in Commando training and operations.


Truscott in turn instructed General Russell P. Hartle, commander of the 34th Infantry Division, to form an American battalion that would train and operate with the Commandos. It would be called the 1st Ranger Battalion, and its men the Rangers. “Few words have a more glamorous connotation in American military history,” Truscott said in explaining his choice of name. Contributing to that glamor was the 1940 film Northwest Passage, in which the swashbuckling Robert Rogers, played by Spencer Tracy, led his Rangers to victory against all odds.


In appointing a commander for the Ranger battalion, Truscott and Hartle might have been expected to search for a lieutenant colonel in his early forties, the typical profile of a US Army battalion commander at the time. Instead, they chose a man two ranks lower and a decade younger, thirty-one-year-old Captain William Orlando Darby. The fact that Darby was serving as Hartle’s aide gave reason to wonder whether Truscott and Hartle had simply grabbed the closest officer they could find. Time, however, would show Darby to be a superb pick.


Raised in Fort Smith, Arkansas, William Darby was the son of Percy Darby, who owned a printing business and, on the side, a thirty-piece orchestra that performed accompaniments to silent films. As a teenager, William played the clarinet and saxophone in the orchestra. He was often absorbed in reading, devouring books of high adventure, such as those in the Horatio Alger, Rover Boys, and Tom Swift series, and frequently paging through a multivolume encyclopedia called the Book of Knowledge. His high forehead and blue eyes made the girls in his high school swoon. Martha Knapp, a neighbor who had a crush on young Darby, believed that he had “the most beautiful complexion you’ve ever seen.”


After reading a series of articles in Mentor magazine on the virtues of West Point, Darby applied for entrance into the academy. His congressman ranked him the second alternate in the district, but the recommended candidate and first alternate dropped out, allowing Darby to enroll in 1929. William H. Baumer, a West Point classmate, recalled that Darby “was known as a charming, persuasive, extremely likeable person. He had lots of energy and was always willing to jump in and do a job.” As a cadet, Darby demonstrated natural leadership talents, good manners, a love for fun, and meticulous attention to personal appearance. One peer observed that Darby wore a uniform “like it had been poured on.” In terms of academic work and military skill, however, Darby did not stand out, finishing with a class rank of 177 out of 346.


Upon commissioning as a second lieutenant, Darby was assigned to the 82nd Field Artillery of the 1st Cavalry Division, the only horse artillery unit left in the US military. He spent the next eight years in the threadbare peacetime army, marrying Natalie Shaw of El Paso in 1935 while serving at Fort Bliss and divorcing four years later. In November 1941, he received orders to Hawaii, but Pearl Harbor was attacked before he departed, resulting in his redirection to Hartle’s 34th Division.


Truscott saw in Darby many of the qualities for which the Rangers would later extol their commander. In Truscott’s estimation, Darby was “outstanding in appearance, possessed of a most attractive personality,” and “keen, intelligent, and filled with enthusiasm.” Confident in Darby’s capabilities for independent action, Truscott vested in him full responsibility for filling the 1st Ranger Battalion with volunteers. Truscott and Hartle did impose some minimum requirements, though. Ranger candidates had to possess 20/20 vision, good hearing, and normal blood pressure. Men were automatically disqualified for heart defects, night blindness, inferior reaction time, and dentures. Restrictions were waived in some cases, such as that of Corporal Gerrit Rensink, who convinced the medical staff that his dental bridgework would not rattle during operations whose success depended upon complete silence.


To solicit volunteers, Darby posted flyers on US Army bulletin boards in Northern Ireland, where the 34th Division and other newly arrived US units were based. He delivered speeches and set up recruitment booths in areas heavily trafficked by US soldiers. Two thousand young men volunteered in short order. Darby interviewed all of the officer volunteers and many of the others, which allowed him to size up each man’s character as well as his physical shape. He looked for officers and noncommissioned officers who, in his words, possessed “leadership qualities of a high order with particular emphasis on initiative and common sense.” For the junior enlisted ranks, Darby targeted men between eighteen and twenty years of age who appeared physically and mentally capable of performing the most arduous of military tasks.


Aware that some Army commanders were encouraging their problem children to volunteer for the Rangers, Darby made a point of “weeding out the braggart and the volunteer looking for excitement but who, in return, expected to be a swashbuckling hero who could live as he pleased if only he exhibited courage and daring in battle.” Darby could not, however, reject every man who did not conform to Army norms, for the toughness, independent thinking, and ability to improvise that Darby prized were often accompanied by a penchant for barroom altercations, curfew violations, and general disdain for the regimentation of Army life. Darby’s interest in rough-hewn and unorthodox men was reflected in the diverse backgrounds of those who made it through the screening. The first group of selectees included coal miners, cowboys, railroaders, farmhands, steelworkers, truck drivers, morticians, boxers, and stockbrokers. There was a lion tamer, a bullfighter, a church deacon, and the treasurer of a burlesque theater.


In July 1942, Darby and his Rangers commenced training at the British Commando Training Centre. Located between Loch Lochy and Loch Arkaig in the western Scottish highlands, the center lay on the grounds of the Achnacarry castle, which had been rebuilt in 1802 after arsonists of the Jacobite Rising torched the original structure. All trainees were required to undergo tests of courage, and those who failed were sent back into the regular Army. Among the scariest was the so-called “death slide,” a cable tied at one end to the top of a forty-foot tree and at the other to the ground on the far side of the frigid Arkaig River. Trainees were required to climb the tree, throw a toggle rope over the cable, and hope that their grip would not slip before they crossed the froth of the rushing Arkaig.


Ranger trainees also had to prove their mettle in a grueling regimen that included speed marches over rugged hills, log-lifting, obstacle courses, weapons training, patrolling, night operations, and small-boat handling. Sixteen-mile hikes thickened the callouses on the men’s feet, so that after a time they were immune to blistering. Rangers learned how to sneak up on sentries and kill them silently, and how to destroy enemy pillboxes from the front, rear, and side. They practiced bayoneting dummies and shooting targets at close distances.


Rangers who passed the basic Commando training course moved to Argyle, on Scotland’s western coast, for training in amphibious landings. Riding small craft onto beaches at all times of day and in all weather conditions, they conducted mock assaults on coastal fortifications and towns. Scottish townsfolk played French or Italian citizens in the exercises, and served cakes and sandwiches to the famished Rangers afterward.


On August 19, 1942, fifty of Darby’s Rangers took part in the raid on Dieppe, a coastal port in German-occupied France that Churchill had designated the latest target of his raiding campaign. The Rangers were parceled out between the 2nd Canadian Division, which would land at the central beach, and two British Commando battalions, which were responsible for destroying German weapons on the beach’s flanks. Among the Rangers chosen for the mission, the elation of participation in so bold a raid did not survive first contact. German torpedo boats intercepted the boats carrying one of the Commando battalions, preventing most of its men from making landfall. Canadian tanks that were supposed to charge into the town of Dieppe found the beach’s exits blocked by German obstacles, leaving the Canadian division exposed to a vortex of German artillery and automatic weapons fire. Of the division’s 5,000 men, nearly 3,400 became casualties in the one-day operation. The Commandos lost 247 of 1,000 men, and the Rangers 11 of 50.


The Dieppe debacle did much to discredit the idea that coastal raids could inflict more than flesh wounds on the Nazi empire. Large raids were discontinued after Dieppe, and resources were redirected toward amphibious landings in North Africa and Italy that prefaced sustained invasions. The original purpose of Commandos and Rangers—coastal raiding in service of a strategy of peripheral jabbing—was thus rendered obsolete. As the planners of the North African and Italian invasions recognized, however, these units were well-suited for the new types of campaigns, as the amphibious invasions were certain to involve difficult offensive missions on the coast.


For Operation Torch, the code name for the Allied invasion of North Africa in November 1942, the 1st Ranger Battalion was charged with taking the Algerian port of Arzew. Ranger training in stealth and night operations made the battalion a particularly attractive choice for this undertaking. If the Rangers could sneak ashore and seize the two Vichy French forts, they would spare Arzew from a massive shore bombardment, and hence preserve its much-needed port facilities. They would also minimize Vichy French casualties, an important consideration at a time when the United States was seeking to pry the Vichy French away from the Nazis.


Sailing aboard three British passenger ships that had originally been employed on the Glasgow-Belfast ferry line, the Rangers landed undetected at Arzew on November 8 shortly after midnight. They silently dispatched the few sentries they encountered en route to the town’s two forts, Fort de la Pointe, at the harbor’s edge, and Batterie du Nord, atop a nearby hillock. At Fort de la Pointe, they needed only a few minutes and a few gunshots to overwhelm the defenders. They took sixty prisoners, including the wife of the post’s adjutant. At the Batterie du Nord, Vichy French lookouts espied the Rangers using wire cutters to slice through the eight-foot-high barbed wire surrounding the fort. French machine guns opened fire, compelling Darby to pull his Rangers back and call in rounds from Ranger mortar tubes, which had been set up nearby for such an eventuality. Eighty mortar shells crashed into the fort, quieting the guns of the defenders. Most of the garrison took shelter in the fort’s magazine when the mortar barrage commenced, in the belief that Allied aircraft were bombing the fort.


Entering the fort against minimal opposition, the Rangers issued a surrender ultimatum in French to the men bunched inside the magazine. The Frenchmen rebuffed the ultimatum. When, however, the Rangers pushed grenades and a Bangalore torpedo into the ventilators, the garrison came out with hands held high. The Rangers took sixty prisoners here as well, including the battery commander, who had scampered to the magazine in such a hurry that he was still in his pajamas and bed slippers.


All told, the Rangers suffered a mere two dead and eight wounded at Arzew. Darby took control of the town as interim mayor while thousands of soldiers from the US 1st Division arrived over the beach and longshoremen unloaded supplies from American ships at the harbor. Darby had to figure out how to keep water, electricity, and other public services going, though he had a much easier time of it than Americans in areas of the North African coast where shore bombardment had wrecked purification plants and power grids. Other matters that demanded his attention included the town’s brothel, whose prostitutes had wasted little time in advertising their wares to the invaders.


On February 1, 1943, the 1st Ranger Battalion flew to Tunisia in thirty-two C-47 transport planes, its mission to conduct raids against German and Italian forces retreating from Algeria and Libya. In the Tunisian countryside, the Rangers camouflaged themselves by day and marched by night, using colored flashlights and radios to stay organized. On February 13, the Rangers overran a position held by the 10th Bersaglieri Regiment, a light infantry formation of the Italian Royal Army. The Rangers killed seventy-five Italians and captured eleven while suffering one killed and twenty wounded. On March 20, the 1st Ranger Battalion marched six miles at night over mountainsides and gorges into the backside of the El Guettar Pass, which had been left unguarded by the Italian unit at the pass in the belief that no enemy could scale the steep slopes. The bewildered Italians surrendered without a fight, permitting the Rangers to net over 1,000 prisoners at the cost of a single American casualty.


Ranger successes in North Africa generated enthusiasm in the upper ranks of the US government for additional Ranger battalions. But recommendations to expand the Rangers provoked stiff opposition from a number of senior leaders in the Army, including Lieutenant General Lesley J. McNair, a curmudgeonly workaholic who headed Army Ground Forces within the War Department. As McNair saw it, special units were likely to sit unused for long periods of time for want of suitable missions, or else they would participate in “unprofitable missions” for the sake of demonstrating their ongoing relevance. Diversion of high-quality officers to Ranger units, McNair warned, “will seriously handicap the selection and training of leaders who are so essential in the present training program” of the regular Army. Thus, it would be better to provide special training and equipment to existing infantry units as needs arose.


McNair occupied a high rung on the Army ladder, but there were other men of different opinions who stood on rungs still higher, and they decided to overrule him. In May 1943, the Army formed two additional Ranger battalions, the 3rd and 4th, putting both under Darby, who was given six weeks to obtain and train the necessary personnel. Darby employed recruiting methods he had used in the past, and he devised new techniques as well. Two of his roughest sergeants strutted into bars frequented by American servicemen and announced that they were ready to fight any and all comers. Those who stepped forward for fisticuffs were signed up as Rangers. Darby also scoured the centers where the Army sent newly trained troops prior to unit assignment, seeking out, in his words, men who “were young, usually of medium size, and rugged looking.”


AFTER THE LANDING at Gela, the Rangers participated in two other major operations in Italy. The first began with an amphibious landing on September 9, 1943, at the resort village of Maiori, near Salerno, as part of a broad offensive by the US Fifth Army toward Naples. The Rangers met no opposition when they stepped from the royal blue waters of the Amalfi Coast onto Maiori’s black-sand beach. Marching six miles up a steep road that snaked through orchards of lemon trees, they drew on months of hard conditioning to bear their heavy packs and equipment at a steady pace. They reached the Chiunzi Pass, 4,000 feet above sea level, in just five hours. No Germans were to be seen.


The absence of Germans was testament to the Rangers’ speed and achievement of surprise, rather than to any lack of German concern about the Chiunzi Pass. Overlooking Naples, Mount Vesuvius, and Highway 18, the pass was perfectly situated for sighting German military traffic and strongpoints. Darby’s Rangers trimmed the chestnut trees to facilitate observation, then marked the coordinates of targets and radioed them to warships sitting off the coast, whose guns sent massive shells screaming over the Tyrrhenian Sea and the Italian countryside.


Germans soon showed up at the Chiunzi Pass to give battle. Too few in number to pose a serious threat, the German soldiers were easily thrown back by Darby’s Rangers. “We are sitting pretty,” Darby radioed to the Fifth Army headquarters.


No one else in the Fifth Army, however, could say the same. Difficult terrain, German resistance, and Allied disorganization conspired to slow the advance of most American units, giving the Germans time to organize a slew of counterattacks. Several of the counterattacks took place at the Chiunzi Pass, each of which the Rangers stymied with the assistance of reinforcements that included an infantry battalion, a field artillery battalion, a medium tank battalion, and a company of combat engineers. The Rangers lost twenty-eight killed, nine missing, and sixty-six wounded in ten days of conventional battle. German counterattacks at other locations proved more effective, and at one point the Germans came very close to overrunning the Allied beachhead at Salerno; only the enormous projectiles of Allied warships and the bombing and strafing of Allied aircraft averted utter ruin.


After failing to deprive the Allies of a foothold, the German Tenth Army withdrew northward from Salerno to what became known as the Winter Line, where fortified hills and passes afforded superb defensive positions. General Mark Clark, commander of the US Fifth Army, split up the Ranger battalions, attached them to larger units, and sent them to breach the Winter Line. Thus, rather than loitering or dreaming up “unprofitable missions,” as General McNair had prophesied, the Rangers would be fighting conventional battles alongside the regular infantry.


The decision to employ the Rangers as standard infantry attracted its own set of detractors, which included many of the Rangers themselves. Ranger officers objected to the use of their troops in this manner, on the grounds that it squandered the specialized capabilities they had toiled months, if not years, to develop. Instead, they recommended, the Ranger leadership should determine the missions of Ranger units. These objections made no impression on General Clark, who believed that keeping special units in reserve until the need for special missions arose was a luxury that he could not presently afford. His need for infantrymen had reached such proportions that he was pulling musicians from division bands to plug holes on the front. Clark discerned, moreover, that opportunities for creeping up on the enemy and putting a dagger into his back had become scant now that they were fighting tough and canny Germans who held stout defensive lines, rather than the dispirited Frenchmen or disorganized Italians of the campaigns in North Africa and Sicily.


Bitter mountain combat at the Winter Line would expose the Rangers to German conventional military power as never before. Over a period of forty-five days, 40 percent of the Rangers became casualties. The stresses of failure and the death of comrades debilitated men’s minds such that some of the bravest Rangers had to be sent to the medical area, two hundred to five hundred yards to the rear of the rifle pits, for a week or more of mental convalescence. The attrition of experienced Rangers led, in addition, to an influx of green troops who had not been selected or trained with the same care as in the past, causing Ranger units to commit errors that would have been unthinkable with the original members.


While Darby’s Rangers were trying to wrest the Germans from their mountaintop redoubts, another elite force arrived at a different section of the Winter Line to try its hand against the Germans. The First Special Service Force, a combined unit of US and Canadian soldiers, had been formed in July 1942, but had not yet had a taste of battle. Created originally for Operation Plough, the force had been expected to enter the war in circumstances far different from those prevailing in southern Italy. But fighting somewhere was better than fighting nowhere, in the opinion of most Forcemen, who were itching to put more than a year of training to real use.


Operation Plough was the brainchild of Geoffrey Pyke, an English scientist whom the British government had hired in its quest for alternatives to blood-soaked infantry campaigns on the European continent. Averse to bathing and personal grooming, entirely devoid of social graces, Pyke irritated most of his professional colleagues and most of the other people he met in life. Those very quirks, however, led several men of great influence to see in Pyke a mad genius. Pyke convinced Lord Louis Mountbatten, the British chief of combined operations, to enlist him as an idea man by showing up at Mountbatten’s office and declaring, “Lord Mountbatten, you need me on your staff because I’m a man who thinks.” Pyke and Mountbatten, in turn, convinced Churchill and Marshall that Pyke’s imaginative schemes deserved to be funded.


As conceived by Pyke, Operation Plough would revolutionize warfare by exploiting a new domain: snow. “Our studies of the strategic situation have led us to the concept of snow as a fourth element—a sea which flows over most of Europe each year,” Pyke posited. “We must obtain mastery of the snow as we have of the sea.” According to Pyke, the Allies should airlift snow commandos and motorized snow-sleds into Norway, Romania, and the Italian Alps to conduct precision strikes on power plants, factories, and oil fields. Pyke predicted that the snow forces would wreak such havoc on Nazi Germany’s military and economic production that Hitler would have to divert half a million or more troops to contend with the menace.


Great Britain, the United States, and Canada invested hefty sums of treasure and manpower in the transformation of the mad scientist’s vision into reality. Studebaker designed a snowmobile prototype, with treads resembling a tank’s on the lower half and an open seating bay on the upper half. The prototype would eventually be developed into the M29 Weasel, a two-ton, four-passenger vehicle capable of traveling up to thirty miles per hour in snow at an average of five miles per gallon of gasoline. The Canadians contributed eight hundred of their finest soldiers to the initial snow commando unit, the First Special Service Force, a commitment the Americans matched in quantity but not in quality. The Forcemen received special training in the use of the snowcraft as well as skis, and parachutes.


By the time the Weasel was ready for mass production, however, the plan for Plough had come under fire from the Royal Air Force, which doubted the value of diverting its premier bomber, the Lancaster, to the lugging of the snow-sleds across Europe. The Norwegian government-in-exile raised objections to Operation Plough, as it did not consider destruction of the country’s power facilities to be in the nation’s long-term interests. Nor were Allied military planners able to find satisfactory solutions to essential logistical problems that to Pyke had seemed mere trifling details, such as how to refuel and repair a vehicle in a country where the enemy controlled all the gas stations and owned all the facilities capable of servicing tracked vehicles. In the fall of 1943, more than one year after the creation of the First Special Service Force, the idea of using the Forcemen as snow commandos was pitched into the dustbin.


The crushing of Pyke’s dreams stimulated talk of dissolving the First Special Service Force and sending its personnel to regular US and Canadian units. But the force’s enterprising commanding officer, Colonel Robert T. Frederick, skillfully reconfigured the unit to make it attractive as an all-purpose assault force. Removing snow-sleds and skis from the unit’s table of organization and equipment, he obtained flamethrowers, mortars, machine guns, and bazookas. Frederick made emotional pleas to American and Canadian generals, asserting that retention of the unit would promote a spirit of cooperation between the United States and Canada. His efforts ultimately paid off with a one-way ticket to the Italian front for the entire First Special Service Force.


General Clark, in his desperation for combat troops, had gladly accepted the 1,600 men of the First Special Service Force into the Fifth Army. From his headquarters at Caserta’s cavernous Bourbon palace, Clark ordered the newly arrived Forcemen to enter the Winter Line fighting at the hill mass of Monte la Difensa–Monte Maggiore. The mission was ideally suited for an elite infantry unit, as this terrain demanded physical fitness of a higher grade than anywhere else on the Winter Line. From Monte la Difensa, with an altitude of 3,120 feet, and the adjacent Monte la Remetanea, at 2,948 feet, the Germans had repulsed and slaughtered several Allied assault forces that General Clark had sent in their direction. The plan now was to send the Forcemen via a different route, up the western face of La Difensa, the top 1,000 feet of which ascended at a seventy-degree pitch.


Walking toward Monte la Difensa in daylight on December 2, the Forcemen had to step over the bodies of men killed in prior attacks on the peak. That evening, a reconnaissance team left the rest of the force at the base of the mountain and headed up La Difensa to identify the best marching routes and string the cliffs with ropes for the use of the main body of the force. Allied air and artillery bombarded the mountain, striking on all sides with white phosphorous and high-explosive rounds to prevent the Germans from discerning the direction from which the attack would come. “It looked like the whole mountain was on fire,” remembered Bill Pharis, a former roustabout from the oil fields of Texas.


The lead battalion began the upward march several hours before midnight. The paths charted by the reconnaissance teams had been well chosen, and the ropes deftly placed. At 5 a.m., the foremost Forcemen reached a position just one hundred meters from the summit. From there, they ascertained that the Germans had not ruled out the possibility of an attack up the steep mountainside, as they had posted several sentries near the top of the cliff face. The Forcemen used double-edged stilettos to kill these sentries, shoving their free hands into the mouths of the victims to muffle the screams.


Resuming the climb, the Forcemen planned to keep going in silence until 6:30 before opening fire with their rifles and machine guns, in order to allow more men and weaponry to come up the cliff. But their presence was discovered at 5:30 when several Forcemen slipped on loose stones, which the Germans had positioned near their emplacements to give warning of intruders. One man who slipped kicked the helmet off a man below him, causing the helmet to clatter down the mountain. Germans sprang to their weapons and a German flare gun went into action, shooting a green flare first, then a red one, then two magnesium flares that lighted the whole mountain.


American and Canadian hopes that the preparatory air and artillery strikes had killed off much of the German force proved to be unfounded. By sheltering in the mountain’s caves or in concrete pillboxes, most of the Germans had remained alive. From positions looking down on the face, Germans shot at the Forcemen while awaiting reinforcements from other sections of the perimeter, who needed time to bring their heavy weapons over.


Taking advantage of an early morning fog to obscure their movements, Forcemen hurled grenades at the enemy defensive positions on the upper face. Several of these positions went silent, opening corridors through which the Forcemen quickly scrambled. Americans and Canadians poured into the bowl-shaped mountaintop before the Germans could haul their machine guns near the cliff. Colonel Frederick, one of the first Forcemen up the mountain, dashed from place to place across the bowl to shout instructions and exhortations.


The Germans receded slowly before the onslaught of the Forcemen. Two hours after the battle had started, the surviving Germans fled the mountaintop, leaving behind seventy-five comrades who had perished and forty-three who had been taken prisoner. The Forcemen clapped each other on the back for taking the bastion so swiftly, and for surviving their first brush with battle.


The enemy, however, robbed them of time to savor the victory or ponder the ephemeral character of human triumph. While retreating from La Difensa, the German survivors had sent word of their departure to their higher headquarters, which directed artillery and mortar crews to plaster the summit. If the German gunners had made a prayer to the heavens to lift the fog, as the Greeks had done on the plains of Troy, the prayer was soon answered. With the fog gone, the Germans could adjust their fire, guaranteeing that the peak and the troops packed atop it would incur the full hatred of the German shells.


Frederick immediately ordered the Forcemen to take refuge in German pillboxes. He himself, however, continued to stand and move about in the open without concern for the incoming fire. “There were times when a heavy barrage of mortar fire would send us scurrying for cover only to come back and find him smoking a cigarette—in the same sitting position and place we had vacated in a hurry,” recalled Captain Dermot O’Neill. Other officers were less fortunate. One was killed while scanning for Germans through binoculars. A mortar round killed the entire command group of the 1st Battalion, 2nd Regiment, the first battalion up the mountain. Many Forcemen rued the death of the battalion’s commander, Lieutenant Colonel Tom MacWilliam, a “fearless officer” who “always demonstrated superior qualities in everything he undertook,” in the description of the regimental commander.


To Frederick’s surprise, the German infantry did not counterattack the mountaintop. Unbeknownst to the Forcemen, the recent flooding of valleys and rivers in the German rear had weakened German supply arteries to such an extent as to render further combat in the region exceedingly precarious. The Germans did, nevertheless, find other ways to hurt the Forcemen. On the night of December 3, German forward observers caught sight of the First Special Service Force’s 1st Regiment, which had been held in reserve. The night sky erupted with the howls of German howitzers and a new weapon that the Germans called the Nebelwerfer. A rocket launcher with six barrels, each six inches in diameter, the Nebelwerfer could fire thirty-six high-explosive rockets per minute. The English-speaking Allies would soon refer to the dreaded projectiles as “screaming meemies.” War correspondent Ernie Pyle, who was at La Difensa during the battle, described it thus: “The gun didn’t go off with a roar, but the shells swished forward with a sound of unparalleled viciousness and power, as though gigantic gears were grinding. Actually, it sounded as though some mammoth man were grinding them out of a huge machine.”


Robert Shafer, a Forceman in the 1st Regiment, was one of those who survived the experience of watching the German bombardment blow apart the once-orderly bivouac. He saw German shell fragments slice so deeply into one man’s arm that it barely remained attached. Peering down at the expensive watch on his dangling limb, the man pronounced, “I don’t suppose I’ll wear the watch on that hand again.” Shrapnel sheared a chunk of flesh off the shoulder blade of another man, whom Shafer knew to be a star baseball player. “He was worried about it affecting his pitching arm,” Shafer recorded. In the space of an hour, the Germans killed or wounded 40 percent of the regiment, a sobering demonstration of the reality that elite units could be shattered as easily as any other units when operating near the front lines. The losses upped the total of First Special Service Force casualties at La Difensa to 532.


The capture of La Difensa dealt the Germans a significant tactical setback, but it did not yield the strategic windfall that the Allied leadership had prognosticated. During the preparation for the attack, the II Corps commander, Major General Geoffrey Keyes, had told the Forcemen that if they took the mountain, they would so unhinge the German defenses that the Allied armies would be able to roll into Rome within two to three weeks. In the days after the battle, however, the Germans kept the Allies from exploiting the penetration of La Difensa by engaging the Forcemen and nearby Allied forces in jousts lasting long enough for most German forces to withdraw northward and occupy newly fortified positions in advantageous terrain. Rome was to remain in German hands for another six months.


Keyes’s forecast had led the Forcemen to expect a sumptuous reward in return for taking La Difensa, such as an extended leave to a beachside resort. General Clark, however, decided on a different sort of recompense, notifying the Forcemen that he would give them “bigger and better hills to climb.” Clark sent the Forcemen to Mount Sammucro, whose 4,000-foot peak gazed down upon icy precipices and slopes. Attacking on Christmas Eve and again on Christmas Day, the Forcemen drove a German unit from the mountain at a cost of sixty-five North American casualties.


THE REALITY THAT small stabs could not bring down the German dragon was on the minds of leaders in London, Washington, and Ottawa at this very moment. Over the course of December 1943, the Allies devised a plan to circumvent the rock-hard defensive lines that the Germans kept laying across the Italian boot. An amphibious landing in the German rear would be the means, and the port of Anzio would be the place. Located just thirty miles south of Rome, Anzio was best known as the city from which Coriolanus had launched his rebellion against the Roman Republic in 491 BC. If Allied forces could secure a beachhead at Anzio and drive rapidly north, they would cut the supply lines and escape lanes for the German divisions arrayed along the Winter Line.


Among the units assigned to the Anzio landing was the recently formed 6615th Ranger Force. Commanded by Darby, who had been promoted to colonel on December 11, the 6615th consisted of the three Ranger battalions, the 83rd Chemical Battalion, a Cannon Company, and a headquarters element. Invasion planners surmised that German units garrisoned in Anzio would put up a fierce fight at the water’s edge, so they wanted a crack unit at the spear tip of the invasion force, and the 6615th Ranger Force was the most obvious candidate. Darby received orders to storm Anzio’s beach and then seize the harbor and port facilities.


The Ranger Force landed at Anzio early on the morning of January 22, 1944, disembarking near the Art Deco domes of the Paradiso sul Mare casino. The dreaded German beach defenses turned out to consist of two men, both of whom the Rangers shot on sight. Hustling straight through the beach and up the street leading to the Paradiso sul Mare, Darby and his headquarters staff set up a command post inside the casino. The Ranger battalions moved into the center of the town, where they caught the German garrison by complete surprise. The Rangers broke into one German headquarters while officers were in the midst of breakfasting on sardines and Danish bacon, gunning down several Germans before the remainder could escape.


The Germans had only two understrength coastal battalions in the vicinity of Anzio, precluding a quick counterstrike that could pin the invasion force to the coast and crush it on the beaches. The Allies, it appeared, had a promising opportunity to cross into the interior and cut off the enemy forces on the Winter Line. But Major General John P. Lucas, the commander of the Anzio invasion, adopted the more cautious approach of keeping units in a shell around the small beachhead in anticipation of eventual German counterattacks, of the sort that had nearly wiped the Allies off the map at Salerno, while bringing more forces and supplies into the port. The Anzio salient, shaped like a half moon, had a radius of only ten miles after the first week.


Lucas’s caution permitted the Germans to shift infantry, armor, artillery, aircraft, and U-boats toward Anzio, threatening the beachhead and simultaneously building a protective wall between Anzio and the lifelines connecting the Winter Line to Rome. To Allied leaders who had envisaged a swift rampage through the German rear, the passage of precious days without forward movement was maddening. “I had hoped we were hurling a wild cat on the shore,” groused Winston Churchill, “but all we got was a stranded whale.”


On January 28, Lucas received orders to get off his duff and push aggressively toward the highways. He directed the 3rd Division, commanded by Major General Truscott, to head eastward into “Jerryland”—slang for German-held territory—and seize a series of population centers and roads. The first objective would be Cisterna, a manufacturing town four miles beyond the Anzio beachhead. General Truscott in turn assigned the mission of taking Cisterna to Darby’s Ranger Force, which had recently been attached to the 3rd Division. Truscott told Darby to send two of the three Ranger battalions to Cisterna, while the third cleared a nearby road for the benefit of two infantry regiments that would soon follow.


Darby, who was no doubt flattered that Truscott had selected the Rangers for such a difficult and important mission, thought that an attack of this size was certain to succeed. That conclusion seemed to be reflected in the selection of the code name for Cisterna—EASY. The German forces near Anzio appeared to be less aggressive than in the past, which was attributed to the increasing number of Poles in German units. Intelligence and reconnaissance reports, moreover, showed no signs of large German concentrations near Cisterna.


On the afternoon of January 30, the Rangers gathered in a pine forest on the fringe of the beachhead. Unfurling their bedrolls on the soft pine needles, they took turns napping. In the evening, they rolled up the bedrolls and stacked them on a tent canvas alongside their barracks bags, which would remain under the vigilant watch of cooks and truck drivers while the fighters visited Jerryland. The Rangers filed out of the bivouac singing Al Dexter’s hit song “Pistol Packin’ Mama.”


Near midnight, the 1st Ranger Battalion left the point of departure, advancing in darkness along a deep canal that would take them straight toward Cisterna. The 3rd Ranger Battalion followed at 1:15 a.m. The 4th Ranger Battalion, which was responsible for securing the road, departed at 2 a.m.


Wading through murky water that came up to their knees, the 1st and 3rd battalions did their best to avoid splashes and any other noises that might reach the ears of German sentries. The canal took them near two German Nebelwerfer batteries, so near that they could hear the Germans talking with one another. The Rangers chose to bypass the batteries so as not to reveal their presence. Closer to the objective, the Americans saw a number of German patrols pass in front and to the side, but the Germans did not appear to detect the marauders.


Because of the number of units now under Darby’s command and the multiple prongs of advance, Darby oversaw the operation from a house near the line of departure, rather than from the front as in earlier days. The first piece of bad news reached him at 0248, when four radio operators from the 3rd Ranger Battalion reported that they had gotten lost. Darby called it the “god-damnedest thing” he had “ever heard of.” Then, halfway to Cisterna, the 3rd battalion became separated from the 1st. After another half mile of marching, three companies from the 1st battalion lost contact with the battalion’s other three companies. These were the sorts of mistakes that Darby’s original Rangers, selected and trained without the haste demanded by mid-campaign operational schedules, almost certainly would not have made.


The 4th Ranger Battalion, advancing along its assigned road, walked into a German ambush at 3 a.m. The first German to see the Americans opened fire with his machine pistol to mark their location, and then the night lit up with blotches of muzzle flashes. From rifle pits and farm buildings, the Germans raked the Rangers and an accompanying column of vehicles as they tried to get off the road. American efforts to drive armor through the kill zone were thwarted by a makeshift German roadblock of wrecked jeeps and trucks. When Ranger companies attempted to charge the Teutonic tormentors, they were shredded by German munitions. Three of the 4th Ranger Battalion’s company commanders perished in the futile assaults.


At the cusp of dawn, the 1st and 3rd battalions reached a flat field on the southern side of Cisterna. Triangular in shape, the field measured roughly 1,000 yards on each side, with roads running along two legs of the triangle and a hodgepodge of irrigation ditches bounding the third. Seeking to put the open terrain behind them before losing the cloak of darkness, the Rangers made a run for the town. After dashing four hundred yards, they came upon a German bivouac, full of sleeping soldiers. The Rangers set upon the Germans with bayonets and knives, hoping to kill the whole bunch before anyone could let out a peep, but one German emitted a loud scream as his throat was cut. At the sound, other Germans sprang out of their blankets with weapons in hand, and rifle shots and grenade explosions filled the air. The ill-prepared and outnumbered Germans did not last long against the Rangers, but they had cost the Rangers the element of surprise as well as precious seconds of darkness.


German reconnaissance forces had already alerted the German headquarters in Cisterna of advancing Americans, and now the headquarters learned that the Americans were in the big field on the edge of town. The headquarters happened to command an entire German division, the elite Hermann Goering Division, which had deployed to Cisterna the previous evening in preparation for a massive German counteroffensive against the Anzio beachhead. The personal creation of Nazi Vice Chancellor Hermann Goering, the division possessed some of the finest officers and most powerful tanks in the German armed forces.


After butchering the Germans in the bivouac, the Rangers started running across the field again. When they were two hundred yards from the edge of Cisterna, with the first rays of sunlight edging the roof lines of houses and shops, the town erupted with a diabolical cacophony of German weaponry. Recognizing that no man could survive an attempt to cross the final two hundred yards to the town, the Rangers scrambled for cover in drainage ditches and the few farm buildings in the vicinity of the field. Many were cut down before they could get off the killing field.


Shortly after the German broadside commenced, the Rangers heard the creaking of tank treads to their rear. Relief and celebration broke out within the Ranger ranks at what was presumed to be the arrival of American armor from the 4th Battalion. As the tanks came close, however, a sharp-eyed young man noticed that they bore the German Iron Cross. Driving around the flanks of the 1st and 3rd Ranger battalions, the tanks of the Hermann Goering Division had surrounded both American units in their entirety.


The Germans brought forward flak wagons—wheeled vehicles mounted with antiaircraft artillery—to fire straight into the Ranger positions at short range, while large-caliber artillery pounded the Rangers from longer distances. The Rangers destroyed a number of German tanks and flak wagons by firing antitank rockets from bazookas or running up to the hulls to affix adhesive antitank grenades. Those who had been able to occupy stone houses used the thick walls as protection from the German heavy weapons while returning fire with the much lighter weapons in their own possession. Some of the Rangers attempted to break out of the encirclement, but the Germans stopped them cold with showers of metal from all manner of weaponry. With bigger guns, more troops, and larger supplies of ammunition, the Hermann Goering Division had time on its side.


When news of the fighting at Cisterna reached Darby, he directed the 4th Ranger Battalion and two Army regiments to move to the rescue of the trapped battalions. All three units found German forces blocking their paths. Half of the 4th Ranger Battalion would be killed or wounded before day’s end. Darby’s Cannon Company attempted to reach Cisterna in half tracks, but in each of four attempts it had to turn back after German antitank weapons shattered its lead vehicles. A reconnaissance force of forty-three men, sent toward Cisterna in jeeps, drove into a machine-gun ambush of such deadliness that only one man returned to tell the tale.


By midmorning, the attrition of Ranger officers at Cisterna had left a lone captain in charge of the 1st and 3rd Ranger battalions. While talking with Darby on the radio, the young captain began weeping, so Darby told him to put Sergeant Major Robert E. Ehalt on the phone. The sergeant, a twenty-eight-year-old stalwart from Brooklyn, told Darby calmly, “Some of the fellows are giving up. Colonel, we are awfully sorry.” Amid the din of bursting German shells, Ehalt continued, “They can’t help it, because we’re running out of ammunition. But I ain’t surrendering.” Ehalt had to interrupt his analysis of the Rangers to report the arrival of German infantry, stating, “They are coming into the building now.”


Darby’s subsequent dialogue with Ehalt was not included in the detailed account of the battle that Darby dictated soon afterward, but an eyewitness made a record of Darby’s side of the conversation. “Issue some orders but don’t let the boys give up,” Darby said. “Who’s walking in with their hands up? Don’t let them do it! Get the officers to shoot. Do that before you give up. We’re coming through. Hang on to this radio until the last minute. How many men are still with you? Stick together and do what is best. You’re there and I’m here, unfortunately, and I can’t help you. But whatever happens, God bless you.”


Shortly after 12 p.m., with American relief forces still unable to break through, Ehalt radioed his last message. “They’re closing in on us, Colonel,” the sergeant major said. “We’re out of ammo—but they won’t get us cheap! Good luck… Colonel.”


In the early afternoon, the Germans marched twelve Ranger prisoners toward the remaining elements of the 1st and 3rd Ranger battalions, demanding that the Americans surrender. Rangers shot two members of the German party, at which point the Germans killed two of the prisoners and continued to move forward. Again, Ranger diehards shot two Germans. The Germans bayoneted two prisoners. At this point, approximately seventy more Rangers decided to surrender.


The Germans then announced that they would kill the eighty American prisoners if the Ranger holdouts did not surrender. Several Rangers opened fire on the Germans who were guarding the prisoners, inadvertently killing a number of Americans in the process. German weapons raked the hapless clump of prisoners and the Rangers who had been shooting into it. On the heels of this baleful turn of events, a flock of inexperienced Rangers dropped their weapons in panic and came out with their hands up. A few veteran Rangers shot these young Americans as they rushed to surrender, in an attempt to stop the others, but it was to no avail. For a few minutes more, the most hard-bitten Rangers kept fighting, until they ran out of ammunition, at which point they, too, laid down their arms. Of the 767 Rangers from 1st and 3rd battalions who had marched on Cisterna, 761 ended up dead or in captivity.


Sergeant Carlo Contrera, Darby’s driver, recalled that when the annihilation of the battalions could no longer be doubted, Darby “put his head down on his arm and cried.” Another man who was with Darby, Les Kness, attested, “I watched a great man break down. I saw defeat within a soul of one for whom I had great respect and admiration. I have never seen a person so dejected and defeated, to the point that he lost his reasoning and his drive to keep control.”


The demise of two and a half Ranger battalions at Cisterna swept away in one stroke the high confidence in the Rangers that had built up among the US military leadership during the preceding year and a half. The mystique of stealthy elite soldiers, the aura of invincibility attained through victories unending, had been shattered outside a small Italian town in the span of a few hours. Concluding that superior fitness of mind and body could not compensate for lack of heavy weaponry, the high command dispensed with special operations in the Italian Theater and turned the theater’s remaining special operations forces into regular light infantry. The 504th Parachute Regiment took charge of the remnants of the 4th Ranger Battalion and set them on the line alongside its other battalions. William Darby was reassigned to the command of conventional infantry forces, serving in Italy until April 30, 1945, two days before the armistice, when he was killed by a German artillery shell.


A similar repurposing was in the offing for the First Special Service Force. Following the Cisterna battle, the Hermann Goering Division joined several other German divisions in a ferocious offensive against the Anzio beachhead, keeping the Allied forces near the coast for four months while the German units on the Winter Line executed an orderly retreat. The First Special Service Force was assigned to guard a relatively quiet sector of the Allied perimeter during this period, along the Mussolini Canal, which allowed the Forcemen to conduct shallow probes and reconnaissance missions into Jerryland. Even under these relatively auspicious conditions, the force sustained crippling losses, with 114 killed, 702 wounded, and 65 missing in the four-month period.


The need to replace fallen men became so desperate that the Forcemen were officially redefined as “infantry shock troops,” which permitted them to take in new men who had not received specialized training. In the middle of February, Colonel Robert T. Frederick notified Fifth Army headquarters that combat effectiveness had plummeted because of casualties, the influx of replacement troops who were “not specially trained,” and the arrival of replacement officers who had not been “indoctrinated with the spirit and combat methods of this command.” He concluded that “the combat strength of the force has been so reduced that the force cannot again take any major part in an operation.”


The commander’s lamentations notwithstanding, the First Special Service Force was ordered to take part in the breakout from the beachhead in late May. The Forcemen spent the first day assaulting Cisterna, where they lost 39 men as a bevy of German Tiger tanks pulverized the American Sherman tanks accompanying their advance. In the two-week thrust to Rome, the Forcemen sustained casualties close to those suffered during the four months at Anzio, with 127 killed and hundreds more missing or wounded. As the Allies pressed into Rome’s outskirts, the Germans pulled back to yet another fortified defensive line, the Trasimene Line, once again ensuring that the Allies would not cut off German troops or sever German supply lines. The Forcemen were among the first to enter the city of Caesar and Augustus on June 4, and at last they got some real rest, occupying hotel rooms and sleeping in actual beds for the first time in more than a year.


Depleted of personnel and deprived of special missions, the First Special Service Force was dissolved in November 1944. Higher authorities reassigned its remaining men to other units, where they would serve out the war as regular infantrymen. Colonel Frederick received command of an airborne task force and then the regular 45th Infantry Division, which he led into Germany in the war’s final months.


On the day that Rome fell, a new cast of Rangers boarded ships for Operation Overlord, the Allied invasion of Normandy. The 2nd and 5th Ranger battalions, formed at Tennessee’s Camp Forrest in September 1943, were among the 156,000 troops assigned to the amphibious D-Day landings. While the Cisterna cataclysm had discredited the use of Rangers in raids during sustained land campaigns, the Overlord planners believed that the special training and superior physical prowess of the Rangers made them the preferred option for some particularly difficult operations at the start of the invasion. The 2nd Ranger Battalion received the most daunting mission on the entire fifty-mile invasion front, the capture of Pointe du Hoc.


A promontory overlooking both Omaha Beach and Utah Beach, Pointe du Hoc was shielded from amphibious invaders by cliffs one hundred feet tall. In the months leading up to the invasion, Allied reconnaissance had spotted six 155mm howitzers in thick concrete casemates atop the cliffs. These guns could inflict severe damage if fired continuously at American landing craft, potentially causing such a mess of sunken vessels as to prevent the invasion forces from advancing past the beaches into terrain where they would be less vulnerable to German firepower and more capable of harming Germans.


Allied aircraft and battleships had pounded Pointe du Hoc for weeks, plastering it with more than ten kilotons of ordnance—comparable in explosive power to the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima. Waves of heavy bombers from the US Eighth Air Force and the British Royal Air Force Bomber Command hit the promontory in the predawn hours of June 6, and then the battleship USS Texas assailed it with dozens of fourteen-inch shells. The firing did not abate until the landing craft carrying the 2nd Ranger Battalion were just a few hundred yards from Pointe du Hoc.


For a few moments, all was quiet, giving rise to hopes that the coastal defenses had been obliterated by the colossal maelstroms of bombs and shells. The American boats were nearly to the narrow shale beach in front of Pointe Du Hoc when the shore exploded with fire from German machine guns. The 7.92mm bullets took the lives of some Rangers before they could get out of the boats. Others struck down Rangers as they clambered into the surf or ran across the shallows.


Using forty-eight rocket launchers, the Rangers shot ropes and rope ladders toward the clifftops, aiming for surfaces where the grapnels at the ends of the ropes were most likely to catch. Several of the ropes and rope ladders were too waterlogged to reach sufficient height, bouncing off the cliff face and falling onto the beach. Others were unable to hook into the bomb-blasted earth on top of the promontory, so that one tug from the Rangers below brought them tumbling down. About twenty of all the hooks caught. German defenders pulled out some of these hooks or cut the ropes, flinging them down at the beach in defiance. But a few hooks held fast, and up these ropes platoons of Rangers were soon climbing.


Some of the Rangers who reached the shale beach intact made the ascent with extension ladders, consisting of sixteen-foot sections that linked together. One man, Staff Sergeant William Stivison, mounted a motorized extension ladder that had been obtained from Merryweathers Ltd. of London, a manufacturer of firefighting equipment. As the ladder increased in length, Stivison fired the twin Lewis machine guns that had been fastened to the top rungs. When the ladder reached a height of ninety feet, however, it swayed so violently in the wind that it had to be retracted.


Germans threw grenades down at the Rangers who were trying to scale the cliffs. They fired rifles and machine pistols straight down and at angles. Nevertheless, enough Rangers made it up the cliffs within the first hour to push the Germans away from the clifftops. Breaking into the huge gun casemates, the Rangers discovered to their dismay that the howitzers had been removed and telephone poles inserted in their places. The pre-invasion bombardment had, at some point, convinced the Germans to tow the guns to another location.


Two Ranger sergeants, spotting tire marks leading away from the casemates, followed the tracks to a camouflaged position. To their amazement, the Rangers saw before them the six howitzers, stacks of unused ammunition at their sides, with no Germans anywhere to be seen. The two sergeants attached thermite grenades to the howitzers’ traversing and elevation mechanisms, which aimed the barrels. Generating heat of 4,000 degrees Fahrenheit for half a minute, the grenades melted the devices into worthless hunks of metal, rendering the mighty weapons useless.


The ineffectiveness of the Germans in protecting the promontory and the guns led the Rangers to suspect that the Germans’ reputation for martial prowess was a fiction. They were quickly disabused of that notion, however, by the competence of the ensuing German counterattacks at Pointe du Hoc. During the next twenty-four hours, German officers led a series of concerted charges on the 2nd Ranger Battalion, whistling and shouting commands to the Germany infantry. Taking advantage of their familiarity with the terrain and its entrenchments, the assault troops overran many of the clifftop foxholes that the Rangers had occupied. German soldiers took foxholes to the rear of other Rangers, blurring the battle lines and leaving some of the Americans isolated, like single checkers near the opponent’s end of the board. “The Germans had an awful lot of underground storage with interconnecting tunnels for shells and food,” explained Lieutenant Charles “Ace” Parker. “The Germans would pop up anyplace. They were very, very annoying. You’d see the dirt move aside and a German would pop up out of the bottom of a shell hole. It would be necessary to shoot him on the spot.”


Captain Walter “Doc” Block of Chicago, the battalion’s medical officer, set up shop in an underground chamber containing sixteen bunks that still had the smell of the Germans who had slept in them the night before, a distinctive odor that GIs attributed to the German diet of sausage and cheese. Block’s work would be immortalized by the reporting of Lieutenant G. K. Hodenfield, a Stars and Stripes correspondent who had been notified three days before D-Day that he would accompany the battalion tasked with assaulting the most formidable German redoubt. Block “worked all night with a flickering candle and sometimes a flashlight,” Hodenfield wrote in his dispatch. “At times there were so many patients that men had to lie in the command post until, maybe, one of the other patients would die or could be patched up well enough to go back out.”


In the early morning of June 7, the Germans took their biggest swing at the 2nd Ranger Battalion. Infiltrating the American lines in the dark, they surrounded an entire Ranger platoon and took its men captive. Well-coordinated German assaults breached several sectors of the Ranger perimeter, putting the whole battalion in danger of dismemberment. Officers at the Ranger command post were discussing the possibility of retreat when a Ranger from E Company burst in. “The Germans have broken through,” he panted. “We couldn’t hold ’em. My God, there’s guys gettin’ killed everywhere!” A short time later, another Ranger reported that D Company had been wiped out. German fire was homing in on the command post.


The officers conferred briefly. A Ranger lieutenant emerged from the conclave to pass the word that the entire battalion would pull back immediately if the Germans launched another attack.


“Do you mean not even try to fight them off?” complained Private William Petty. “Some Ranger outfit we are!” A young man who had disdained authority from his early childhood, Petty had not endeared himself to the officers during the battalion’s brief history. Had they been conducting an exercise, the lieutenant might merely have been irritated, or even amused. With their lives on the line, however, he had no patience for such carping.


“You’ve had a couple of years of college, so you should know what ‘immediately’ means,” snarled the lieutenant. “I mean just that—no heroics; withdraw the moment that they hit.”


“How does one prepare for withdrawal?” Petty persisted. “That wasn’t included in Ranger training.”


“You’re the self-appointed leader out there,” the lieutenant yelled back, his face flushing crimson. “Figure it out yourself, damn it!”


As feared, it was not long before the Germans initiated a new attack, heralded by a torrent of whistles, yells, and machine pistol fire. The speed and ferocity of the onslaught so unnerved some of the Rangers that they surrendered. Most of the others pulled back, save for a dozen Rangers who did not get the withdrawal order in time. Unaware that a dozen Rangers were stranded, the Ranger battalion commander called upon the US Navy to lay waste to the field that the Germans had just repossessed. The battleship Texas obliged with its mammoth fourteen-inch guns, the shells creating holes twenty feet wide and five feet deep. Lieutenant George Kerchner, one of the dozen men who had survived the German infantry assaults and was now attempting to survive the American barrage, pulled the Catholic prayer book from his pocket. Huddled in a ditch, he thumbed the pages and prayed to God to spare him from the earthshaking, man-destroying explosions. “I read that prayer book through from cover to cover, I suppose, half a dozen times, and I prayed very sincerely for protection,” Kerchner recollected. “I’ve been so ashamed to ask for anything since then. I figure I used up all I had coming to me.”


As in the case of many of the Allied amphibious operations in Italy, naval gunfire kept the Germans from completing the annihilation of their American adversaries. After two days of intense battle, the Germans retreated from Pointe du Hoc into the Norman hedgerows. Much additional bloodshed awaited the Americans in those hedgerows, but the 2nd Ranger Battalion would not be among the units that would bleed there, for the invasion’s first two days had chewed up the battalion so badly that it was pulled out of combat for an extended rehabilitation. Seventy percent of its Rangers had been killed, wounded, or captured.


In another notable similarity to the Italian Campaign, Ranger units in France would end up participating routinely in regular infantry operations once the Allied invasion forces pushed out of the D-Day beachhead. The 5th Ranger Battalion, which sustained 114 casualties during the Normandy landing, took part in the battle for the citadel at Brest in the late fall, a close-quarters struggle in which the combatants resorted to the use of scaling ladders, grappling hooks, and other instruments of medieval warfare. The 5th Rangers took 137 casualties at Brest, and 131 more during infantry battles in December. By February 1945, the sum of the casualties it had incurred in France was close to its remaining strength of 398 Rangers.


On February 23, the 5th Ranger Battalion finally received an opportunity to conduct the type of raid for which it had been designed—though even this operation would ultimately devolve into conventional warfare. To support the advance of the US 10th Armored Division into the German heartland, the battalion was ordered to cross the Saar River and occupy a position along the Irsch-Zerf road, four miles in the enemy’s rear. A major route of German supply and reinforcement, the Irsch-Zerf road would be critical for German forces attempting to disrupt the American armored penetration. The Rangers were told they would need to hold the area for forty-eight hours, until a regular infantry unit relieved them.


At 8 p.m., the Rangers arrived at a pontoon footbridge that American engineers had hurriedly built across the roaring Saar. Water splashed up onto the ten-inch planks of the footbridge, but fortunately the frosty air was not cold enough to form ice on the stepping surface. When Rangers reached the river’s edge, they were told, “Don’t fall in, as nobody will attempt to rescue you.”


Six companies of Rangers crossed the bridge and treaded into German-held territory. During the march toward Zerf, they scarfed up a total of eighty-five German prisoners. Upon reaching the Irsch-Zerf road, the Rangers discovered a collection of empty pillboxes in an adjacent field. They took up residence in the concrete fortifications, then seeded the road with antitank mines. Training their machine guns and bazookas on the road, the Rangers lay in waiting for German military traffic. They did not have to wait long for a heavy vehicle to trip the first mine.


Once the German high command realized that a thorn had been placed in its rear, it dispatched nearby combat units to pluck it out. German artillery pounded the field occupied by the Rangers, followed by infantry assaults. By this date, however, five and a half years into the war, German infantry units were a far cry from the formations that had once overrun most of Europe. To replace the skilled and combat-hardened men who had fallen in the prime of life in Russia, North Africa, Italy, and France, Hitler was now conscripting boys and old men and throwing them into battle with minimal training, alongside Poles and Austrians who evidenced little zeal for the Nazi fatherland. The Rangers easily repulsed the first attacks with small arms and artillery.


The 5th Ranger Battalion appeared to have the situation well in hand, until word came that the American replacement forces would not be coming in forty-eight hours as originally promised. The Rangers had brought supplies to last only a few days, and as the Germans sent larger and better units to assault the field, the Rangers exhausted most of their ammunition and had to request a resupply by air. The first supplies dropped by air to the Rangers missed their mark, falling into German hands. On the second day of air-dropping, however, the Rangers received enough ammunition and food to last the nine days it would take their replacements to arrive.


The German attacks continued apace. On a few occasions, the Rangers deemed the German infantry’s chances of success so high that they called American artillery on their own position, in the knowledge that it would kill more Germans than Americans since the Germans were moving in the open while the Americans were crouching in pillboxes and foxholes. Sergeant Joe Drodwell recalled that after one American artillery shower, “I never saw so many dead Germans in my life. The area was just literally covered with bodies. Some of our guys got killed, too, but nothing like the Germans.” During its time on the Irsch-Zerf road, the 5th Ranger Battalion sustained 90 casualties while killing an estimated 299 enemy and taking 328 prisoners.


One other Ranger battalion, the 6th, staked its claim to fame in early 1945. Lieutenant General Walter Krueger, commander of the US Sixth Army in Brisbane, Australia, had formed the 6th Ranger Battalion after hearing of the successes of Darby’s Rangers in the European Theater. During the fall of 1944, the battalion had participated in the initial American invasion of the Philippine archipelago, spearheading the invasion of several Japanese-held islands. When General Krueger received word in late January 1945 that the Japanese were holding Americans prisoner in central Luzon, near the city of Cabanatuan, he ordered a company from the 6th Ranger Battalion to bound past the rest of the advancing American forces to raid the prison. The facility was thirty miles from the nearest American position, a frightfully long distance for a small raiding force that would be moving on foot, but for Krueger the risks of waiting were even greater. On December 14, 1944, the Japanese had slaughtered 150 Allied prisoners in the Philippine province of Palawan, and they might choose to do the same at Cabanatuan when the US Sixth Army came near.


Commanding the 6th Ranger Battalion was Lieutenant Colonel Henry Mucci, an ebullient Italian American whom the troops had nicknamed “Little MacArthur” because of the pipe that constantly hung from his mouth, and perhaps also because of his imperious bearing. Mucci entrusted the mission to his C Company, on account of its commander, Captain Robert Prince, whom Mucci rated the best of his company commanders. The son of a Washington State apple distributor and a graduate of Stanford University, Prince was the quiet type—analytical, unexcitable, and cool under pressure. He was only twenty-five years old, and had never seen combat.


Like many of the Ranger operations in Europe against retreating Germans, the raid on Cabanatuan could not wait for prolonged planning and rehearsal. Lieutenant Colonel Mucci and Captain Prince had only a few hours for initial planning, which they devoted to the long march to the prison. Bereft of information on the prison and its guards, they would not draw up the assault plan until they neared the camp and consulted with a small group of American reconnaissance soldiers who would be sneaking to the camp ahead of the Rangers.


On the afternoon of January 28, 1945, 121 Rangers began the march toward Cabanatuan. Dressed in fatigues without insignia or rank, the Rangers wore soft caps rather than helmets on orders from Mucci, who thought the helmets weighed too much, made too much noise, and reflected too much light. Wherever possible, the column marched through high elephant grass or bamboo groves to elude the eyes of the Japanese and their spies. Philippine guerrilla allies joined forces with the Rangers along the way, and they eventually outnumbered the Rangers by two to one.


Mucci and Prince linked up with the reconnaissance personnel on January 29. From the scouts they learned that an estimated 7,000 Japanese soldiers were currently located in the city of Cabanatuan, four miles from the camp, and 1,000 were bivouacked in bamboo thickets just one mile away. Mucci prevailed upon Philippine guerrillas to take up blocking positions on the two roads that the neighboring Japanese units would use to reach the camp in the event of an alarm. As soon as the guerrillas heard the Rangers open fire on the prison, they would blow the nearest bridge and engage any Japanese soldiers attempting to relieve the prison’s garrison.


The prison camp sat in the middle of an open plain of rice paddies, which offered the Rangers no concealment whatsoever. The assault force would have to crawl through the open paddies for a mile and hope that the Japanese soldiers manning the watchtowers were not vigilant enough to see them. The crawl began on the evening of January 30 at 5:45 p.m.


Digging their fingernails into the muck, the Rangers clawed their way forward for an hour and forty-five minutes. In the dimming twilight, none of the Japanese guards caught sight of the crab-like advance of the Ranger company. By the time the Americans reached the prison perimeter, night had descended.


Creeping up to the prison fences, the Rangers took aim at the Japanese pillboxes, guard posts, and towers, locating sentries by the orange glow of their cigarettes. At the signal of a lone gunshot, Ranger weapons erupted in a concert of bullets, maintaining a steady fortissimo for fifteen seconds. None of the defensive positions had been thickly fortified, and none of their occupants survived the Ranger fusillade. Busting open the lock on the main gate, the Rangers stormed inside, losing just one man in subduing the remainder of what had been a Japanese force of more than 200.


The liberators found 511 American prisoners. They were unable to locate the camp’s lone British prisoner, Edwin Rose, an absent-minded fellow of sixty-five years who had been in the latrine during the raid and had apparently fallen asleep in spite of all the gunfire. The Rangers rushed to evacuate the prisoners, carrying the sickly and malnourished back across the rice fields and through the elephant grass to a squadron of wooden carts. The able-bodied loaded the infirm into the carts, which were then pulled by water buffalo toward the American lines. The 6th Ranger Battalion emptied the camp in just half an hour and escaped its smoking carcass before any Japanese reinforcements could arrive.


THE RANGERS AND Forcemen came into existence because of support at very high levels of the US government, but not at the highest level. The lack of presidential paternity was one of the principal differences between these forces and the other American special operations forces of World War II. General George Marshall, the Army’s chief of staff and the most influential American military officer of the war, formed these units primarily as means of bolstering partnerships with key allies. The merits of such forces on the field of battle were of much less concern at the time of their creation.


The Rangers and Forcemen were recruited and trained for missions that required exceptional degrees of fitness or skill, and in several cases these attributes enabled them to accomplish tasks that were beyond the capabilities of average Army units. At Monte la Difensa and Pointe du Hoc, where the special operations forces had to surmount extreme terrain obstacles, ordinary units likely would have come up short. At the Algerian port of Arzew, where the need to minimize destruction and bloodshed demanded stealth and cunning, the Rangers succeeded where others might well have failed.


Opportunities to exploit the superior capabilities of these units, however, proved to be few. Sneaking up on enemy forces or scaling mountains often yielded success against the Vichy French and the Italians, but such feats were much more difficult to pull off, and much less consequential, against large concentrations of German troops. Contrary to the visions of men like Winston Churchill and Geoffrey Pyke, Hitler’s Reich was not to be defeated through raids on the periphery. Its dominions had to be invaded in overwhelming strength and its conventional units worn down in bloody contests of attrition, a task for which elite forces were not much better suited than regular forces, and for which they were nonetheless routinely employed for lack of alternative missions. Under these conditions, concentrating officers in elite units sucked talent away from units that needed talent just as much, and exposed talent to concentrated slaughter, as occurred most spectacularly at Cisterna.


The Rangers and Forcemen often antagonized conventional military forces by touting their elite status or by acting as if they were above the law. Disregard for regulations and standard operating procedures, which could give the special units decided advantages on the battlefield, rankled others in the military, especially those individuals who saw meticulous shoe shining and unquestioning adherence to rules as the chief marks of a good military man. One official Army historian observed that Ranger indulgence in rowdiness, barroom brawling, and hectoring of military policemen “tended to confirm the suspicion of those line troops who were more than ready to view the Rangers as prima donnas and hooligans.”


For the Forcemen, the adventures and hardships of World War II were confined to the mainland of Italy. The Rangers cast a much broader shadow, fighting in Algeria, Tunisia, Italy, France, Germany, and the Pacific islands. The Rangers took part in all the major campaigns of North Africa and Europe, but they were latecomers to the Pacific, Cabanatuan being something of a swansong for special operations in the Pacific Theater. That swansong had little in common with the songs that had been sung before it in the war between the United States and Japan. An entirely different set of forces, belonging to the US Navy and Marine Corps, accounted for nearly all of the special operations in the Pacific. The island warfare of the Pacific Theater presented challenges much different from those encountered in the great land campaigns of North Africa and Europe, and hence special operations took on a different character. Many of the lessons learned by the Navy and Marine units would nevertheless bear remarkable similarity to those learned by the Rangers and Forcemen.
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