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         At last the armies clashed at one strategic point,

         They slammed their shields together, pike scraped pike

         With the grappling strength of fighters armed in bronze

         And their round shields pounded, boss on welded boss,

         And the sound of struggle roared and rocked the earth.

         The Iliad, Book 4
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      PROLOGUE

      TWENTY-SEVEN acres of headstones fill the American military cemetery at Carthage, Tunisia. There are no obelisks, no tombs, no ostentatious
         monuments, just 2,841 bone-white marble markers, two feet high and arrayed in ranks as straight as gunshots. Only the chiseled
         names and dates of death suggest singularity. Four sets of brothers lie side by side. Some 240 stones are inscribed with thirteen
         of the saddest words in our language: “Here rests in honored glory a comrade in arms known but to God.” A long limestone wall
         contains the names of another 3,724 men still missing, and a benediction: “Into Thy hands, O Lord.”
      

      This is an ancient place, built on the ruins of Roman Carthage and a stone’s throw from the even older Punic city. It is incomparably
         serene. The scents of eucalyptus and of the briny Mediterranean barely two miles away carry on the morning air, and the African
         light is flat and shimmering, as if worked by a silversmith. Tunisian lovers stroll hand in hand across the kikuyu grass or
         sit on benches in the bowers, framed by orangeberry and scarlet hibiscus. Cypress and Russian olive trees ring the yard, with
         scattered acacia and Aleppo pine and Jerusalem thorn. A carillon plays hymns on the hour, and the chimes sometimes mingle
         with a muezzin’s call to prayer from a nearby minaret. Another wall is inscribed with the battles where these boys died in
         1942 and 1943—Casablanca, Algiers, Oran, Kasserine, El Guettar, Sidi Nsir, Bizerte—along with a line from Shelley’s “Adonais”:
         “He has outsoared the shadow of our night.”
      

      In the tradition of government-issue graves, the stones are devoid of epitaphs, parting endearments, even dates of birth.
         But visitors familiar with the American and British invasion of North Africa in November 1942, and the subsequent seven-month
         struggle to expel the Axis powers there, can make reasonable conjectures. We can surmise that Willett H. Wallace, a private
         first class in the 26th Infantry Regiment who died on November 9, 1942, was killed at St. Cloud, Algeria, during the three
         days of hard fighting against, improbably, the French. Ward H. Osmun and his brother Wilbur W., both privates from New Jersey in the 18th Infantry and both killed on Christmas Eve 1942, surely died
         in the brutal battle of Longstop Hill, where the initial Allied drive in Tunisia was stopped—for more than five months, as
         it turned out—within sight of Tunis. Ignatius Glovach, a private first class in the 701st Tank Destroyer Battalion who died
         on Valentine’s Day, 1943, certainly was killed in the opening hours of the great German counteroffensive known as the battle
         of Kasserine Pass. And Jacob Feinstein, a sergeant from Maryland in the 135th Infantry who died on April 29, 1943, no doubt
         passed during the epic battle for Hill 609, where the American Army came of age.
      

      A visit to the Tunisian battlefields tells a bit more. For more than half a century, time and weather have purified the ground
         at El Guettar and Kasserine and Longstop. But the slit trenches remain, and rusty C-ration cans, and shell fragments scattered
         like seed corn. The lay of the land also remains—the vulnerable low ground, the superior high ground: incessant reminders
         of how, in battle, topography is fate.
      

      Yet even when the choreography of armies is understood, or the movement of this battalion or that rifle squad, we crave intimate
         detail, of individual men in individual foxholes. Where, precisely, was Private Anthony N. Marfione when he died on December
         24, 1942? What were the last conscious thoughts of Lieutenant Hill P. Cooper before he left this earth on April 9, 1943? Was
         Sergeant Harry K. Midkiff alone when he crossed over on November 25, 1942, or did some good soul squeeze his hand and caress
         his forehead?
      

      The dead resist such intimacy. The closer we try to approach, the farther they draw back, like rainbows or mirages. They have outsoared the shadow of our night, to reside in the wild uplands of the past. History can take us there, almost. Their diaries
         and letters, their official reports and unofficial chronicles—including documents that, until now, have been hidden from view
         since the war—reveal many moments of exquisite clarity over a distance of sixty years. Memory, too, has transcendent power,
         even as we swiftly move toward the day when not a single participant remains alive to tell his tale, and the epic of World
         War II forever slips into national mythology. The author’s task is to authenticate: to warrant that history and memory give
         integrity to the story, to aver that all this really happened.
      

      But the final few steps must be the reader’s. For among mortal powers, only imagination can bring back the dead.

      No twenty-first-century reader can understand the ultimate triumph of the Allied powers in World War II in 1945 without a
         grasp of the large drama that unfolded in North Africa in 1942 and 1943. The liberation of western Europe is a triptych, each panel informing
         the others: first, North Africa; then, Italy; and finally the invasion of Normandy and the subsequent campaigns across France,
         the Low Countries, and Germany.
      

      From a distance of sixty years, we can see that North Africa was a pivot point in American history, the place where the United
         States began to act like a great power—militarily, diplomatically, strategically, tactically. Along with Stalingrad and Midway,
         North Africa is where the Axis enemy forever lost the initiative in World War II. It is where Great Britain slipped into the
         role of junior partner in the Anglo-American alliance, and where the United States first emerged as the dominant force it
         would remain into the next millennium.
      

      None of it was inevitable—not the individual deaths, nor the ultimate Allied victory, nor eventual American hegemony. History,
         like particular fates, hung in the balance, waiting to be tipped.
      

      Measured by the proportions of the later war—of Normandy or the Bulge—the first engagements in North Africa were tiny, skirmishes
         between platoons and companies involving at most a few hundred men. Within six months, the campaign metastasized to battles
         between army groups comprising hundreds of thousands of soldiers; that scale persisted for the duration. North Africa gave
         the European war its immense canvas and implied—through 70,000 Allied killed, wounded, and missing—the casualties to come.
      

      No large operation in World War II surpassed the invasion of North Africa in complexity, daring, risk, or—as the official
         U.S. Army Air Forces history concludes—“the degree of strategic surprise achieved.” Moreover, this was the first campaign
         undertaken by the Anglo-American alliance; North Africa defined the coalition and its strategic course, prescribing how and
         where the Allies would fight for the rest of the war.
      

      North Africa established the patterns and motifs of the next two years, including the tension between coalition unity and
         disunity. Here were staged the first substantial tests of Allied landpower against Axis landpower, and the initial clashes
         between American troops and German troops. Like the first battles in virtually every American war, this campaign revealed
         a nation and an army unready to fight and unsure of their martial skills, yet willful and inventive enough finally to prevail.
      

      North Africa is where the prodigious weight of American industrial might began to tell, where brute strength emerged as the
         most conspicuous feature of the Allied arsenal—although not, as some historians suggest, its only redeeming feature. Here
         the Americans in particular first recognized, viscerally, the importance of generalship and audacity, guile and celerity, initiative and tenacity.
      

      North Africa is where the the Allies agreed on unconditional surrender as the only circumstance under which the war could
         end.
      

      It is where the controversial strategy of first contesting the Axis in a peripheral theater—the Mediterranean—was effected
         at the expense of an immediate assault on northwest Europe, with the campaigns in Sicily, Italy, and southern France following
         in train.
      

      It is where Allied soldiers figured out, tactically, how to destroy Germans; where the fable of the Third Reich’s invincibility
         dissolved; where, as one senior German general later acknowledged, many Axis soldiers lost confidence in their commanders
         and “were no longer willing to fight to the last man.”
      

      It is where most of the West’s great battle captains emerged, including men whose names would remain familiar generations
         later—Eisenhower, Patton, Bradley, Montgomery, Rommel—and others who deserve rescue from obscurity. It is where the truth
         of William Tecumseh Sherman’s postulate on command was reaffirmed: “There is a soul to an army as well as to the individual
         man, and no general can accomplish the full work of his army unless he commands the soul of his men, as well as their bodies
         and legs.” Here men capable of such leadership stepped forward, and those incapable fell by the wayside.
      

      North Africa is where American soldiers became killing mad, where the hard truth about combat was first revealed to many.
         “It is a very, very horrible war, dirty and dishonest, not at all that glamour war that we read about in the hometown papers,”
         one soldier wrote his mother in Ohio. “For myself and the other men here, we will show no mercy. We have seen too much for
         that.” The correspondent Ernie Pyle noted a “new professional outlook, where killing is a craft.” North Africa is where irony
         and skepticism, the twin lenses of modern consciousness, began refracting the experiences of countless ordinary soldiers.
         “The last war was a war to end war. This war’s to start ’em up again,” said a British Tommy, thus perfectly capturing the
         ironic spirit that flowered in North Africa.
      

      Sixty years after the invasion of North Africa, a gauzy mythology has settled over World War II and its warriors. The veterans
         are lionized as “the Greatest Generation,” an accolade none sought and many dismiss as twaddle. They are condemned to sentimental
         hagiography, in which all the brothers are valiant and all the sisters virtuous. The brave and the virtuous appear throughout
         the North African campaign, to be sure, but so do the cowardly, the venal, and the foolish. The ugliness common in later campaigns also appears in North Africa: the murder and rape of civilians; the killing of prisoners; the falsification
         of body counts.
      

      It was a time of cunning and miscalculation, of sacrifice and self-indulgence, of ambiguity, love, malice, and mass murder.
         There were heroes, but it was not an age of heroes as clean and lifeless as alabaster; at Carthage, demigods and poltroons
         lie side by side.
      

      The United States would send sixty-one combat divisions into Europe, nearly 2 million soldiers. These were the first. We can
         fairly surmise that not a single man interred at the Carthage cemetery sensed on September 1, 1939, that he would find an
         African grave. Yet it was with the invasion of Poland on that date that the road to North Africa began, and it is then and
         there that our story must begin.
      

      September 1, 1939, was the first day of a war that would last for 2,174 days, and it brought the first dead in a war that
         would claim an average of 27,600 lives every day, or 1,150 an hour, or 19 a minute, or one death every 3 seconds. Within four
         weeks of the blitzkrieg attack on Poland by sixty German divisions, the lightning war had killed more than 100,000 Polish
         soldiers, and 25,000 civilians had perished in bombing attacks. Another 10,000 civilians—mostly middle-class professionals—had
         been rounded up and murdered, and 22 million Poles now belonged to the Third Reich. “Take a good look around Warsaw,” Adolf
         Hitler told journalists during a visit to the shattered Polish capital. “That is how I can deal with any European city.”
      

      France and Great Britain had declared war against the German aggressors on September 3, but fighting subsided for six months
         while Hitler consolidated his winnings and plotted his next move. That came in early April 1940, when Wehrmacht troops seized
         Denmark and attacked Norway. A month later, 136 German divisions swept into the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, and France.
         Winston S. Churchill—a short, stout, lisping politician of indomitable will and oratorical genius, who on May 10 became both
         Britain’s prime minister and defense minister—told President Franklin D. Roosevelt, “The small countries are simply smashed
         up, one by one, like matchwood.” It was the first of 950 personal messages Churchill would send Roosevelt in the most fateful
         correspondence of the twentieth century.
      

      France was not small, but it was smashed up. German tactical miscalculation allowed the British to evacuate 338,000 troops on 900 vessels from the northern
         port of Dunkirk, but on June 14 the German spearhead swept across the Place de la Concorde in Paris and unfurled an enormous
         swastika flag from the Arc de Triomphe. As the French tottered, Germany’s partner in the Axis alliance, the Italian government of Benito Mussolini, also declared war on France
         and Britain. “First they were too cowardly to take part,” Hitler said. “Now they are in a hurry so that they can share in
         the spoils.”
      

      After the French cabinet fled to Bordeaux in shocked disarray, a venerable figure emerged to lead the rump government. Marshal
         Philippe Pétain, the hero of Verdun in World War I and now a laconic, enigmatic eighty-four-year-old, had once asserted, “They
         call me only in catastrophes.” Even Pétain had never seen a catastrophe like this one, and he sued for terms. Berlin obliged.
         Rather than risk having the French fight on from their colonies in North Africa, Hitler devised a clever armistice: the southern
         40 percent of France—excluding Paris—would remain under the sovereignty of the Pétain government and unoccupied by German
         troops. From a new capital in the resort town of Vichy, France would also continue to administer her overseas empire, including
         the colonies of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, which together covered a million square miles and included 17 million people,
         mostly Arab or Berber. France could keep her substantial fleet and an army of 120,000 men in North Africa by pledging to fight
         all invaders, particularly the British. To enforce the agreement, Germany would keep 1½ million French prisoners-of-war
         as collateral.
      

      Pétain so pledged. He was supported by most of France’s senior military officers and civil servants, who swore oaths of fidelity
         to him. A few refused, including a forty-nine-year-old maverick brigadier general named Charles André Joseph Marie de Gaulle,
         who took refuge in London, denounced all deals with the devil, and declared, in the name of Free France: “Whatever happens,
         the flame of French resistance must not and shall not die.” Hitler now controlled Europe from the North Cape to the Pyrenees,
         from the Atlantic Ocean to the River Bug. In September, Germany and Italy signed a tripartite pact with Japan, which had been
         prosecuting its own murderous campaign in Asia. The Axis assumed a global span. “The war is won,” the Führer told Mussolini.
         “The rest is only a question of time.”
      

      That seemed a fair boast. Britain battled on, alone. “We are fighting for life, and survive from day to day and hour to hour,”
         Churchill told the House of Commons. But German plans to invade across the English Channel were postponed, repeatedly, after
         the Luftwaffe failed to subdue the Royal Air Force. Instead, the bombardment known as the Blitz continued through 1940 and
         beyond, slaughtering thousands and then tens of thousands of British civilians, even as RAF pilots shot down nearly 2,500 German planes in three months, killing 6,000 Luftwaffe crewmen and saving the nation.
      

      Churchill also received help from Roosevelt, who nudged the United States away from neutrality even as he promised to keep
         Americans out of the war. Roosevelt’s true sympathies were given voice by his closest aide, Harry Hopkins. “Whither thou goest,
         I will go,” Hopkins told Churchill in January 1941, quoting the Book of Ruth. “And where thou lodgest, I will lodge; thy people
         shall be my people, and thy God my God.” Hopkins added softly, “Even to the end.” Roosevelt sent Churchill fifty U.S. Navy
         destroyers in exchange for the use of British bases in the Caribbean and western Atlantic, and by the spring of 1941 had pushed
         through Congress a vast program of Lend-Lease assistance under the charade of “renting” out the matériel. By war’s end the
         United States had sent its allies 37,000 tanks, 800,000 trucks, nearly 2 million rifles, and 43,000 planes—so many that U.S.
         pilot training was curtailed because of aircraft shortages. In 1941, though, the British were “hanging on by our eyelids,”
         as General Alan Brooke, chief of the Imperial General Staff, put it.
      

      Hitler faced other annoying disappointments. Spain refused to join the Axis or abandon her neutrality to permit a German attack
         against the British fortress at Gibraltar, which controlled the mouth of the Mediterranean. Italian troops invaded Greece
         without warning on October 28, 1940—“Führer, we are on the march!” Mussolini exclaimed—and immediately found themselves so
         overmatched that Wehrmacht divisions were needed to complete the conquest and rout an ill-conceived British expeditionary
         force sent to save the Balkans. Greece fell in April 1941, a week after Yugoslavia, where 17,000 people had been killed in
         a single day of Luftwaffe bombing.
      

      Mussolini’s legions had also been on the march in Africa, attacking from the Italian colony of Libya into Egypt, a former
         British protectorate still occupied by British troops. A British and Australian counteroffensive in December 1940 smashed
         an Italian army twice its size, eventually inflicting 150,000 casualties. With the Axis southern flank imperiled, Hitler again
         came to Mussolini’s rescue, dispatching a new Afrika Korps to Libya under a charismatic tank officer who had previously commanded
         the Führer’s headquarters troops in Poland. General Erwin Rommel reached Tripoli in mid-February 1941 and launched a campaign
         that would surge back and forth across the North African littoral for the next two years, first against the British and then
         against the Americans.
      

      Two monumental events in 1941 changed the calculus of the war. On June 22, nearly 200 German divisions invaded the Soviet Union in abrogation of the nonaggression pact that Hitler and Soviet
         leader Joseph Stalin had signed in 1939, which had allowed a division of spoils in eastern Europe. Within a day, German attacks
         had demolished one-quarter of the Soviet air force. Within four months, the Germans had occupied 600,000 square miles of Russian
         soil, captured 3 million Red Army troops, butchered countless Jews and other civilians, and closed to within sixty-five miles
         of Moscow. But four months after that, more than 200,000 Wehrmacht troops had been killed, 726,000 wounded, 400,000 captured,
         and another 113,000 had been incapacitated by frostbite.
      

      The second event occurred on the other side of the world. On December 7, Japanese aircraft carriers launched 366 aircraft
         in a sneak attack on the U.S. Navy Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, sinking or damaging eight battleships at their moorings,
         destroying or crippling eleven other warships, and killing 2,400 Americans. Simultaneous attacks were launched on Malaya,
         Hong Kong, and the Philippines. In solidarity with their Japanese ally, Hitler and Mussolini quickly declared war on the United
         States. It was perhaps the Führer’s gravest miscalculation and, as the British historian Martin Gilbert later wrote, “the
         single most decisive act of the Second World War.” America would now certainly return to Europe as a belligerent, just as
         it had in 1917, during the Great War.
      

      “I knew the United States was in the war, up to the neck and in to the death,” Churchill later wrote. “I went to bed and slept
         the sleep of the saved and thankful.”
      

      Two years, three months, and seven days had passed since the invasion of Poland, and the United States had needed every minute
         of that grace period to prepare for war. Churchill’s chief military representative in Washington, Field Marshal Sir John Dill,
         told London that, notwithstanding the long prelude, American forces “are more unready for war than it is possible to imagine.”
      

      In September 1939, the U.S. Army had ranked seventeenth in the world in size and combat power, just behind Romania. When those
         136 German divisions conquered western Europe nine months later, the War Department reported that it could field just five
         divisions. Even the homeland was vulnerable: some coastal defense guns had not been test-fired in twenty years, and the Army
         lacked enough anti-aircraft guns to protect even a single American city. The building of the armed forces was likened to “the
         reconstruction of a dinosaur around an ulna and three vertebrae.”
      

      That task had started with the 16 million men who registered for the draft in the fall of 1940, and who would expand Regular Army and National Guard divisions. By law, however, the draftees and
         newly federalized Guard units were restricted to twelve months of service—and only in the western hemisphere or U.S. territories.
         Physical standards remained fairly rigorous; soon enough, the day would come when new recruits claimed the Army no longer
         examined eyes, just counted them. A conscript had to stand at least five feet tall and weigh 105 pounds; possess twelve or
         more of his natural thirty-two teeth; and be free of flat feet, venereal disease, and hernias. More than forty of every hundred
         men were rejected, a grim testament to the toll taken on the nation’s health by the Great Depression. Under the rules of conscription,
         the Army drafted no fathers, no felons, and no eighteen-year-olds; those standards, too, would fall away. Nearly two million
         men had been rejected for psychiatric reasons, although screening sessions sometimes went no further than questions such as
         “Do you like girls?” The rejection rate, one wit suggested, was high because “the Army doesn’t want maladjusted soldiers,
         at least below the rank of major.”
      

      Jeremiads frequently derided the nation’s martial potential. A Gallup poll of October 1940 found a prevailing view of American
         youth as “a flabby, pacifistic, yellow, cynical, discouraged, and leftist lot.” A social scientist concluded that “to make
         a soldier out of the average free American citizen is not unlike domesticating a very wild species of animal,” and many a
         drill sergeant agreed. Certainly no hate yet lodged in the bones of American troops, no urge to close with an enemy who before
         December 7, 1941, seemed abstract and far away. Time magazine reported on the eve of Pearl Harbor that soldiers were booing newsreel shots of Roosevelt and General George C.
         Marshall, the Army chief of staff, while cheering outspoken isolationists.
      

      Equipment and weaponry were pathetic. Soldiers trained with drainpipes for antitank guns, stovepipes for mortar tubes, and
         brooms for rifles. Money was short, and little guns were cheaper than big ones; no guns were cheapest of all. Only six medium
         tanks had been built in 1939. A sardonic ditty observed: “Tanks are tanks and tanks are dear / There will be no tanks again
         this year.” That in part reflected an enduring loyalty to the horse. “The idea of huge armies rolling along roads at a fast
         pace is a dream,” Cavalry Journal warned in 1940, even after the German blitzkrieg signaled the arrival of mechanized warfare. “Oil and tires cannot like forage
         be obtained locally.” The Army’s cavalry chief assured Congress in 1941 that four well-spaced horsemen could charge half a
         mile across an open field to destroy an enemy machine-gun nest without sustaining a scratch. “The motor-mad advocates are
         obsessed with a mania for excluding the horse from war,” he told the Horse and Mule Association of America, four days before Pearl Harbor. The last
         Regular Army cavalry regiment would slaughter its mounts to feed the starving garrison on Bataan in the Philippines, ending
         the cavalry era not with a bang but with a dinner bell.
      

      To lead the eventual host of 8 million men, the Army had only 14,000 professional officers when mobilization began in 1940.
         The interwar officer corps was so thick with deadwood that one authority called it a fire hazard; swagger sticks, talisman
         of the Old Army, could serve for kindling. Secret War Department committees known as plucking boards began purging hundreds
         of officers who were too old, too tired, too inept. Not a single officer on duty in 1941 had commanded a unit as large as
         a division in World War I; the average age of majors was forty-eight. The National Guard was even more ossified, with nearly
         one-quarter of Guard first lieutenants over forty, and senior ranks dominated by political hacks of certifiable military incompetence.
         Moreover, Guard units in eighteen states were stained with scandal—embezzlement, forgery, kickbacks, and nepotism.
      

      Yet slowly the giant stirred. Congress in 1940 had given the Army $9 billion, more than all the money spent by the War Department
         since 1920. The fabled arsenal of democracy began to build steam, although nearly half of all military production in 1941
         went to Lend-Lease recipients (including 15,000 amputation saws and 20,000 amputation knives to the Soviets). A remarkable
         cadre of promising professional officers began to emerge. The two-year, three-month, and seven-day preparation period was
         over. It was time to fight.
      

      But where? American strategists since the early 1920s had considered Tokyo the most likely enemy, as the United States and
         Japan vied for dominance in the Pacific. But in 1938 a series of informal conversations with the British marked the start
         of an increasing Anglo-American intimacy, nurtured by a growing conviction in Washington that Germany was mortally dangerous
         and that the Atlantic sea-lanes must always be controlled by friendly forces. Among potential adversaries, Germany had the
         largest industrial base and the greatest military capacity, and therefore posed the biggest threat. A U.S. strategy paper
         of November 1940 concluded that if Britain lost the war “the problem confronting us would be very great; and while we might
         not lose everywhere, we might, possibly, not win anywhere.”
      

      An evolving series of American war plans culminated in a strategic scheme called RAINBOW 5, which in the spring of 1941 posited joint action by the United States, Britain, and France in the event of America’s entry into war, with the early dispatch of U.S.
         troops “to effect the decisive defeat of Germany, or Italy, or both.” Forces in the Pacific would remain on the strategic
         defensive until European adversaries had been clubbed into submission. Even the debacle at Pearl Harbor failed to shake the
         conviction of Roosevelt and his military brain trust that “Germany first” was conceptually sound, and this remained the most
         critical strategic principle of the Second World War.
      

      The smoke had hardly cleared from Pearl Harbor when Churchill arrived in Washington for extensive talks. The conference, code-named
         ARCADIA, failed to produce a specific Anglo-American plan of attack, but the prime minister and president reaffirmed the Germany-first
         decision. Moreover, on January 1, 1942, twenty-six countries calling themselves the “united nations” signed an agreement to
         forswear any separate peace without mutual concurrence and to make a common cause of “life, liberty, independence, and religious
         freedom, and to preserve the rights of man and justice.”
      

      The American idea of how to defeat the Third Reich was simple and obvious: drive straight for Berlin. “Through France passes
         our shortest route to the heart of Germany,” declared Marshall, the Army chief of staff. It was only 550 miles from the northwest
         coast of France to the German capital, over flat terrain with a sophisticated road and rail network that also sliced through
         the core of Germany’s war industry. If Hitler was the objective, the American instinct was to “go for him bald-headed and
         as soon as possible, by the shortest and most direct route,” a British general later noted. The Yanks, another British officer
         agreed, “wanted revenge, they wanted results, and they wanted to fight.”
      

      Direct, concentrated attack was an American strategic tradition often linked to Ulysses S. Grant in the Civil War. The surest
         route to victory was to obliterate the enemy’s army and destroy his capacity to make war. As the world’s greatest industrial
         power, with a military expanding to 12 million men, the United States could do that—particularly now that the nation belonged
         to a powerful alliance that included the British empire, the Soviet Union, and China. The prevailing impatience to get on
         with it was voiced by a young American general from Kansas, whose diligence, organizational acumen, and incandescent grin
         had made him a rising star in the War Department. “We’ve got to go to Europe and fight,” Dwight David Eisenhower scribbled
         in a note to himself on January 22, 1942. “And we’ve got to quit wasting resources all over the world—and still worse—wasting
         time.”
      

      As the new chief of war plans for the Army’s General Staff, Eisenhower helped draft the blueprint that would convert these strategic impulses into action. A three-part American proposal evolved
         in the spring of 1942. Under a plan code-named BOLERO, the United States would ferry troops and matériel across the Atlantic for more than a year to staging bases in Britain.
         This massing of forces would be followed in April 1943 by ROUNDUP, an invasion across the English Channel to the coast of France by forty-eight American and British divisions supported by
         5,800 aircraft. The spearhead would then seize the Belgian port of Antwerp before wheeling toward the Rhine. If Germany abruptly
         weakened before that invasion, or if Soviet forces in the east appeared in danger of collapse and needed diversionary help,
         a smaller, “emergency” assault by five to ten divisions—code-named SLEDGEHAMMER—would be launched in the fall of 1942 to secure a beachhead in France, perhaps at Cherbourg or Calais, and tie up as many
         German soldiers as possible.
      

      Churchill and his commanders concurred in principle with this strategy in April 1942, then immediately began backing away.
         The British already had been expelled from the Continent three times in this war—from Dunkirk, from Norway, and from Greece—and
         they were reluctant to risk a fourth drubbing with a hasty cross-Channel attack. “We shall be pushed out again,” warned Alan
         Brooke. More than two dozen German divisions were now based in France, and the Germans could operate on interior lines to
         shift additional forces from the east and seal off any Allied beachhead.
      

      SLEDGEHAMMER particularly discomfited the British, who would have to provide most of the troops for the operation while American units
         were still making their way across the Atlantic. Studies of Channel weather over the previous decade showed the frequency
         of autumn gales that could dismast an Allied expeditionary force as surely as the Spanish Armada had been wrecked in 1588.
         The Axis enemy would also have a 6-to-1 air advantage and could reinforce the point of attack three times faster than the
         Allies could; in all likelihood, the Wehrmacht defenders in France would need no reinforcement from the Russian front to bottle
         up or even massacre an Allied bridgehead that would be so weak some skeptics called the plan TACKHAMMER. Hitler had begun constructing formidable coastal fortifications from above the Arctic Circle to the Spanish border on the
         Bay of Biscay, and a few planners considered Festung Europa, Fortress Europe, impregnable: in their view, the Allies would have to land in Liberia—midway down the west coast of Africa—and
         fight their way up.
      

      Churchill shared his military commanders’ misgivings. “He recoiled in horror from any suggestion of a direct approach” in
         attacking Europe, one British general later recalled. A disastrous Allied defeat on the French coast, the prime minister warned, was “the only
         way in which we could possibly lose this war.” If eager to accommodate his American saviors, he was also mindful of the million
         British dead in World War I. A French invasion, he believed, could cost another half million and, if it failed, accomplish
         nothing. “Bodies floating in the Channel haunted him,” George Marshall later acknowledged. Marshall’s own reference to SLEDGEHAMMER as a “sacrifice play” to help the Russians hardly was comforting.
      

      Whereas the dominant American strategic impulse was a direct campaign of mass and concentration, the British instinctively
         avoided large-scale land campaigns. For centuries, Britain had relied on superior naval power to protect the Home Islands
         and advance her global interests. She was accustomed to protracted wars in which she minimized her losses and her risks, outmaneuvering
         opponents and restricting combat to the periphery of the empire. The catastrophic stalemate in the trenches from 1914 to 1918
         was an exception to the wisdom of the strategic rule. Churchill even hoped that, by encircling and squeezing Hitler’s empire,
         Allied forces could foster rebellions by the subjugated peoples of Europe; with the Wehrmacht enervated by such revolts, an
         Anglo-American force could swiftly dispatch a depleted, exhausted Germany.
      

      North Africa seemed a plausible place to start. British officers had first floated the possibility of joint Anglo-American
         action there in August 1941. Churchill raised the notion again during the ARCADIA conference in Washington at the end of the year, when the plan was assigned the code-name SUPER GYMNAST, and he continued to bring it up throughout the spring with the dogged enthusiasm of a missionary.
      

      Punctuating each point with a stab of his trademark cigar, the prime minister ticked off the advantages to anyone within earshot:
         the occupation of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia could trap the Afrika Korps between the new Anglo-American force and the British
         Eighth Army already fighting Rommel in Egypt; Allied possession of North Africa would reopen the Mediterranean routes through
         the Suez Canal, shortening the current trip around the Cape of Good Hope by thousands of miles and saving a million tons of
         shipping; green American soldiers would get combat experience in conditions less harrowing than a frontal assault on France;
         the operation would require fewer landing craft and other battle resources than a cross-Channel attack; the Vichy government
         might be lured back into the Allied camp; and the operation could be mounted in 1942, in keeping with Roosevelt’s wishes to
         help the Soviets as soon as possible and to expedite the entry of American soldiers into the war.
      

“This has all along been in harmony with your ideas,” Churchill told the president. “In fact, it is your commanding idea.
         Here is the true second front of 1942.”
      

      The American military disagreed, adamantly and then bitterly. North Africa was a defeatist sideshow, a diversion, a peck at
         the periphery. Even before Pearl Harbor, a War Department memo warned that an attack in Africa would provide only an “indirect
         contribution to the defeat of the Nazis.” That obdurate conviction hardened through the first six months of 1942. Another
         memo, in June 1942, concluded that the invasion of North Africa “probably will not result in removing one German soldier,
         tank, or plane from the Russian front.”
      

      To many American officers, the British proposal seemed designed to further London’s imperial ambitions rather than win the
         war quickly. The Mediterranean for centuries had linked the United Kingdom with British interests in Egypt, the Persian Gulf,
         India, Australia, and the Far East. Old suspicions resurfaced in Washington that American blood was to be shed in defense
         of the British empire, particularly after Japanese armies swept across Hong Kong, Singapore, and Burma to threaten India.
         U.S. Army officers recalled a bitter joke from 1917: that “AEF” stood not for “American Expeditionary Force” but for “After
         England Failed.”
      

      Following another visit by Churchill to Washington in mid-June 1942, the fraternal bickering intensified and the Anglo-Americans
         entered what turned out to be the most fractious weeks of their wartime marriage. On July 10, Marshall and the chief of naval
         operations, Admiral Ernest J. King, suggested to Roosevelt that if the British continued to insist on “scatterization” in
         North Africa, “the U.S. should turn to the Pacific for decisive action against Japan.” The irascible King, who had once been
         accused by Roosevelt of shaving with a blowtorch, went so far as to predict that the British would never invade Europe “except
         behind a Scotch bagpipe band.” Roosevelt likened this repudiation of Germany-first as “taking up your dishes and going away”;
         he asked Marshall and King to send detailed plans for “your Pacific Ocean alternative” that very afternoon—knowing that no
         such plans existed.
      

      Roosevelt was so enigmatic and opaque that his own military chiefs often had to rely on the British for clues to his inner
         deliberations. But increasingly he seemed beguiled by Churchill’s arguments rather than those of his own uniformed advisers.
         Although Roosevelt never had to enunciate his war principles—and they could surely have been scribbled on a matchbook cover—foremost
         among them was “the simple fact that the Russian armies are killing more Axis personnel and destroying more Axis matériel than all the other twenty-five United Nations put together,” as he had observed in May. The War Department now
         estimated that the Red Army confronted 225 German divisions; six faced the British in Egypt. If Soviet resistance collapsed,
         Hitler would gain access to limitless oil reserves in the Caucasus and Middle East, and scores of Wehrmacht divisions now
         fighting in the east could be shifted to reinforce the west. The war could last a decade, War Department analysts believed,
         and the United States would have to field at least 200 divisions, even though it was now hard pressed to raise fewer than
         half that number. A gesture of Anglo-American good faith beyond Lend-Lease was vital to encouraging the Soviets. After promising
         Moscow in May that the United States “expected” to open a second front before the end of the year, Roosevelt in July told
         his lieutenants that “it is of the highest importance that U.S. ground troops be brought into action against the enemy in
         1942.”
      

      Other factors also influenced the president’s thinking. More than half a year after Pearl Harbor, restive Americans wanted
         to know why the country had yet to counterpunch against the Axis; November’s congressional elections would provide a referendum
         on Roosevelt’s war leadership, and polls indicated that he and his Democratic Party could take a drubbing. Demonstrators in
         London’s Trafalgar Square and elsewhere were chanting “Second front, now!” in sympathy with the besieged Russians. By seizing Africa, the Allies would deny the Axis potential bases for attacking
         shipping lanes in the South Atlantic or even striking the Americas. The Pacific campaign, although hardly swinging in the
         Allies’ favor, had stabilized, permitting the strategic defensive envisioned in the RAINBOW 5 plan; but unless another battlefront opened across the Atlantic, U.S. forces would drain into the Pacific. In May, the
         U.S. Navy in the Coral Sea had attacked a Japanese fleet escorting invasion troops bound for the Solomon Islands and New Guinea;
         losses on the two sides had been nearly equal. A month later, four Japanese aircraft carriers were sunk at the battle of Midway,
         marking the first unambiguous American victory of the war. Operation WATCHTOWER, the first Allied counteroffensive against Japan, was about to unfold with the landing of 16,000 American troops on an island
         in the Solomons: Guadalcanal.
      

      The campaign against Germany and Italy, on the other hand, was faltering. Wehrmacht troops had overrun the Don River in southern
         Russia and were approaching Stalingrad, on the Volga. Except for Britain and neutrals such as Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland,
         all Europe belonged to the Axis. In Egypt, the Afrika Korps was only sixty miles from Alexandria and the Nile valley, gateway
         to the Suez Canal and Middle East oil fields. In Cairo, refugees jammed the rail stations, and panicky British officers burned secret papers in their gardens. After a long
         siege, Rommel had captured 30,000 British Commonwealth troops in the Libyan port garrison of Tobruk. Hitler rewarded him with
         a field marshal’s baton, to which prize Rommel replied, “I am going on to Suez.”
      

      By chance, the bad news from Tobruk reached Churchill on June 21, 1942, while he stood next to Roosevelt’s desk in the Oval
         Office. Marshall’s face was grimmer than usual as he strode in with a pink dispatch sheet. Churchill read the message and
         took a half step back, his ruddy face gone ashen. Roosevelt’s response was a thrilling gesture of magnanimity to a friend
         in need. “What can we do to help?” the president asked.
      

      In the short run, the Americans could, and did, strip 300 new Sherman tanks from the newly outfitted U.S. 1st Armored Division
         for shipment to British troops in Egypt. Marshall, Admiral King, and Harry Hopkins returned Churchill’s visit by flying as
         a delegation to London for more strategic negotiations, but the talks bogged down even as the Americans conceded that an attack
         across the Channel that year was unlikely. In a limp gesture of mollification, the British took the three Yanks to see Oliver
         Cromwell’s death mask and Queen Elizabeth’s ring before they flew home.
      

      Roosevelt had had enough. The time had come to end the protracted stalemate and get on with the war. After informing both
         Churchill and his own senior military advisers on July 25 that he intended to invade North Africa, he slammed the door on
         further discussion. At 8:30 P.M. on Thursday, July 30, he summoned his lieutenants to the White House and announced that, as he was commander-in-chief, his
         decision was final. North Africa was “now our principal objective.” There would be no SLEDGEHAMMER against France. The African offensive was to occur “at the earliest possible date,” preferably within two months.
      

      The president had made the most profound American strategic decision of the European war in direct contravention of his generals
         and admirals. He had cast his lot with the British rather than with his countrymen. He had repudiated an American military
         tradition of annihilation, choosing to encircle the enemy and hack at his limbs rather than thrust directly at his heart.
         And he had based his fiat on instinct and a political calculation that the time was ripe.
      

      In choosing Operation TORCH, as the North Africa invasion was now called, Roosevelt made several miscalculations. Despite Marshall’s warnings, he refused
         to believe that a diversion to North Africa in 1942 precluded a cross-Channel invasion in 1943. He failed to see that the
         Mediterranean strategy of encirclement precluded other strategies, or that more than a million American soldiers, and millions
         of tons of matériel, would be sucked into the Mediterranean in the next three years, utterly eviscerating the buildup in Britain.
         He continued to argue that “defeat of Germany means defeat of Japan, probably without firing a shot or losing a life.”
      

      Yet the president’s decision was plausible, if not precisely wise. As Brooke had observed of the proposed cross-Channel attack:
         “The prospects of success are small and dependent on a mass of unknowns, whilst the chances of disaster are great.” American
         planners considered the British argument for TORCH “persuasive rather than rational,” but the American argument for SLEDGEHAMMER and ROUNDUP had been neither. Direct attack was premature; its adherents exemplified an amateurish quality in American strategic thinking
         that would ripen only as the war ripened.
      

      The American military had been animated mostly by can-do zeal and a desire to win expeditiously; these traits eventually would
         help carry the day, but only when tempered with battle experience and strategic sensibility. One general later claimed that
         Army logisticians kept insisting they could support ten Allied divisions in Cherbourg although they were not certain where
         the French port was, much less what the condition of the docks might be or whence those divisions would come. Moving a single
         armored division required forty-five troopships and cargo ships, plus warship escorts, and moving the fifty divisions needed
         to sustain an invasion required far more ships than the Allies now possessed. Similarly, the critical issue of landing craft
         had been blithely ignored. “Who is responsible for building landing craft?” Eisenhower had asked in a May 1942 memo. With
         some planners estimating that an invasion of France required at least 7,000 landing craft, and others believing the number
         was really triple that, the hard truth was that by the fall of 1942 all the landing craft in Britain could carry only 20,000
         men. Yet a U.S. War Department study had concluded that to draw significant numbers of German troops from the Russian front
         required at least 600,000 Allied soldiers in France. “One might think we were going across the Channel to play baccarat at
         Le Touquet, or to bathe at the Paris Plage!” Brooke fumed.
      

      Roosevelt had saved his countrymen from their own ardor. His decision provoked dismay, even disgust, and would remain controversial
         for decades. “We failed to see,” Marshall later said of his fellow generals, “that the leader in a democracy has to keep the
         people entertained.” Eisenhower believed the cancellation of SLEDGEHAMMER might be remembered as the “blackest day in history”—a silly hyperbole, given the blackness of other days. The alienation many senior
         American officers felt from their British cousins could be seen in a War Department message of late August, proposing that
         “the Middle East should be held if possible, but its loss might prove to be a blessing in disguise” by giving the British
         their comeuppance and bringing them to their senses.
      

      But the decision was made. The “thrashing around in the dark,” as Eisenhower called it, was over; the dangerous impasse had
         been breached.
      

      Much, much remained to be done. Problems ranging from the size and composition of the invasion force to the timing and location
         of the landings required solutions. In early August, TORCH planners moved into offices at Norfolk House on St. James’s Square in London under the supervision of Eisenhower, who had
         recently been sent from Washington to Britain as commanding general of the European Theater of Operations. As a gesture of
         reconciliation, and in anticipation of the eventual American preponderance, the British proposed that the Allied expedition
         be commanded by an American. Churchill nominated Marshall, but Roosevelt was reluctant to give up his indispensable Army chief.
         Eisenhower, already overseas, had demonstrated impressive diligence and energy, and on August 13 he was named commander-in-chief
         of TORCH.
      

      As the days grew shorter and the summer of 1942 came to an end, few could feel buoyed by news from the front:

      Wehrmacht troops had reached the Volga, and the first shots were exchanged in the battle for Stalingrad. German U-boats, traveling
         in predatory “wolfpacks,” were sinking ships faster than Allied yards could build them; a supply convoy to northern Russia
         lost thirteen of forty vessels, despite an escort of seventy-seven ships. The Chinese war effort against the Japanese had
         disintegrated. The fighting over the Solomon Islands had made Guadalcanal a shambles. The fall of Suez seemed imminent. Four
         of the seven aircraft carriers in the American fleet when the United States entered the war had been sunk. And antipathy between
         British and American confederates threatened to weaken the alliance even before the fight against their common enemy was joined.
      

      Only seers or purblind optimists could guess that these portents foreshadowed victory. The Allies were not yet winning, but
         they were about to begin winning. Night would end, the tide would turn, and on that turning tide an army would wash ashore
         in Africa, ready to right a world gone wrong.
      

   



      
      Part One






      
      
      1. PASSAGE

      
      A Meeting with the Dutchman

      
      A FEW minutes past 10 A.M. on Wednesday, October 21, 1942, a twin-engine Navy passenger plane broke through the low overcast blanketing Washington,
         D.C., then banked over the Potomac River for the final approach to Anacostia Field. As the white dome of the Capitol loomed
         into view, Rear Admiral Henry Kent Hewitt allowed himself a small sigh of relief. Before dawn, Hewitt had decided to fly to
         Washington from his headquarters near Norfolk rather than endure the five-hour drive across Virginia. But thick weather abruptly
         closed in, and for an anxious hour the aircraft had circled the capital, probing for a break in the clouds. Usually a man
         of genial forbearance, Hewitt chafed with impatience at the delay. President Roosevelt himself had summoned him to the White
         House for this secret meeting, and although the session was likely to be little more than a courtesy call, it would never
         do for the man chosen to strike the first American blow in the liberation of Europe to keep his commander-in-chief waiting.
      

      
      Kent Hewitt seemed an unlikely warrior. Now fifty-five, he had a high, bookish forehead and graying hair. Double chins formed
         a fleshy creel at his throat, and on a ship’s bridge, in his everyday uniform, he appeared “a fat, bedraggled figure in khaki,”
         as a British admiral once observed with more accuracy than kindness. Even the fine uniform he wore this morning fit like blue
         rummage, notwithstanding the flag officer’s gold braid that trimmed his cuffs. A native of Hackensack, New Jersey, Hewitt
         was the son of a mechanical engineer and the grandson of a former president of the Trenton Iron Works. One uncle had been
         mayor of New York, another the superintendent of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Kent chose the Navy, but as a midshipman
         in the Annapolis sail loft he was said to have been so frightened of heights that he “squeezed the tar out of the rigging.”
         As a young swain he had enjoyed dancing the turkey trot; in recent decades, though, he was more likely to be fiddling with
         his slide rule or attending a meeting of his Masonic lodge.
      

      
      
      Yet Hewitt had become a formidable sea dog. Aboard the battleship U.S.S. Missouri, he circled the globe for fifteen months with Theodore Roosevelt’s Great White Fleet, displaying such a knack for navigation
         that the stars seemed to eat from his hand. As a destroyer captain in World War I, he had won the Navy Cross for heroism.
         Later he chaired the Naval Academy’s mathematics department, and for two years after the invasion of Poland he ran convoy
         escorts between Newfoundland and Iceland, ferrying war matériel across the North Atlantic.
      

      
      In April 1942, Hewitt had been ordered to Hampton Roads to command the Atlantic Fleet’s new Amphibious Force; late that summer
         came Roosevelt’s decision to seize North Africa in Operation TORCH. Two great armadas would carry more than 100,000 troops to the invasion beaches. One fleet would sail 2,800 miles from Britain
         to Algeria, with mostly British ships ferrying mostly American soldiers. The other fleet, designated Task Force 34, was Hewitt’s.
         He was to sail 4,500 miles to Morocco from Hampton Roads and other U.S. ports with more than 100 American ships bearing 33,843
         American soldiers. In a message on October 13, General Eisenhower, the TORCH commander, had reduced the mission to twenty-six words: “The object of the operations as a whole is to occupy French Morocco
         and Algeria with a view to the earliest possible subsequent occupation of Tunisia.” The Allies’ larger ambition in TORCH had been spelled out by Roosevelt and Churchill: “complete control of North Africa from the Atlantic to the Red Sea.”
      

      
      Through a tiny window over the plane’s wing, Hewitt could see the full glory of Indian summer in the nation’s capital. Great
         smears of color—crimson and orange, amber and dying green—extended from the elms around the Lincoln Memorial to the oaks and
         maples beyond the National Cathedral. Across the Potomac, the new Pentagon building filled Hell’s Bottom between Arlington
         Cemetery and the river. Jokes had already begun circulating about the immense five-sided maze, including the story of a Western
         Union boy who entered the Pentagon on a Friday and emerged on Monday as a lieutenant colonel. Though it now owned the world’s
         largest building, the Army was still leasing thirty-five other office complexes around the city, and cynics quipped that if
         the military were to seize enemy territory as quickly as it had conquered Washington, the war could end in a week.
      

      
      The plane settled onto the runway and taxied to a hangar. Hewitt buttoned his jacket and hurried down the steps to the Navy
         staff car waiting on the tarmac. The car sped through the airfield gate and across the Anacostia River to Pennsylvania Avenue.
         Hewitt had enough time to swing by the Navy Department building downtown and check there for messages before heading to the White House.
      

      
      “You do everything you can,” he liked to say, “then you hope for the best.” Since receiving the first top-secret orders for
         Task Force 34, he had done everything he could, to the verge of exhaustion. Every day brought new problems to solve, mistakes
         to fix, anxieties to quell. Rehearsals for the TORCH landings had been hurried and slipshod. With Axis predators sinking nearly 200 Allied vessels a month, including many along
         the American coast, all amphibious training had been moved inside the Chesapeake Bay, whose modest tides and gentle waves
         resembled not at all the ferocious surf typical of the Moroccan coast. During one exercise, only a single boat arrived on
         the designated beach, even though a lighthouse had provided a beacon on a clear night with a calm sea; the rest of the craft
         were scattered for miles along the Maryland shore. In another exercise, at Cove Point, ninety miles north of Norfolk, security
         broke down and the men stormed the beach to be greeted by an enterprising ice cream vendor. In Scotland, the training by troops
         bound for Algeria was going no better; sometimes it was conducted without the encumbrance of actual ships, because none were
         available. Troops moved on foot across an imaginary ocean toward an imaginary coast.
      

      
      Would the eight Vichy French divisions in North Africa fight? No one knew. Allied intelligence estimated that if those troops
         resisted stoutly, it could take Eisenhower’s forces three months just to begin the advance toward Tunisia. If U-boats torpedoed
         a transport during the Atlantic passage, how many destroyers should be left behind to pick up survivors? Hewitt was not certain
         he could spare any without jeopardizing the task force, and the prospect of abandoning men in the water gnawed at him. Had word of the expedition
         leaked? Every day he received reports that someone, somewhere had been talking too much. For the first months after its creation,
         the Amphibious Force was so secret that it used a New York City post office box as its mailing address. Only a select few
         now knew Hewitt’s destination, but the existence of a large American fleet designed to seize a hostile shore could hardly
         be kept secret anymore. A few weeks earlier, Hewitt had received a letter from Walt Disney—written on stationery with the
         embossed letterhead “Bambi: A Great Love Story”—who offered to design a logo for the Amphibious Force. Ever the gentleman,
         Hewitt wrote back on October 7 with polite, noncommittal thanks.
      

      
      The staff car crawled past Capitol Hill to Independence Avenue. Nationwide gasoline rationing would begin soon, but Washington’s
         population had nearly doubled in the last three years, and for now the streets were jammed. Coffee rationing would begin even
         sooner—one cup per person per day—and diners had started hoarding for special customers, like speakeasies stocking up on liquor
         just before Prohibition. Bawling newsboys on street corners shouted the day’s headlines from the various war fronts: fighting
         on Guadalcanal ebbs; Red Army at Stalingrad stops Nazi tank attacks; another American merchantman sunk in the Atlantic, the
         500th U.S. ship lost to U-boats since Pearl Harbor. The domestic news was also war-related, if less febrile: the first meatless
         Tuesday had gone well in New York; penitentiary inmates with only one felony conviction were urged to apply for parole so
         they could serve in the Army; and a survey of department stores in Washington revealed that “there aren’t any nylon stockings
         to be had for love or money.”
      

      
             [image: image]

      
      
      
      The car pulled up to the Navy Department’s blocky gray building, just south of the Mall. Hewitt climbed from the rear seat
         and hurried up the steps. He knew where all those stockings had gone. Flying from Norfolk that morning, he could see stevedores on the docks still trying
         to wedge 50,000 tons of food, gasoline, and munitions into the holds of ships moored across Hampton Roads. Among the secret
         cargoes in sealed crates were six tons of women’s stockings and lingerie, to be used for barter with Moroccan natives. Clandestine
         military buyers had swept clean the store shelves all along the Eastern Seaboard.
      

      
      For Hewitt, it was just another secret to keep.

      
      Since Roosevelt’s final decision on July 30, TORCH had grown so complex that planning documents now filled a pair of mail sacks, each weighing fifty pounds. Two issues in particular
         had occupied Anglo-American strategists, and in both instances the president—who referred to himself as “a pig-headed Dutchman”—had
         pressed his views relentlessly.
      

      
      First, he insisted that almost no British troops participate in the initial landings. A seething Anglophobia had spread through
         Vichy France in the past two years as a consequence of several unhappy incidents: Royal Air Force bombers had accidentally
         killed 500 French civilians while attacking a Renault plant outside Paris. British forces had intervened in the French overseas
         dependencies of Syria and Madagascar. Britain had also sponsored a failed attack on the French port at Dakar, Senegal, by
         the Free French forces of Charles de Gaulle, whom Marshal Pétain and many French officers considered an impertinent renegade.
         And worst of all, in July 1940 British warships had issued an ultimatum to the Vichy fleet at Mers el-Kébir, near Oran, Algeria:
         lest the French ships fall into German hands, the captains were told to sail for Britain or a neutral port. When the ultimatum was rejected, the British opened
         fire. In five minutes, they slaughtered 1,200 French sailors.
      

      
      “I am reasonably sure a simultaneous landing by British and Americans would result in full resistance by all French in Africa,
         whereas an initial landing without British ground forces offers a real chance that there would be no French resistance or
         only a token resistance,” Roosevelt cabled Churchill on August 30. To test this theory, the president commissioned a Princeton,
         New Jersey, firm to discreetly survey public opinion in North Africa. The poll results—drawn from a scientifically dubious
         sample of fewer than 150 respondents—reinforced Roosevelt’s conviction.
      

      
      There was skepticism in London. One British diplomat believed that Roosevelt’s “spirit of Lafayette” merely reflected a sentimental
         Yankee affection for Paris, “where all good Americans hoped to go in the afterlife.” But, having won on the larger issue of
         whether to invade Africa or France, Churchill chose to concur with the president. “I consider myself your lieutenant,” he
         cabled Roosevelt. “This is an American enterprise in which we are your help mates.” The president’s further suggestion that
         British forces wait a full month after the invasion before coming to North Africa was gently rebuffed; the plan now called
         for Tommies to follow hard on the heels of their Yank cousins in Algeria.
      

      
      The second vital issue involved where to land. Most British strategists, supported by Eisenhower, had stressed the importance
         of controlling Tunisia within two weeks of the invasion, before Axis troops from nearby Sicily and the Italian mainland could
         establish a bridgehead. “The whole conception of TORCH may stand or fall on this question of early Allied occupation of Tunisia,” a British message advised. Once Tunisia was held,
         Allied control of Mediterranean shipping was all but assured. Rommel’s Afrika Korps would be trapped in Libya, and the Allies
         would possess a southern springboard for further operations, against Sicily or the European continent.
      

      
      These considerations argued for putting invasion forces from both armadas onto Mediterranean beaches in Algeria, and perhaps
         even as far east as the principal Tunisian port of Bizerte. “We should take great risks” to reach Tunis first, the British
         military chiefs of staff urged. Landings too far west should be avoided “like the plague” because of the hazard that the subsequent
         advance “eastward will be so slow as to allow Germans to reach Tunisia in force.” In late August, Eisenhower’s preliminary
         TORCH plan called for landings entirely within the Mediterranean, at the Algerian ports of Oran, Algiers, and Bône.
      

      
      
      But General Marshall and War Department planners had other ideas. Tunisia and eastern Algeria lay within range of Axis warplanes
         on Sicily and beyond range of Allied fighters at Gibraltar. Landings at sites vulnerable to Luftwaffe attack would be extraordinarily
         perilous. Furthermore, the Americans feared that Hitler might lunge through neutral Spain and close the Straits of Gibraltar,
         trapping them in the Mediterranean as if cinching the drawstring of a sack. That argued for at least one landing on Morocco’s
         Atlantic coast to guarantee an open supply line across the Atlantic.
      

      
      For weeks, cables had fluttered back and forth in what Eisenhower called “a transatlantic essay contest.” The Royal Navy believed
         that although the Strait of Gibraltar at its narrowest was just eight miles wide, it could not be controlled by enemy forces
         any more than the English Channel had been controlled. British planners also calculated that even with Madrid’s consent to
         cross Spain—consent that, London insisted, was unlikely to be given—the Germans would need at least six divisions and more
         than two months to overpower Gibraltar.
      

      
      In the American view, however, the risks were too great. The TORCH landings must succeed, Marshall argued, because failure in the first big American offensive of the war would “only bring
         ridicule and loss of confidence.”
      

      
      Roosevelt agreed, and again he intervened. “I want to emphasize,” he cabled Churchill on August 30, “that under any circumstances
         one of our landings must be on the Atlantic.” The president blithely dismissed the notion that Axis forces might build a Tunisian
         redoubt before the Allies arrived. In another message to the prime minister, he reiterated “our belief that German air and
         parachute troops cannot get to Algiers or Tunis any large force for at least two weeks after [the] initial attack.”
      

      
      Again Churchill acquiesced, not least because General Brooke, chief of the Imperial General Staff, shared the American disquiet
         and believed that diverting Hewitt’s armada to Morocco “is a much wiser plan.”
      

      
      If not wiser, it was safer in the short run. But rarely are wars won in the short run. The Americans had been audacious to
         the point of folly in advocating SLEDGEHAMMER, the sacrificial landing of a mostly British force on the French coast. Now, with American soldiers predominant in TORCH, caution prevailed and audacity stole away. Hewitt’s Task Force 34 would deposit one-third of the invasion force more than
         a thousand miles from Tunis. The invaders would bifurcate themselves by facing east and west, violating the hallowed principle of concentration and weakening their Sunday punch. In London, Eisenhower changed the
         odds of quickly capturing Tunis from “the realm of the probable to the remotely possible.”
      

      
      
      On September 5, the final decision was made to attempt landings at three sites in Morocco and at half a dozen beaches around
         Algiers and Oran. “Please make it before election day,” Roosevelt asked Marshall. In this, the president would be disappointed.
         Various delays intruded, and on September 21, Eisenhower fixed the invasion date for Sunday morning, November 8, five days
         after the U.S. congressional elections.
      

      
      TORCH remained breathtakingly bold, an enterprise of imagination and power. But at a critical moment, the Allies had taken counsel
         of their fears.
      

      
      His business done at the Navy Department, Hewitt emerged at 1 P.M. to find that the day had turned warm and humid, with temperatures edging into the low seventies. The staff car picked him
         up and headed east on Independence Avenue before angling north across the Mall on 15th Street.
      

      
      At the White House, a Secret Service agent directed his driver through the southeast gate, then led Hewitt on a circuitous
         route to avoid nosy reporters. Walking through the narrow corridors, the admiral saw that the mansion was battened down for
         combat. Blackout curtains draped the windows, and skylights had been painted black. Every room in the old tinderbox was equipped
         with a bucket of sand and a shovel, along with folded gas masks. The cluttered Fish Room, where Roosevelt kept trophies from
         his angling expeditions, was a reminder of the admiral’s last encounter with the president. In December 1936, as skipper of
         the U.S.S. Indianapolis, Hewitt had taken Roosevelt on a monthlong trip to South America. He fondly remembered his passenger casting from the boat
         deck, then chortling with glee as he hauled in two fish. Roosevelt named them “Maine” and “Vermont,” for the two states he
         had failed to carry in his recent reelection.
      

      
      Waiting, as planned, in a small, vaulted antechamber of the Oval Office was the battle captain who would command the American
         troops in Morocco once Hewitt put them ashore: Major General George S. Patton, Jr. He, too, had been escorted by a roundabout
         route to avoid the press, but Patton was incapable of looking inconspicuous. Tall and immaculate in his starched pinks-and-greens,
         the crease in his trousers bayonet sharp, gloves folded just so in his left hand, Patton seemed every inch the warrior looking
         for a war.
      

      
      Even as he shook Patton’s hand and returned his broad smile, Hewitt remained uncertain what to make of this strange man. That
         he was a gifted and charismatic officer bound for glory seemed obvious. But, thoughtful and utterly charming one moment, he
         could be profane and truculent the next. Later in the war, military planners were to recommend at least six months’ preparation from the day an
         invasion order was issued to the day the fleet sailed; the belated decision to invade Morocco had given Task Force 34 only
         seven weeks to ready one of the most complex military operations in American history. George Patton seemed determined to make
         every hour as difficult as possible.
      

      
      Rather than move his headquarters to Hampton Roads, Patton had remained in his capacious office loft in the Munitions Building
         on the Mall, even as he railed against the “goddam fools in Washington.” “By all means, as I have already written you, come
         see us as soon as you can,” Hewitt wrote in exasperation. Without consulting the Navy, Army planners proposed Moroccan landing
         sites, one of which had no beach and another of which was boobytrapped with shoals. In recent days Patton had finally traded
         Washington for Norfolk, yet he still seemed deeply suspicious of naval officers in general—“that bunch of rattlesnakes,” he
         called them—and of Hewitt in particular. Hewitt had been puzzled, then annoyed, then alarmed, and his mild complaints of August
         had escalated by mid-September to a formal protest at “the Army’s failure to cooperate.” Only Eisenhower’s personal warrant
         to the War Department of his old friend’s virtues had prevented Patton from being sacked and ending a luminous career before
         it began. Marshall added his own admonition in a private meeting with Patton: “Don’t scare the Navy.”
      

      
      Another tense moment came when Hewitt proposed delaying TORCH a week to give the invaders a rising tide rather than risk having their boats stranded on the beaches by the ebb tide forecast
         for dawn on November 8. Patton objected with arm-flapping vigor, and even Hewitt’s Navy superiors agreed that a postponement
         was impossible. Oddly, Patton seemed to take personally neither Hewitt’s complaints about him nor their professional disagreements.
         Odder still, Hewitt found himself liking the man, and he suspected that Patton liked him, too. Hewitt could only chuckle at
         the shotgun marriages made by war.
      

      
      At precisely two, the wide door to the Oval Office opened and Roosevelt spoke: “Come in, skipper and old cavalryman, and give
         me the good news.” The president sat in his armless wheelchair, beaming and gesturing to a pair of empty chairs. Patton, unaware
         that Hewitt and Roosevelt had been shipmates six years earlier, looked nonplussed to find himself introduced to the president
         by the admiral.
      

      
      “Well, gentlemen,” Roosevelt asked with a wave of his cigarette, “what have you got on your minds?”

      
      Hewitt had a great deal on his mind, but he tried to summarize the TORCH plan as succinctly as possible. Three hundred warships and nearly 400 transports and cargo vessels would land more than 100,000 troops—three-quarters of them American, the rest British—in
         North Africa. Task Force 34 would sail for Morocco on Saturday morning. The other armada would leave Britain shortly thereafter
         for Algeria. With luck, the Vichy French controlling North Africa would not oppose the landings. Regardless, the Allies were
         to pivot east for a dash into Tunisia before the enemy arrived.
      

      
      The gray-green walls of the Oval Office gave the room a nautical air. Patton waited for a lull, then in his shrill, nasal
         voice said, “Sir, all I want to tell you is this—I will leave the beaches either a conqueror or a corpse.”
      

      
      Roosevelt smiled and deflected the remark with that jaunty toss of the head that George Marshall privately called the “cigarette-holder
         gesture.” Did the general plan to mount his old cavalry saddle on a tank turret? the president asked Patton. Would he charge
         into action with his saber drawn?
      

      
      The conversation rambled on, with much more left unsaid than said. Hewitt chose not to dwell on TORCH’s risks. Unlike most senior officers, he had felt only relief upon learning that there would be no frontal assault against
         the French coast; even zealous advocates of SLEDGEHAMMER had been chastened in mid-August, when a raid by 6,000 Canadian and British troops on the German-occupied French port of
         Dieppe ended in catastrophe. Hewitt had watched a rehearsal for Dieppe during a visit to England, and he still found it hard
         to accept that half of those eager young men were now dead or in German prison camps.
      

      
      But TORCH had its own hazards. Except for the Guadalcanal landings in August, it was the first large amphibious operation by the United
         States in forty-five years, and the most audacious ever. Some believed it to be the greatest amphibious gamble since Xerxes
         crossed the Hellespont in the fifth century B.C. The only modern precedent for landing on a hostile shore after a long sea
         voyage through perilous waters was the British disaster at Gallipoli in 1915, which cost a quarter of a million Allied casualties.
         The initial mission of seizing three port cities—Casablanca, Algiers, and Oran—was complicated by the need to land at nine
         coastal sites scattered across 900 miles. And not only U-boats menaced Task Force 34: so would the sea, for the long fetch
         across the Atlantic often brought mountainous waves to the Moroccan coast.
      

      
      For his part, Roosevelt chose not to mention the War Department’s lingering resentment of TORCH—even his secretary of war, Henry L. Stimson, had accused him of the “wildest kind of dispersion debauch,” and called North
         Africa “the president’s great secret baby.” Nor did the president complain about delays in the invasion date, although he must have suspected how badly his party would fare in the
         elections, less than two weeks away. (The Democrats were to lose almost sixty congressional seats to a disgruntled electorate
         unaware that their nation was about to strike back.)
      

      
      After half an hour, the conversation drifted into trivialities. Roosevelt offered Hewitt detailed advice on how to moor a
         ship with a stern anchor to keep her head into the wind, a tactic he had once employed with a yacht. Patton made a final effort
         to pull the discussion back to TORCH. “The admiral and I feel that we must get ashore regardless of cost, as the fate of the war hinges on our success,” he told
         the president. But the meeting was over. “Of course you must,” Roosevelt replied with a final cigarette-holder gesture. He
         ushered them out the door with handshakes and a hearty “Godspeed.”
      

      
      Patton returned to the Munitions Building. Hewitt drove directly to Anacostia Field and flew to Hampton Roads. By late afternoon
         he was back in his office, a tiny converted bedroom in the Hotel Nansemond at Ocean View. He had been gone only ten hours,
         but a thick stack of papers awaited him, including weather reports for Africa and the Atlantic, and the latest intelligence
         on German U-boats.
      

      
      You do everything you can, then you hope for the best. Night had fallen by the time he stepped into his admiral’s barge at the Willoughby Spit boat landing. The coxswain steered
         across Hampton Roads toward the Hotel Chamberlin at Fortress Monroe, where Hewitt had a suite with his wife, Floride. He studied
         the silhouettes of the ships moored in the great bay. Their superstructures loomed against the skyline, inky black but for
         the occasional orange glow of cigarettes on the weather decks. In two days, this fleet would carry 33,843 soldiers, every
         last one of them his responsibility.
      

      
      Hewitt ate a quick supper at the Chamberlin, then moved to an armchair in the sitting room and unfolded the afternoon newspaper.
         A few minutes later, Floride Hewitt looked in on her husband and screamed: he lay crumpled on the floor. Hewitt sat up slowly,
         more bemused than shaken. “I guess I just dropped off,” he said. The barge was dispatched for a medical officer, who examined
         Hewitt and pronounced him healthy but exhausted. The admiral, he admonished, really should get more rest.
      

      
      
      
      Gathering the Ships

      
      AN unholy din rolled across Hampton Roads at dawn on October 22. Aboard a dozen ships at five sets of piers, sailors in dungarees
         and white pillbox caps ripped out linoleum decks, wood paneling, and cork insulation. Hundreds of other swabs with hammers
         and chisels scraped the painted bulkheads to bare metal. Raging ship fires in the Solomon Islands earlier that fall had convinced
         the Navy to strip Task Force 34 of all combustible furnishings, giving the fleet the fighting trim of an unfinished garage.
      

      
      From Norfolk and Portsmouth on the southern rim of the Roads, to Newport News and Hampton in the north, tugboats bullied another
         clutch of cargo ships into the wharves. Stevedore battalions swarmed onto each vessel, stacking hatch covers on an aft deck
         and swinging a boom over the exposed hold. Gangwaymen clipped the cargo sling to a pallet on the dock, and chuffing steam
         winches hoisted another load onto the ship. Above the cacophony of welders and riveters and that infernal scraping, the strains
         of “Over There” drifted from a warehouse where the port band practiced its war repertoire. The Yanks are coming, the Yanks are coming. …
      

      
      Into the holds went tanks and cannons, rubber boats and outboard motors, ammunition and machine guns, magnifying glasses and
         step-ladders, alarm clocks and bicycles. Into the holds went: tractors, cement, asphalt, and more than a million gallons of
         gasoline, mostly in five-gallon tins. Into the holds went: thousands of miles of wire, well-digging machinery, railroad cars,
         750,000 bottles of insect repellent, and 7,000 tons of coal in burlap bags. Into the holds went: black basketball shoes, 3,000
         vehicles, loudspeakers, 16,000 feet of cotton rope, and $100,000 in gold coins, entrusted to George Patton personally. And
         into the holds went: a platoon of carrier pigeons, six flyswatters and sixty rolls of fly-paper for each 1,000 soldiers, plus
         five pounds of rat poison per company.
      

      
      A special crate, requisitioned in a frantic message to the War Department on October 18, held a thousand Purple Hearts.

      
      In theory, only 800 people in the world knew the destination of the TORCH armadas; many boxes had been sealed and placed under guard to avoid leaking any hint of French North Africa. Phrase books
         with pronunciation keys, to be distributed at sea, perfectly captured Allied ambivalence, giving the French for both “I am
         your friend” and “I will shoot you if you resist.” A propaganda radio station, cobbled together with a transmitter salvaged
         in Jersey City and a generator from a South Carolina cotton mill, was secretly installed in the U.S.S. Texas, along with a script to be broadcast to Berber tribes: “Behold, we the American holy warriors have arrived. … We have come to set
         you free.”
      

      
      Quartermasters had rounded up not only all that lingerie but also 70,000 pairs of goggles and a comparable number of havelocks—neck
         cloths—sewn at a secret plant in Philadelphia, as well as 10 million salt tablets and 67,000 American-flag armbands, with
         138,000 safety pins to secure them to uniform sleeves. Black-lettered labels on the boxes warned: “Do not open until destination
         is reached.” A thirty-day supply of poison gas bombs, shells, and mines had been tentatively consigned to a follow-up convoy,
         then canceled in late September after Allied commanders deemed it “most unlikely” that an enemy would use chemical weapons
         early in the North Africa campaign.
      

      
      Using a Michelin commercial road guide to Morocco, a government printing plant outside Washington had spent weeks reproducing
         sixty tons of maps, which were manhandled into the holds along with sealed bundles of Baedekers, old issues of National Geograpic, French tourist guidebooks, and volume “M” of various encyclopedias. Armed couriers brought aboard plaster-of-Paris relief
         maps of Moroccan ports and coasts; the War Department had found that men drafted from the confectioners’ and bakers’ union
         became the best model makers. Other secret crates contained peculiar fifty-four-inch open tubes and three-pound darts—along
         with instruction sheets, because almost no one in the task force had ever heard of a “launcher, rocket, antitank, 2.36-inch,
         M9,” soon to be known as a bazooka.
      

      
      All cargo was supposed to be combat loaded, a key principle of assault in which equipment is stowed in reverse order of the
         sequence needed upon landing under fire. Instead, the only principle in effect was chaos. Matériel had been cascading into
         port since late September, in rail cars so poorly marked that at one point all loading stopped while soldiers pawed through
         700 mysterious boxcars that had been diverted to a Richmond siding.
      

      
      Different railroads served different piers, so that misdirected freight had to be lightered across the bay. Docks grew cluttered
         with dunnage; cargo holds were packed so haphazardly that soldiers climbing over vehicles in search of their kit broke nearly
         a third of the windshields. Ammunition needed for ballast arrived late, forcing some ships to warp back to the docks for reloading.
         Artillery shells, loose grenades, and TNT were simply dumped on the decks, or in passageways, staterooms, and troop holds.
         The captain of U.S.S. Lakehurst confided that a torpedo would sink his ship in five minutes—unless the stocks of gasoline and ammo were hit, in which case
         it would be quicker.
      

      
      
      An officer with a twisted mind and a classical education had borrowed the motto for Hampton Roads Port of Embarkation from
         the Aeneid: “Forsan et haec olim meminissee invabit.” “Someday, perhaps, the memory of even these things will be pleasant.” Someday, perhaps, but not soon.
      

      
      On this disorderly Thursday, Patton flew to Norfolk from Washington in a C-47 transport plane with his tin suitcase and an
         entourage of eight staff officers. In his slashing, runic handwriting he had written his will and a long treatise to his wife,
         Bea, on how to care for their horses in his absence. He also wrote several farewell letters. To his brother-in-law: “My proverbial
         luck will have to be working all out. All my life I have wanted to lead a lot of men in a desperate battle; I am going to
         do it.” To a family friend, he noted that by the time she read his letter, “I will either be dead or not. If I am, please
         put on a good Irish wake.” Now, striding from ship to ship along the wharves, Patton inspected the cargo with the possessive
         eye of a man who intended to use every last bullet, bomb, and basketball shoe. When he asked a young quartermaster captain
         how the loading was proceeding, the officer replied, “I don’t know, but my trucks are getting on all right.” Patton took a
         moment to scribble in his diary: “That is the answer. If everyone does his part, these seemingly impossible tasks get done.
         When I think of the greatness of my job and realize that I am what I am, I am amazed, but on reflection, who is as good as
         I am? I know of no one.”
      

      
      It was a fair self-assessment by a man who had spent the past four decades preparing for this moment, since the day he had
         arrived as a plebe at West Point. More than a quarter-century had gone by since his first intoxicating taste of battle and
         fame, during the Punitive Expedition to Mexico in 1916, when he had briefly become a national hero for killing three banditos
         and strapping their bodies to his automobile running boards like game trophies. He had been a temporary colonel at age thirty-two
         in the Great War, and a founding father of armored warfare. Then, his career had seemed all but over, mired in the lethargy
         of the interwar Army. At the age of fifty, upon reading J.F.C. Fuller’s classic Generalship: Its Diseases and Their Cures, Patton had wept bitterly because eighty-nine of the one hundred great commanders profiled were younger than he. Now, when
         he was fifty-six, his hour had come round.
      

      
      He was a paradox and would always remain one, a great tangle of calculated mannerisms and raw, uncalculated emotion. Well-read,
         fluent in French, and the wealthy child of privilege, he could be crude, rude, and plain foolish. He had reduced his extensive
         study of history and military art to a five-word manifesto of war: “violent attacks everywhere with everything.” In less than three years he would be the
         most celebrated American battle captain of the twentieth century, a man whose name—like those of Jeb Stuart and Phil Sheridan—evoked
         the dash and brio of a cavalry charge. In less than four years he would be dead, and the New York Times obituary would offer the perfect epitaph: “He was not a man of peace.”
      

      
      “Give me generals who are lucky,” Roosevelt had recently told a British officer. In their encounter in the Oval Office the
         previous afternoon, the president had shrewdly sized up Patton as a man who was lucky and who also believed in his luck. “Patton
         is a joy,” Roosevelt had written after the meeting. For his part, typically, Patton dwelt on his disappointment at the president’s
         failure to deliver a more stirring victory-or-death speech to Admiral Hewitt, whose resolve Patton still doubted. “A great
         politician,” Patton told his diary after leaving the White House, “is not of necessity a great military leader.”
      

      
      Nor was a great military leader of necessity a great politician, as Patton had repeatedly demonstrated during the preparations
         for TORCH. While Hewitt readied his ships, Patton readied his men, and he had approached the task by imposing his will on everything
         and everyone in his path.
      

      
      His command for TORCH consisted of three divisions pieced together from other units—the 9th Infantry, the 3rd Infantry, and the 2nd Armored; eight
         other divisions had been so ransacked of troops and equipment to fill out the departing force that six months would pass before
         they recovered. In the past two weeks, Patton had traveled to staging areas across Virginia and North Carolina to inspect
         the troops and “put iron in their souls.” One commander later recalled that he always knew when Patton had visited because
         the units so honored invariably called to report that assorted officers “had been ordered into arrest after incurring his
         wrath.” On October 14, Patton sent identical letters to all his senior commanders: “If you don’t succeed, I don’t want to
         see you alive,” he advised. “I see no point in surviving defeat, and I am sure that if all of you enter into battle with equal
         resolution, we shall conquer, and live long, and gain more glory.”
      

      
      In a dinner toast at one base, Patton declared, “Here’s to the wives. My, what pretty widows you’re going to make.” His advice
         to the 9th Division for defeating the Germans was: “Grab those pusillanimous sons-a-bitches by the nose and kick ’em in the
         balls.” To others, he spoke of slaughtering “lousy Hun bastards by the bushel.” At Fort Bragg, while he was addressing troops
         he had once commanded in the 2nd Armored Division, tears coursed down his cheeks and he stalked from the stage without a word. The men roared their approval. In his diary, Patton had once rebuked himself for being “inclined to show emotion,
         a most unmilitary trait.”
      

      
      On Friday morning, October 23, more than 150 troop commanders, ship captains, and senior staff officers filed into a tightly
         guarded Army warehouse in Norfolk. Hewitt spoke briefly, revealing to most for the first time that they were bound for Africa.
         For more than four hours, the TORCH planners reviewed the operation in intricate detail. They finished with the proper procedures for burying the dead and registering
         their graves.
      

      
      Then Patton took the stage in breeches and riding boots, ivory-handled pistols on either hip. He roused the men from their
         torpor by announcing that he would shoot any American soldier molesting a Moroccan woman.
      

      
      “If you have any doubts as to what you’re to do, I can put it very simply,” he said in his jarring falsetto. “The idea is
         to move ahead, and you usually know where the front is by the sound of gunfire. To make it perfectly clear to you: suppose
         you lose a hand or an ear is shot off, or perhaps a piece of your nose, and you think you should go back to get first aid.
         If I see you, it will be the last goddamn walk you’ll ever take. As an officer, you’re expected to move ahead.”
      

      
      Then he challenged the Navy to emulate Admiral David Farragut, who had damned the torpedoes at Mobile Bay in 1864. But, Patton
         continued, “I’m under no illusion that the goddamn Navy will get us within a hundred miles of the beach or within a week of
         the date set for landing. It doesn’t matter. Put us on Africa. We’ll walk.”
      

      
      He finished with a flourish: “We shall attack for sixty days and then, if we have to, for sixty more. If we go forward with
         desperation, if we go forward with utmost speed and fight, these people cannot stand against us.”
      

      
      The men came to attention as Patton strode from the room. Most of the Navy officers, and even some of their Army counterparts,
         had never heard of George S. Patton before. Now they knew who he was.
      

      
      As the hour of departure drew near, anarchy ruled the docks. Sometimes Patton contributed to the disorder. On one especially
         hellish morning his quartermasters changed the loading plan six times between eight and nine A.M.

      
      More usually however, Patton, Hewitt, and their lieutenants demonstrated the inventive resolve that would characterize the
         American way of war for the duration. At the eleventh hour, medical officers abruptly realized that Task Force 34 had stockpiled only a small fraction of the blood plasma required. Recent experience had shown
         that plasma—the fluid remaining after removing red and white blood cells—was highly effective in keeping wounded soldiers
         alive, and when dried it could be stored without refrigeration for weeks. With authority from the War Department, the port
         surgeon by day’s end had requisitioned virtually all the plasma east of the Mississippi River and organized three bombers
         to deliver it. When bad weather closed in on Norfolk, ground crews lit flares to guide home the pilots. Trucks raced from
         the airfield to the port with a thousand precious units just before the fleet weighed anchor.
      

      
      No less dramatic was the saga of the S.S. Contessa. The War Department for weeks had sought a shallow-draft ship capable of navigating a dozen miles up a serpentine Moroccan
         river to the Port Lyautey airfield, one of Patton’s prime objectives. A worldwide search turned up the Contessa, a salt-caked, rust-stained scow that drew just over seventeen feet and had spent most of her undistinguished career hauling
         bananas and coconuts from the Caribbean. She was ordered to Newport News. There the skipper, Captain William H. John, a thick-browed
         Briton with an untended mustache and a long, saggy face, learned he was to load more than a thousand tons of bombs, depth
         charges, and high-octane aviation fuel for a destination to be named later. The crew promptly jumped ship.
      

      
      The Contessa was emptied of bananas and winched into dry dock on October 24 for a quick caulking of her leaky seams. Captain John and
         a Navy reserve lieutenant named A. V. Leslie then headed for the Norfolk jail, which state corrections officials recently
         had identified as the most squalid lockup in all Virginia. John and Leslie interviewed fifty inmates. Many were bibulous seamen,
         said to be “bleary-eyed and unsteady on their pins,” but game for a voyage described only as high-paying, dangerous, and far
         from any Norfolk cellblock. Fifteen men were chosen and their sentences commuted. Navy guards with riot guns escorted them
         to the Contessa. Pumped dry and heavily patched, the fruiter slid from the dry dock with a clean bottom and made for Pier X, the ammunition
         wharf, to begin loading her cargo.
      

      
      All the confusion that characterized the cargo loading now attended the convergence of 34,000 soldiers on Hampton Roads. Troop
         trains with blinds drawn rolled through Norfolk and Portsmouth, sometimes finding the proper pier and sometimes not. Many
         men were exhausted, having traveled all night or even all week. One artillery commander, suspecting they were bound for a
         tropical battlefield, had decided to acclimate his troops by sealing the windows on their train, transforming it into what
         one surviving officer described as “a sweltering inferno.”
      

      
      
      Military policemen patrolled the tracks and bus stations to watch for deserters. The Army in the past six months had charged
         more than 2,600 soldiers with desertion and convicted 90 percent of them. Indiscipline also plagued units that had been staging
         in southeast Virginia for weeks. So many men were sentenced to the crowded brig at Solomon’s Island in Chesapeake Bay during
         amphibious training that there was a waiting list to serve time; on October 3 alone, thirty men had been court-martialed for
         various infractions. Sensing they were going to war, many troops drank until they were “knee-walkin’ tight.” Commanders distributed
         pamphlets warning, “The truth is that using the sex glands too much exhausts them and weakens a man.” Many a weak man dragged
         himself to the pier.
      

      
      Naughty Norfolk catered to those looking for sin before shipping out, notwithstanding the occasional sign that read “No dogs
         or sailors allowed.” The town’s iniquity grew with the arrival of each new regiment. Every night, thousands of men swarmed
         down East Main Street, described as “the largest, most solid block of beer joints in the world.” Taxis became rolling brothels,
         and fleets of “girlie trailers” served the concupiscent. On October 18, vice officers arrested 115 people in the “largest
         morals raid in local history.” His jail cells bulging, Norfolk’s police chief asked the federal government to “give me a concentration
         camp … a camp large enough to handle two or three thousand women.” The strains of war—including many U-boat attacks along
         the Virginia coast—pushed the town toward hysteria. Widespread rumor had it that local Negroes planned to massacre white citizens
         during a blackout; the plotters were even said to have purchased 300 icepicks at a downtown hardware store.
      

      
      Sober and otherwise, the troops found their way to the twenty-eight transport ships. All public telephones at the wharves
         were disconnected, and port engineers erected a high fence around each dock area. “If you tell where you are going, you may
         never get there,” security posters warned—pointlessly, because few men had any inkling of their destination. Some soldiers
         inflated condoms with natural gas from tent heaters and floated them toward town, with notes attached inviting any girl willing
         to comfort a departing warrior to infiltrate the security area. In a final, senseless act of confusion, the Army insisted
         the men board alphabetically rather than by tactical unit. Thousands struggled up the ramps with heavy barracks bags and wandered
         the companionways for hours in search of their comrades. Others disembarked at night, to re-form on the dock by platoon and
         then reboard.
      

      
      Eight to twelve officers shared each stateroom. The ranks wedged into holds with bunks stacked four high and hammocks slung
         in every open space. “God must love enlisted men,” they told one another; “he made so many of them.” Poker and dice games raged in the stairwells.
         Sailors scraped and scraped. Boys barely old enough to shave lay in their bunks and stared vacantly at the bulkheads, or struggled
         to articulate in letters home what every one of them felt: I’m scared. I miss you. I love you.
      

      
      A distant clatter of winches signaled the lifting of the last cargo slings. And a new sound joined the racket: the harsh grind
         of a thousand whetstones as soldiers put an edge on their bayonets and trench knives.
      

      
      Dawn on October 24 revealed a forest of masts and fighting tops across Hampton Roads, where the greatest war fleet ever to
         sail from American waters made ready. Brief squalls blew in from the Atlantic, shrouding the ships in gray mist. Launches
         with hooded lanterns carried a few officers from a final night with their wives in the Chamberlin Hotel. Wrapped in a boat
         cloak, Hewitt boarded his flagship, the U.S.S. Augusta. The rising trill of a bosun’s whistle announced the admiral’s arrival.
      

      
      From this very anchorage, dispatched with patriotic huzzahs and guided from the Roads by Theodore Roosevelt aboard his yacht,
         Mayflower, Hewitt had sailed the world with sixteen battleships in the Great White Fleet in 1907. To make the current departure less
         conspicuous, Hewitt arranged for a mid-ocean rendezvous with several of his biggest warships, including the new dreadnought
         Massachusetts, which had sortied from Maine. An even larger contingent awaited the task force near Bermuda. This group included the Ranger, his only true aircraft carrier, and four “escort” carriers—oil tankers overlaid with flight decks. None of the carriers
         had more than half a dozen experienced aviators; the Navy also reported that some crews included “a bare handful of officers
         and men who had previously seen salt water.” But of the 102 ships in the fleet, only Contessa was seriously delayed. Still loading fuel and bombs at Pier X, she would follow the convoy in two days, alone.
      

      
      Patton settled into the comfortable captain’s cabin aboard Augusta. A stack of mystery novels lay on the table by his bunk, along with the Koran, which he planned to read during the passage.
         He had often practiced a fierce martial scowl in the mirror, but there was no need for dramatics now. He was alone, as only
         a battle commander could be, bound for the sharp corners of the world.
      

      
      “This is my last night in America,” he had written in his diary the previous evening. “It may be years and it may be forever.
         God grant that I do my full duty to my men and myself.” He thought of his Wednesday morning in Washington three days earlier. Before going to the White House, he had driven up 16th Street to Walter Reed Army
         Hospital to call on his ancient hero, General John J. Pershing. A feeble eighty-two, Pershing had reminisced about their adventures
         in Mexico, where Patton had served as an unofficial aide-de-camp. “I can always pick a fighting man,” Pershing said. “I like
         generals so bold they are dangerous.” Patton kissed Pershing’s hand, as desiccated as a fallen leaf, and asked for his blessing.
         “Good-bye, George,” the old general replied. “God bless you and keep you and give you victory.”
      

      
      Generals so bold they are dangerous. He would take that challenge. To his old friend Eisenhower in London he had written, “We should plan either to conquer or
         to be destroyed at Casablanca.” He also scribbled two notes to Bea. “It will probably be some time before you get a letter
         from me but I will be thinking of you and loving you,” he wrote in one. In the other, to be opened only “when and if I am
         definitely reported dead,” he confessed how difficult it was to convey his feelings for a woman he had known since they were
         both sixteen years old. He addressed her as if from beyond the grave: “Your confidence in me was the only sure thing in a
         world of dreadful uncertainty.”
      

      
      Shortly before seven A.M., the Joseph T. Dickman slipped her lines and moved into the stream, joined by the Thomas Jefferson, the Leonard Wood, and a stately procession of other transports. Destroyers darted ahead into the seaward mists—the lead ship in the position
         known as Dead Man’s Corner—as the transports threaded the antisubmarine nets protecting Hampton Roads. With radio silence
         imposed, course adjustments swept across the fleet in an ecstasy of signal lamps and semaphore flags. Patrol planes and two
         silver blimps scouted the swept channel that angled eastward between Cape Henry and Cape Charles. Building to fourteen knots,
         the transports steamed out the drowned mouth of the James River, across Thimble Shoals and Tail of the Horseshoe. Soldiers
         cinched their life jackets and lined the weather-deck rails, staring in silence at Old Point Comfort.
      

      
      The dawn was bright and blowing. Angels perched unseen on the shrouds and crosstrees. Young men, fated to survive and become
         old men dying abed half a century hence, would forever remember this hour, when an army at dawn made for the open sea in a
         cause none could yet comprehend. Ashore, as the great fleet glided past, dreams of them stepped, like men alive, into the
         rooms where their loved ones lay sleeping.
      

      
      
      
      Rendezvous at Cherchel

      
      EVEN before the fleet weighed anchor in Virginia, a small invasion vanguard had arrived off the African coast. This party comprised
         fewer than a dozen men; their mission—both courageous and daft—would become one of the most celebrated clandestine operations
         of the war.
      

      
      It began with a single light. Major General Mark W. Clark stood on the bridge of the submarine H.M.S. Seraph at ten P.M. on October 21, peering through his binoculars at a bright beacon on the Algerian coast. Braced to absorb the submarine’s
         roll, he raked the lenses across the white line of surf two miles away. After several days of creeping submerged across the
         Mediterranean from Gibraltar at four knots per hour, Clark was desperate to get ashore. Though Seraph surfaced every night to recharge her batteries, the fetid air inside grew so stale each day that a struck match would not
         light. Clark and the four other American officers had passed the time playing countless rubbers of bridge or, after lessons
         from the British commandos aboard, hands of cribbage. Small bruises covered Clark’s head; at six foot three inches tall, he
         found it impossible to dodge the sub’s innumerable pipes and knobs.
      

      
      “There’s the sugar-loaf hill to the left. I can see its outline against the sky,” Clark told Seraph’s commander, Lieutenant Norman L. A. Jewell. A pale glow to the east marked the fishing port of Cherchel, said to have been
         founded by Selene, daughter of Mark Antony and Cleopatra. Algiers lay another sixty miles up the coast. Clark focused again
         on the light burning in the seaward gable of an isolated farmhouse. “There’s a beach below the house. A black splotch behind
         the beach—that’s the grove of trees,” Clark said. “Yessir, this is the place we’re looking for.”
      

      
      Jewell ordered the diesel engines started. Seraph edged forward to within 400 yards of the breakers and hove to. A rising moon silvered the deck and dark sea. The commandos
         deftly assembled the folbots—two-man kayaks made with hickory frames and canvas skins. Clark and the other Americans rechecked
         their inventory, including money belts stuffed with greenbacks and $1,000 in Canadian gold pieces, which had been obtained
         with difficulty from the Bank of England vault in central London on Sunday afternoon. Every man wore his military uniform;
         six German saboteurs, captured in civilian clothes after being put ashore by U-boat in New York and Florida, had died in the
         District of Columbia electric chair two months earlier. No one on this mission wanted to be executed as a spy.
      

      
      The first three pairs of men successfully grabbed the folbot rails and eased themselves into the waist holes. But as Clark
         was about to step from the submarine, the heavy lop flipped his boat and the commando already in it, Captain Godfrey B. Courtney. “I’ve got
         to get off!” Clark shouted. “I’ve got to go now.” Another folbot was recalled and one of the Americans surrendered his seat to Clark. The submarine crew righted the capsized
         craft and fished Courtney from the sea. Ready at last, the men feathered away from Seraph with their double-scoop paddles, then turned in a V formation toward the beckoning light above the beach.
      

      
      Mark Clark—Wayne, to his friends—was an odd choice to lead a clandestine mission behind enemy lines. As Eisenhower’s deputy
         and chief planner, he knew more about Operation TORCH than any man alive. He also was among the few Americans privy to Ultra, the intelligence gathered through British decipherment
         of coded German radio messages—a secret so profound it was jokingly known as BBR, “burn before reading.” Should Vichy forces
         capture Clark and surrender him to the Gestapo, the consequences would be incalculable, for both TORCH and the Allied cause.
      

      
      That Eisenhower had entrusted this mission to Clark despite the hazards was a sign of both his naïveté as the new Allied commander-in-chief
         and his faith in Clark, who had become his indispensable alter ego. Clark’s parents were an Army officer and the daughter
         of an immigrant Romanian Jew; as a West Point cadet, he had had himself baptized an Episcopalian, the creed considered most
         expedient for aspiring generals. At the academy he was known as Contraband for his guile in smuggling forbidden sweets into
         the barracks. More important, he fashioned a friendship with the company sergeant, an older cadet named Ike Eisenhower. Seriously
         wounded by shrapnel in 1918, Clark as a young captain between the world wars had been detailed to a Chautauqua tour, spreading
         the gospel of Army life with an ensemble of ventriloquists, road-company Macbeths, and Swiss bell ringers.
      

      
      More recently, while serving as a War Department staff officer, he had been credited with designing the Army’s assembly-line
         techniques for mass-producing divisions. In June 1941, his superior officer described him as “a rare combination of a most
         attractive personality with a stout heart and fine tact and intelligence.” George Marshall had asked him, after Pearl Harbor,
         for a list of ten able brigadier generals from among whom to select a new war plans chief. “I’ll give you one name and nine
         dittos,” Clark replied. “Dwight D. Eisenhower.” Years later Eisenhower would tell Clark, “You are more responsible than anybody
         in this country for giving me my opportunity.”
      

      
      The debt was repaid in August 1942, when Eisenhower made Clark his chief planner in London and the deputy TORCH commander. Soon the two Americans were favorites of Churchill, frequently summoned to No. 10 Downing Street or the prime
         minister’s country home at Chequers for midnight skull sessions. Clark vividly described Churchill, dressed in his baggy smock
         and carpet slippers, expounding on strategy while drinking brandy or devouring a late supper:
      

      
      

         When the soup was put before him, he tackled it vigorously, his mouth about two inches from the liquid and his shoulders hunched
            over. He ate with a purring and slurping and the spoon went from mouth to plate so rapidly you could hardly see it until he
            was scraping the bottom of the bowl and bawling lustily, “More soup!” Turning to his guests, he’d say, “Fine soup, ain’t it?”
         

      



      
      Like Eisenhower, Clark had vaulted over hundreds of more senior officers in the past two years, during his ascent from major
         to major general. Meticulous and shrewd, he was also given to a relentless self-promotion that vexed his friends and outraged
         his rivals. Among the latter was Patton, who confided to his diary in late September: “He seems to me more preoccupied with
         bettering his own future than in winning the war.” Another general called Clark the “evil genius” of the Allied force, but
         that epithet both diminished and caricatured his role. In truth, he was a gifted organizer—his daily memos to Eisenhower are
         tiny masterpieces of precision and efficiency—bedeviled by insecurities. “The more stars you have, the higher you climb the
         flagpole, the more of your ass is exposed,” he once asserted. “People are always watching for opportunities to misconstrue
         your actions.”
      

      
      The voyage to Cherchel had been hastily organized at the secret request of General Charles Emmanuel Mast, a senior Vichy commander
         in Algiers. Mast had sent word that he wanted to confer with a high-ranking American about how the Allies might “gain entry
         practically without firing a shot.” Clark insisted on leading the mission, “happy as a boy with a new knife” at both the prospective
         adventure and the chance to consummate the greatest American diplomatic coup of the war.
      

      
      In addition to collecting intelligence through Ultra, the Allies had managed—by seduction and burglary—to purloin various
         Italian, Vichy French, and Spanish diplomatic codes. Washington also had an espionage network in North Africa: a dozen American
         vice consuls, known as the Twelve Apostles, who technically served as “food control officers” under a trade agreement still
         in effect between Vichy and Washington. But the Apostles were hardly professional spies. One had been a Coca-Cola salesman in Mississippi, and another was described as “an ornament of Harry’s Bar in Paris.” A third later confessed, “I didn’t
         even know how to pry open a desk drawer.” The Apostle Kenneth Pendar, a former Harvard archaeologist, acknowledged, “We flew
         over … to drop like so many Alices into the African Wonderland.” A dismissive German agent reported to Berlin: “All their
         thoughts are centered on their social, sexual, and culinary interests.” Although the Apostles in fact collected useful information
         about ports, beaches, and coastal defenses, they could not answer the most fundamental question: Would the French fight? Clark
         intended to find out.
      

      
      Only a howling dog and the murmuring surf broke the stillness as Clark and Captain Courtney waited 200 yards offshore. It
         was now shortly after midnight on October 22. Moonlight and that naked bulb dangling in the dormer revealed that the farmhouse
         on the bluff had a red tile mansard roof and stucco walls draped with vines. From the beach came the all-clear signal: the
         dash-dot-dash of a Morse “k.” Leaning into their paddles, the two men skimmed neatly across the breakers and joined the others,
         who were already dragging their boats across the sand.
      

      
      From an olive grove at the edge of the bluff stepped a tall, stooped man wearing a turtleneck sweater, sneakers, and a baseball
         cap. Robert Murphy was the top American diplomat in Algiers, as well as the Apostles’ spymaster. “Welcome to North Africa,”
         he said, with the insouciance of an experienced host greeting dinner guests. Clark abandoned the grand speech he had prepared
         in French and replied simply, “I’m damned glad we made it.” The men shouldered the folbots and followed Murphy up the hill
         and through a large green gate. Entering a courtyard lined with palm trees, they passed the villa’s owner, a French patriot
         named Henri Teissier, who stood watching nervously from the shadows. Eyeing Clark with his carbine, another Frenchman muttered,
         “A general with a rifle! What sort of army is this?” After hiding the boats in a kitchen storeroom, they settled into a small,
         untidy room in the farmhouse, toasting their good fortune with glasses of whiskey before stretching out for a nap.
      

      
      Murphy was too excited to sleep. This rendezvous was his doing, and he believed that if it succeeded he could deliver North
         Africa into the Allied camp without bloodshed. Now forty-seven, with pale Irish skin and “a gaiety that brought out gaiety
         in others,” he had grown up in Milwaukee. A foot crushed in an elevator accident had kept him out of the military in World
         War I; instead, he studied law before joining the diplomatic corps. Fluent in German and French, genial and cultured, he spent
         a decade in Paris; when the Germans marched in, he followed the rump government to Vichy on orders from Washington. He had helped arrange the secret shipment of nearly 2,000 tons of gold from
         the Bank of France to Dakar on an American cruiser, and Roosevelt, who always appreciated a charming operator, appointed Murphy
         his personal representative to French Africa with the admonition “Don’t bother going through State Department channels.” For
         months Murphy had shuttled between Washington and London, occasionally disguised as a lieutenant colonel because, as General
         Marshall noted, “nobody ever pays any attention to a lieutenant colonel.” On frequent trips to North Africa, he smuggled radio
         transmitters in his diplomatic pouches.
      

      
      By nature drawn to the conservative status quo, Murphy was distrusted by the Free French of Charles de Gaulle, who dismissed
         him as “inclined to believe that France consisted of the people he dined with in town.” The British diplomat Harold Macmillan
         concluded that Murphy “has an incurable habit of seeing every kind of person and agreeing with them all in turn.” Bob Murphy
         shrugged off such derision with an impish smile, secure in the conviction that he was doing Roosevelt’s bidding.
      

      
      At six A.M., General Mast arrived by car from Algiers with five staff officers. Murphy roused Clark and the others for introductions,
         followed by a breakfast of coffee and sardines in the living room. Short, burly, and fluent in English, Mast had been captured
         by the Germans in 1940 and repatriated after months in Saxony’s notorious Königstein prison. His post as deputy commander
         of the Vichy army’s XIX Corps notwithstanding, he had the heart of an insurrectionist. If the Americans were to invade North
         Africa, Mast told Clark, they should consider doing it in the spring, when rebel officers would be fully ready to help. Clark
         had strict orders not to disclose that TORCH was actually under way; he replied vaguely that it was “best to do something soon. We have the army and the means.”
      

      
      For more than four hours, the two generals exchanged mendacities. Mast urged the Americans to align themselves with his patron,
         Henri Giraud, a senior general whose bold recent escape from Königstein had galvanized French resistance. If you bring Giraud
         to Algiers from his hiding place in southern France, Mast promised, all North Africa will “flame into revolt” and rally around
         him as a symbol of French resurgence. With sufficient weapons—Mast nearly wept, describing the bedraggled Vichy troops—North
         Africa could field an army of 300,000 in common cause with the Allies, all under Giraud’s inspiring generalship. He also urged
         a simultaneous invasion of southern France to prevent the Germans from seizing the fragment of the country controlled by Vichy.
      

      
      
      Clark carefully sifted through Mast’s proposals. He pledged immediate delivery of 2,000 automatic weapons to North Africa,
         a promise that would not be kept. In a rare show of candor, he admitted that simultaneous invasions of North Africa and metropolitan
         France exceeded Allied means. But he assured Mast that any assault would be more than a hitand-run raid like that at Dieppe
         in August. An African invasion force would involve half a million men with 2,000 aircraft. This was a fivefold exaggeration.
      

      
      “Where are these five hundred thousand men to come from?” Mast asked. “Where are they?”

      
      “In the U.S. and U.K.,” Clark replied.

      
      “Rather far, isn’t it?”

      
      “No.”

      
      Perhaps lies and misunderstandings were inevitable: Clark could hardly disclose the imminence of TORCH, even if Mast’s good faith seemed genuine. But by mid-morning tiny seeds of confusion and distrust had been sown over the
         timing of the invasion, the political realities of Vichy North Africa, the extent to which each side could aid the other,
         and, most important, who would command whom. At eleven, Mast stood and announced that he must return to Algiers before his
         absence aroused suspicions. Before walking to his car, he warned Clark, “The French navy is not with us. The army and the
         air force are.”
      

      
      Mast also repeated his earlier assertion that General Giraud intended to command all forces in North Africa, including any
         Allied troops. Clark was noncommittal, and Mast left in a flurry of salutes. He drove slowly past the café card players and
         old men bowling on the public square in Cherchel, taking with him the pleasant delusion that he had weeks or even months to
         properly prepare for an Allied invasion.
      

      
      After twelve hours of hosting this cabal, M. Teissier had become visibly anxious. Nevertheless, he served the conspirators
         a fortifying lunch of peppery chicken with red wine and oranges. Several of General Mast’s staff officers had remained at
         the farmhouse for further talks. They handed over maps and charts pinpointing gasoline and ammunition caches, airfields, troop
         strengths, and other military secrets. Clark swapped uniform blouses with one of the Frenchmen and took a stroll in the courtyard
         for some fresh air.
      

      
      The happy colloquy ended abruptly with the jangling of the telephone early that evening. Teissier answered, then slammed down
         the receiver with a shriek. “The police will be here in five minutes!” This news, Clark later observed, had the effect of
         “fifty dead skunks thrown on the table.” One French officer bolted out the door with his satchel. Others leaped through the windows and vanished into the brush. Gold pieces clattered across the floor as the Americans flung francs, Canadian
         dollars, and greenbacks at Murphy to use for possible bribes. Clark rousted the British commandos and sent one packing toward
         the beach with a walkie-talkie to alert the Seraph. With six others, he then scrambled into a dank wine cellar beneath the patio. “I don’t want you to lock me up,” he called.
         Teissier slammed the trapdoor anyway. The men crouched in darkness, clutching their rifles and musette bags full of documents.
      

      
      Murphy and Teissier agreed to feign an inebriated revel, with much slurred singing and clinking of wine bottles. At 9:30 P.M., a coast guard cadet loyal to Teissier arrived at the green gate to explain his earlier telephone warning: an off-duty servant
         had reported odd activity at the farmhouse, and the police, suspecting smugglers, were organizing a raid. Murphy urged the
         cadet to stall the authorities as long as possible. “We had a little party down here. We had some girls, a little liquor,
         and food,” Murphy said. “Everybody’s left now, but I can assure you that no harm was done.”
      

      
      Clark and the others soon emerged from the cellar. “Get the hell down to the beach as fast as you can,” Murphy urged. Collecting
         the folbots, the men clattered down the bluff. The brisk clacking of a nearby windmill signaled a freshening sea breeze, and
         to Clark’s dismay waves five to seven feet high now crashed onto the shore. He stripped to his under-shorts, tucking the money
         belt and his rolled-up trousers in the boat’s waisthole. After a short sprint into the surf, he and one of the commandos leaped
         aboard, paddling furiously. An immense comber lifted the nose of the kayak until the craft was nearly vertical, then pitched
         it backward into the foaming sea. “To hell with the pants,” someone yelled from shore, “save the paddles.”
      

      
      Cold, drenched, and trouserless, Clark requisitioned an underling’s pants and hiked to the villa, where he was confronted
         by a horrified Teissier. “Please, for God’s sake,” the Frenchman begged, “get out of the house.” Clark snapped, “I don’t like
         to be hurried.” Wrapped in a silk tablecloth, he hobbled barefoot back to the beach with a loaf of bread, two borrowed sweaters,
         and several bottles of wine. To keep warm, Clark bobbed up and down in a frenzy of deep-knee bends; meanwhile, the men reviewed
         their options. Should they storm Cherchel to steal a fishing boat? Perhaps they could buy one instead; Murphy suggested offering
         200,000 francs. A French officer pointed out that either gambit would likely bring the police if not the army. The Americans
         agreed that if any Arab blundered onto the beach, they would lasso and strangle him.
      

      
      At four A.M., someone noticed a sheltered spot where the surf seemed a bit calmer. Clark and a comrade mounted their kayak. Four others carried the boat to shoulder depth and shoved it seaward.
         Again the craft nosed up nearly perpendicular to the shore, but this time it crested the wave. Aboard Seraph, Lieutenant Jewell eased the submarine so close to shore that her keel shivered from proximity to the sea floor. The other
         boats, after capsizing at least once each, finally cleared the surf and made for the silhouetted conning tower. Murphy capered
         along the beach, kissing the French officers in glee as they collected the commandos’ abandoned tommy guns and raked all footprints
         from the sand.
      

      
      Clark’s men spread their sopping documents in the engine room to dry. Fortified with a double tot of Nelson’s blood from Seraph’s rum cask, Clark composed a message for London:
      

      
      

         Eisenhower eyes only … All questions were settled satisfactorily except for the time the French would assume supreme command.
            … Anticipate that the bulk of the French army and air forces will offer little resistance. … Initial resistance by French
            navy and coastal defenses indicated by naval information which also indicates that this resistance will fall off rapidly as
            our forces land.
         

      



      
      Jewell swung the submarine due west, toward Gibraltar, and sounded the dive klaxon.

      
      
      On the Knees of the Gods

      
      AS Hewitt’s Task Force 34 zigged and zagged toward Morocco with Patton’s legions aboard, more than 300 other ships bound for
         Algeria steamed from anchorages on the Clyde and along England’s west coast. For all these vessels to shoot the Strait of
         Gibraltar in sequence and arrive punctually at various Barbary coast beaches, the two-week voyage must, in Churchill’s phrase,
         “fit together like a jewelled bracelet.” The challenge had roused the Royal Navy to its keenest pitch of seamanship, and the
         convoys held such perfect alignment that “only the boiling white foam thrown up by the screws betrayed that the ships were
         moving.”
      

      
      Eight distinct deception plans had been adopted by the Allies to suggest that this armada was bound for Scandinavia, or France,
         or the Middle East. The ploys included noisy searches for Norwegian currency; public lectures on frostbite; the conspicuous
         loading of cold-weather clothing; bulk purchases of French dictionaries; and instruction for army cooks on how to prepare rice dishes. A platoon of
         reporters was shunted to northern Scotland for ski and snowshoe training. Whatever their effect on Axis intelligence, these
         clues so confounded American troops that many simply concluded they were sailing for home, especially when the fleet first
         veered far west to evade U-boat wolfpacks before looping southeast toward the Mediterranean.
      

      
      Like Hewitt’s ships, those loaded in Britain carried tens of thousands of tons of war supplies. The cargo manifests also included
         $500,000 worth of tea, hand tools for 5,000 North African natives, 390,000 pairs of socks, and $5 million in gold, packed
         in thirty small safes at a Bank of England vault in Threadneedle Street. Complementing all those French lexicons, a special
         glossary translated British into American, noting, for example, that an “accumulator” is a battery, that “indent” means requisition,
         and that a “dixie” is a bucket for brewing tea.
      

      
      The loading at British ports made even the Hampton Roads ordeal seem a model of logistical simplicity. On September 8, Eisenhower
         had sent Washington a fifteen-page cable confessing that his quartermasters in Britain were profoundly confused. Roughly 260,000
         tons of supplies, ammunition, and weapons—enough to fight for a month and a half—had been misplaced after arriving in the
         United Kingdom. Would the War Department consider sending a duplicate shipment? The cable explained that the American system
         for marking and dispatching the cargo was poor—one U.S. Army regiment and its kit arrived in England on fifty-five different
         ships—and British warehouse procedures worse. Pilferage topped 20 percent, and many crates were buried beyond retrieval in
         a thousand dockside sheds. Eisenhower, not as embarrassed as perhaps he should have been, also asked that, as long as Army
         logisticians were rummaging about, would they please send various additional items, including barber chairs and a “bullet-proof,
         seven-passenger automobile of normal appearance.”
      

      
      The cable stirred grave doubts about Eisenhower’s management acumen among the few senior officers permitted to see it. Both
         he and Patton seemed to be improvising to an alarming extent. A tart message from the War Department to London in October
         noted, “It appears that we have shipped all items at least twice and most items three times.” But with TORCH on the tightest of schedules, logisticians had little recourse. By October 16, another 186,000 tons had been shipped across
         the Atlantic—and 11 million rounds of ammunition were borrowed from the British. Much of this cargo was now Africa-bound.
      

      
      Few of the 72,000 troops embarked in Britain knew or cared about these travails. Outnumbering their British comrades two to one, the Americans were mostly drawn from three divisions staging
         in England, Scotland, and Northern Ireland: the 1st Infantry, the 1st Armored, and the 34th Infantry. After a few days at
         sea, convoy life took on a monotony only partly relieved by topside boxing matches in makeshift rings, where pugilists in
         sleeveless shirts pummeled one another into insensibility. An Army booklet, “What to Do Aboard a Transport,” contained sections
         on “seasickness, cold, and balance” and “malaria and other plagues.” An equally dispiriting essay, on “mental matters,” warned,
         “One of the deep-down urges that must be controlled is that of sex”—advice that failed to curb the troops’ endless reliving
         of amorous conquests, real and imagined. (Belfast’s Belgravia Hotel, dubbed the Belgravia Riding Academy, was a favorite fantasy
         site of the 34th Division.) The mandatory “short-arm inspections” for venereal disease gave many a Lothario his comeuppance.
      

      
      Regimental bands organized afternoon concerts of college fight songs and Sousa marches, always ending with “The Star-Spangled
         Banner,” “God Save the King,” and the “Marseillaise,” in rotating order. The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders marched fore
         and aft aboard the Cathay, loudly accompanied by bagpipers; although all soldiers had been ordered to remove their unit insignia, it was widely agreed
         that any potential enemy should know that Highland troops were afoot. Yanks with guitars or harmonicas played “Marching Through
         Georgia” or a ribald ballad about the medically exempt called “4-F Charley.” For their part, Tommies sang, “There’ll be no
         promotion this side of the ocean / Fuck them all, fuck them all, fuck them all.” More refined entertainment was provided 34th
         Division troops on Otranto by a soldier-thespian who delivered soliloquies from Hamlet over the ship’s public address system.
      

      
      For the officers, the voyage was weirdly languorous, as if they were going to war on a Cunard cruise. Stewards awakened them
         with cups of tea each morning. Waiters posted printed menus in the dining rooms before every meal. An American officer on
         the Durban Castle later recalled, “Blouses were worn for dinner, [with] coffee in the lounge afterwards.” Slender Indian cabin boys in black-and-white
         livery filled the tubs with hot seawater each evening and asked, “Bath, sahib?” On the Monarch of Bermuda, Brigadier General Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., assistant commander of the 1st Infantry Division, entertained his staff officers
         by reciting long passages of Kipling from memory after they challenged him with a succession of first lines. He further cheered
         the men by observing that the division’s headquarters ship, several hundred yards abaft, appeared to be rolling twice as much
         as the Monarch. “Cleared for strange ports—that’s what we are,” Roosevelt wrote to his wife on October 26. “Here I am off again on the great adventure.”
      

      
      Below the waterline, in the troop holds known as Torpedo Heaven, the adventure seemed less thrilling. The stench of sweat,
         oil, and wool blankets filled the nostrils, while the ear heard an incessant clicking of dice and snoring so loud it was likened
         to the ripping of branches from a tree. Bunks on some tubs were stacked six high; a soldier in one top berth passed the time
         by penciling poetry on the steel overhead—a few inches above his nose—and sketching tourist maps of his native Philadelphia.
         To preserve the blackout, hatches had to be closed at night; the air grew so foul that some Coldstream Guards rigged a canvas
         airshaft, to little avail. Amid heavy seas mid-voyage, the large drums for the use of seasick soldiers slid across the deck
         with unpleasant splashings. Mess kits, washed in seawater, produced mass dysentery. Long queues formed at the sick bays and
         heads, and abject soldiers lined the rails.
      

      
      Troops caught nibbling their emergency D-ration chocolate bars were dubbed Chocolate Soldiers and punished by forfeiting two
         meals. This was a happy penance. The galleys served so much fatty mutton that derisive bleating could be heard throughout
         the convoy and the 13th Armored Regiment proposed a new battle cry: “Baaa!” Crunchy raisins in the bread proved to be weevils;
         soldiers learned to hold up slices to the light, as if candling eggs. The 1st Infantry Division on Reine de Pacifico organized troop details to sift flour through mesh screens in a search for insects. Wormy meat aboard the Keren so provoked 34th Division soldiers that officers were dispatched to keep order in the mess hall. When soldiers aboard Letitia challenged the culinary honor of one French cook, he “became quite wild and threatened to jump overboard.”
      

      
      Morale suffered as much as stomachs. Relations between the cousins grew testy. Yanks resented the British food, if not the
         war itself. Tommies, who had long been entitled to rum rations, were shocked to get nothing stronger than ginger ale aboard
         ship. To monitor morale, American censors collected excerpts from more than eight thousand letters home: “The British are
         nothing but sorry sons of bitches, feed us stuff a hog wouldn’t eat,” one disgruntled soldier wrote. Another confided: “Don’t
         mind my continual bitching. It’s only that I hate myself & hate this life & I’m sick of it all.”
      

      
      “To make a good army out of the best men will take three years,” Sylvanus Thayer, father of the U.S. Military Academy at West
         Point, concluded in the early nineteenth century. Most American soldiers bound for Africa in October 1942 had been in the
         Army for less than three years, some for less than three months. They were fine men, but not yet a good army. Indeed, they were not an army at all, but a
         hodgepodge of units cobbled together after the decision to launch TORCH. Mighty hosts are rarely made from expedients.
      

      
      The 1st Armored Division—formed in 1940 and known as Old Ironsides—was a case in point. More than half its strength had been
         left behind in Britain for a later convoy. Most of the division’s medium tanks had also remained behind, after they proved
         a couple of inches too big for the bow openings on the only landing ships available. Instead, the crews manned light tanks,
         with a puny 37mm gun, and some units still carried equipment from horse cavalry days. Even before crossing the Atlantic to
         Northern Ireland earlier in the year, Old Ironsides had been dislocated by frequent moves. Mackerel fishing in the Bay of
         Dundrum and fresh lobsters at fifty cents apiece were pleasant enough, but training on Britain’s narrow lanes and stone-fence
         fields was limited. (British officers trailed the American tanks and paid local farmers a shilling for each sixteen feet of
         fence destroyed.) Many of the division’s best soldiers volunteered for new Ranger, paratrooper, and commando units, to be
         sometimes replaced by men of lesser mettle with no armor training. Some crews had fired as few as three tank rounds. The War
         Department had long assumed that the division was destined for combat in northern Europe, and little thought was given to
         other possible battlefields. Old Ironsides, the only American tank division to see desert combat in World War II, was the
         only one to get no desert training. Hamilton H. Howze, the 1st Armored operations officer and a future four-star general,
         later asserted, “None of the division was worth a damn.”
      

      
      This harsh secret, suspected by few and believed by fewer, was equally true of other units. The 34th Infantry merits particular
         scrutiny because it had been the first American division dispatched to the European theater and because the division’s saga,
         in North Africa and beyond, would embody the tribulations and triumphs of the U.S. Army as fully as any of the eighty-nine
         divisions ultimately mustered in World War II.
      

      
      Twenty months earlier, the 34th had existed only in principle, as regiments of the Iowa National Guard and sister Guard units
         from Minnesota. Guardsmen in peacetime met once a week, usually on Monday evenings. For two hours of close-order drill they
         earned a dollar. Training in the art of war was limited to bayonet assaults against a football goalpost and skirmishes across
         the town square, where platoons practiced outflanking the local Civil War monument. Training in more sophisticated martial
         skills was limited to a couple weeks of summer camp. Troops were pressed into civil service for floods, or harvests, or strike-breaking
         at the Swift meatpacking plant in Sioux City, where Guardsmen in 1938 had pierced the workers’ cordon with a flying wedge before
         setting up their machine guns on a loading dock. That was the closest to combat most had ever come.
      

      
      On February 10, 1941, after nine false alarms, the War Department federalized the Iowa and Minnesota regiments to form the
         34th Division. It was among the last of eighteen Guard divisions swept into the Army under the congressional act that limited
         Guardsmen to a year of service in defense of the western hemisphere. Regiments staged hasty recruiting drives to fill out
         their ranks before heading to Louisiana for further training. The 151st Field Artillery, headquartered in Minneapolis, offered
         new recruits $21 a month and a chance to “go south with the Gopher Gunners.” Those who signed up gathered on the balcony of
         the state armory, where a Guard major general told them, “I hope you return with Hitler and Mussolini on your shield”—disconcerting
         words to troops who had enlisted for twelve months of homeland defense. Many preferred to heed President Roosevelt, who had
         promised a crowd in Boston, “I have said this before but I shall say it again and again and again: Your boys are not going
         to be sent into foreign wars.” Newspaper editorials across the Midwest caught the same spirit of denial. “World War II is
         a battle of airplanes and naval units,” the Daily Freeman Journal of Webster City, Iowa, intoned on February 27, 1941. “No one expects the United States Infantry to leave the borders of the
         United States, even if this country should get into war.”
      

      
      Ten months later, war came, and not the pleasant war that required no infantrymen. The 34th Division was rushed to Britain
         in January 1942 as a symbol of American commitment to the Allied cause. In Britain, the troops unloaded supplies and guarded
         various headquarters, with little opportunity for garrison soldiers to become combat killers. The division missed large-scale
         maneuvers in Louisiana and the Carolinas that benefited many other U.S. units. As with the 1st Armored, hundreds of the division’s
         best men left to form other units; the new 1st Ranger Battalion had been carved mostly from the 34th Division. With the decision
         to undertake TORCH, the 34th—already in Britain and thus deemed available even if ill-prepared—was consigned to Algeria. The lower ranks were
         still flush with boys from Iowa and Minnesota, but not the division’s officer cadre: thanks to a general purge of National
         Guard officers from the Army, the 34th retained few of the leaders who had led them out of the Midwest. Once begun, the turmoil
         snowballed. In the past year alone, for example, the officers in the division’s 168th Infantry Regiment had been cashiered
         almost wholesale three times.
      

      
      
      Among those who survived the purges was an engaging citizen-soldier named Robert R. Moore. Now aboard the Keren, Moore had spent the days since sailing from Britain quelling mutiny in the mess hall and keeping his men occupied with calisthenics
         and busywork. Of average height, with a broad Irish face and a toothy grin, Moore had gray eyes and a forelock that hung from
         his crown like a pelt. He hailed from the southwest Iowa town of Villisca, population 2,011, where he owned the local drugstore,
         a homey place with a striped retractable awning and Meadow Gold ice cream signs in the window. Moore had joined the Iowa Guard
         in 1922 at the age of seventeen, and six years later took command of Company F of the 168th Infantry’s 2nd Battalion. Known
         as Cap’n Bob or the Boy Captain, Moore was obstinate, charming, and unsparing, purging the company of those he deemed “no-accounts”
         and working hard to prepare his Guardsmen for the war no one expected to fight.
      

      
      Fourteen years later, Bob Moore was thirty-seven. No longer a boy, he was also no longer a captain, having been promoted to
         major and appointed executive officer—second in command—of the 2nd Battalion. At night on the Keren, in his crowded cabin or by moonlight on the weather deck, Moore scribbled letters home and thought often of the last days
         in Iowa, in February 1941, as the regiment had prepared to leave for what everyone believed was a year’s training. Those days
         were the benchmark against which all subsequent progress could be measured in the transmutation of ordinary American boys
         into troops capable of crushing the Third Reich. Moore remembered how the men had plucked the brass “Iowa” insignia from their
         uniforms and replaced it with a brass “U.S.” He still had the letter he had sent to the 114 men in Company F, ordering them
         to report to the Villisca armory with “3 suits of underwear (either long or short, whichever you wear); 6 handkerchefs; 6
         pair of socks (no silk); 1 white shirt (if you have one. It is not necessary, however).” For three weeks they had practiced the manual of arms in
         the same soup-bowl helmets their fathers had worn at the Meuse-Argonne, with the same Springfield bolt-action rifles. They
         pitched tents on the town square, grousing about their four-buckle shoes, which they swore the Army had deliberately designed
         to be an inch shorter than the average depth of mud; then they ate chicken-fried steak in the Presbyterian church basement.
         The Methodists organized a town banquet honoring the departing warriors with roast turkey served by home economics students
         in red, white, and blue uniforms. The after-supper program included a solo, “If I’m Not at the Roll Call,” and a reading of
         “Old Glory” by Miss Eva Arbuckle. A local booster supplied a tune with these encouraging lyrics: “The boys are okay, you need have no fears / For they’ve drilled each week for the last three years.”
         The splendid evening ended with the townfolk on their feet singing “God Bless America,” followed by the mournful notes of
         “Taps” from the company bugler.
      

      
      Then the time had come to leave, and in thirty-two Iowa towns during the first week of March 1941 the troops gathered at their
         armories while citizens lined the streets leading to the train depots. Aging veterans of the Great War, their shadows stretching
         long and blue across the snow, stamped their frozen feet and reminisced about their own call to the colors nearly a quarter
         century before. In Des Moines, a live radio broadcast covered the progress of 600 men of the 168th Infantry from East First
         Street across the Grand Avenue Bridge to Union Station. When the band launched into Sousa’s “Field Artillery March,” a haunting
         anthem of World War I, a mother marching with her son had shrieked, “Those bastards! They promised they’d never play that
         again!” At Clarinda, the high school band played “God Be with You Until We Meet Again” as the antitank company boarded the
         Burlington special. At Red Oak, where officers from Company M had urged mothers to stay home and “avoid any emotional display
         as the men leave for their year’s training,” scores of tearful mothers thronged the platform, clinging to their sons in a
         last embrace.
      

      
      And in Villisca, on March 2, cars lined the village square and 1,500 people spilled from the little depot into the adjacent
         streets. “Most cars I ever saw in Villisca on Sunday morning,” said the graybeards, before launching into another account
         of the departure of ’17. Shortly before eight A.M., someone spotted the flash of the drum majorette’s baton on Third Avenue. “Here they come!” the crowd murmured. Behind the
         Company F guidon, Bob Moore led his men across the viaduct in perfect march step. At the station, he commanded them to halt
         and fall out for final hugs and handshakes and murmured words of reassurance no one quite believed. An airplane circled overhead.
         “There’s a German bomber!” a prankster shouted. A nervous titter rippled through the crowd. Then the fatal order was given,
         and the men disentangled themselves to heave their packs into the coaches, blowing kisses through the windows. With a shudder,
         the train lurched forward, and a great cry formed in the lungs of those standing on the platform, a roar of pride and hope
         and dread of all that was yet to come.
      

      
      The boys are okay, you need have no fears. Eighty-seven weeks had passed since that moment, far short of the three years Sylvanus Thayer deemed necessary to make a
         good army from the best men. Bob Moore knew he was a better officer now, and that his men were better soldiers. But whether
         the division was worth a damn remained to be seen.
      

      
      
      * * *

      
      As the convoy neared the Mediterranean in early November, the men finally learned their destination: Algeria. Grumbling subsided.
         A new sense of mission obtained as the troops realized they were soon to attempt the most daring amphibious operation in the
         history of warfare.
      

      
      “Everyone was excited and trying to be calm,” one private wrote. Someone from the 1st Ranger Battalion on H.M.S. Ulster Monarch mistook two frolicking porpoises for torpedoes and a brief, if intense panic ensued. Francophone officers in the 1st Infantry
         Division offered French lessons, only to emerge from their wardroom classes shrouded in chalk dust, with expressions of despair.
         American soldiers in yellow Mae Wests did jumping jacks on deck while chanting, “Nous sommes soldats américains, nous sommes vos amis.” To obscure the British role in TORCH, each Tommy sewed an American flag on his sleeve. “Long as it saves lives we don’t care if we wear the bloody Chinese flag,”
         a British officer said. A newly uncrated fifteen-page pamphlet advised, “Never smoke or spit in front of a mosque” and “When
         you see grown men walking hand in hand, ignore it. They are not queer.” Repeated lectures stressed such respect for Arab dignity
         that many GIs were said to think of the North Africans as the “First Families of Virginia, in bathrobes.”
      

      
      Shortly after sunset on November 5, the convoy began to swing east, past the Pillars of Hercules. Soon the fleet would split
         apart, with 33,000 soldiers bound for Algiers and 39,000 for Oran. Wisps of mist drifted across the forecastles. Anti-aircraft
         gunners flipped up the collars on their peacoats, scanning a sky teeming with stars but still empty of enemy planes. Gibraltar
         loomed off the port bow. The lights of Algeciras, on the Spanish coast to the north, and Ceuta, in Spanish Morocco to the
         south, brought thousands of men on deck. Most had not seen a city illuminated at night in months or even years; the vision
         made them yearn for home and peace.
      

      
      “The die is cast,” Ted Roosevelt wrote his wife, “and the result is on the knees of the gods.”

      
      
      A Man Must Believe in His Luck

      
      KNOWN as TUXFORD in British codebooks and as DURBAR in the American, Gibraltar by any name was formidable. Guns bristled like needles from the great slab of Jurassic limestone,
         three miles long and a mile wide. British sentries patrolled the perimeter against all enemies of empire, keeping an especially
         keen eye on the surveillance teams—known to the Tommies as Der Führer’s Snoopers—that watched the Rock from La Línea on the Spanish side of the border. Canadian
         miners bored relentlessly with gelignite explosives and special drill bits, designed for the obdurate Rockies and edged with
         nine carats of industrial diamonds. Thirty miles of tunnel now wormed through Gibraltar. Compressed-air shovels removed the
         spoil, which engineers tamped into the sea to extend the airfield’s runway another 250 yards. Oilers, freighters, and refueling
         men-of-war filled the harbor, “as thick as logs behind a mill dam.” Tars on liberty wandered the narrow cobblestoned streets
         of Gibraltar town, delighted to learn that liquor was still just ten shillings a bottle.
      

      
      The Snoopers had much to observe. Fourteen squadrons of fighter planes that had arrived by sea in crates over the past few
         weeks now stood assembled, wing to wing, around the colonial cemetery. The Gibraltar racecourse starter’s box had been converted
         into one of the world’s busiest control towers. Several hundred pilots took turns flying patrols in their Spitfires and Hurricanes
         to master local conditions; winds shearing off the cliffs could be so treacherous that windsocks at either end of the runway
         often pointed at each other.
      

      
      Late in the afternoon of November 5, 1942, as the convoys bound for Algeria first nosed into the Mediterranean, five B-17
         Flying Fortresses touched down on the airfield after a harrowing flight from England. Their departure from Bournemouth had
         twice been postponed by heavy fog on the Channel coast; as one pilot reported, “even the birds were walking.” Having flown
         only a hundred feet above the Atlantic, to evade enemy fighters, the planes then circled Gibraltar for an hour until the crowded
         runway could be cleared.
      

      
      Staff cars pulled up to the stairs beneath each bomber to shield the arriving passengers from prying eyes. Their leader, disembarking
         from a plane named Red Gremlin, traveled under the nom de guerre of “General Howe.” But the baggage carted through town to the former convent now known
         as Government House was stenciled “Lieutenant General Dwight D. Eisenhower.” At eight P.M. Greenwich time, he cabled London, “Command post opens Gibraltar, 2000 Zulu, 5 November. Notify all concerned.”
      

      
      Eisenhower left the guest suite on the second floor, ignoring the fat cask of sherry in the governor-general’s drawing room,
         and immediately headed for the tunnel angling into Mount Misery above the harbor. A guard in the sentry box snapped a salute
         as the TORCH commander and his staff marched past on their way to the command center. In the future Eisenhower would jog the half mile,
         but this evening the ten-minute walk allowed his British hosts to describe the underground lair that would be his headquarters
         for the next three weeks.
      

      
      
      It was a subterranean village, with sewers, heating pipes, and water mains threading the tunnels. Signposts pointed down oblique
         shafts to a laundry and Monkey’s Cave Convalescent Hospital. A naked bulb burned every twenty-five feet, casting eerie shadows
         on the weeping limestone walls. Duckboards bridged the puddles, and clattering ventilation fans discouraged conversation.
         Rats were a nuisance; they even ate uncovered bars of soap. Galleries had been cut for three dozen offices built with corrugated
         sheeting. Jerry cans caught the dripping water.
      

      
      Eisenhower’s brisk stroll also let the British take his measure. There was that incandescent grin, of course, said to be “worth
         an army corps in any campaign.” His eyes were wide-set and unwavering, his head broad-browed and perfectly centered over squared
         shoulders. Both his face and his hands moved perpetually, and he exuded a magnetic amiability that made most men want to please
         him. Perhaps that was because, as one admirer asserted, they intuited he was “good and right in the moral sense,” or perhaps
         it was because, as a British air marshal concluded, “Ike has the qualities of a little boy which make you love him.”
      

      
      In his rapid rise, talent, opportunity, and fortune converged improbably—to many, it seemed, providentially. Patton—who earlier
         in the year had told Eisenhower, “You are my oldest friend”—privately claimed the initials “D.D.” stood for “Divine Destiny.”
         Thirty months earlier, Eisenhower had been a lieutenant colonel who had never commanded even a platoon in combat. Young Ike,
         the third son of a failed Midwestern merchant turned creamery worker, had chosen a military career because West Point provided
         a free education. After an indifferent cadetship he embarked on an ordinary career as a staff officer, stalled at the middling
         rank of major for sixteen years. Even his first venture into the rarefied circles he would inhabit for two decades was inauspicious:
         the White House usher’s log for February 9, 1942, recorded the initial visit to the Oval Office of one “P. D. Eisenhauer.”
      

      
      His worldview seemed conventional, his gifts commensurate with the modesty he exuded. He was a true believer in Allied righteousness:
         “If [the Axis] should win we would really learn something about slavery, forced labor, and loss of individual freedom.” Congenitally
         willing to make decisions and shoulder responsibilities, he had limited opportunties for either in the interwar Army. “There’s
         a lot of big talk and desk hammering around this place—but very few doers!” he wrote in frustration. He took pride in being apolitical, as required of American Army officers, and he impressed others—as
         one British admiral later noted—as “completely sincere, straightforward, and very modest,” but “not very sure of himself.”
      

      
      
      Yet he possessed depths enough to resist easy plumbing. “I have the feeling,” the war correspondent Don Whitehead later wrote,
         “that he was a far more complicated man than he seemed to be—a man who shaped events with such subtlety that he left others
         thinking they were the architects of those events. And he was satisfied to leave it that way.” Eisenhower’s sincerity and
         native fairness were so transparent that they obscured an incisive intellect. He had read much and thought much, concluding
         soon after the first world war that a second was inevitable—friends called him Alarmist Ike—and that the winning side must
         fight as a coalition under a unified command. He graduated first in his class at the Army’s staff college and served six years—in
         Washington and the Philippines—on the staff of that American Machiavelli, Douglas A. MacArthur, learning courtier’s arts best
         displayed in a palace or a headquarters.
      

      
      His capacity for hard work was heroic; in the past eleven months, he had taken just one day off, which he spent practicing
         pistol marksmanship outside London. He wrote well and spoke very well; the infamous “wandering syntax” of his White House
         years, one historian concluded, was “contrived for presidential purposes.” His frequent “Dear General” letters to Marshall
         were dictated with clarity, precision, and occasional obsequiousness, as in this of October 20, 1942:
      

      
      

         Whenever I’m tempted to droop a bit over the burdens cast upon us here, I think of the infinitely greater ones you have to
            bear and express to myself a fervent wish that the Army may be fortunate enough to keep you at its head until the final victory
            is chalked up.
         

      



      
      To Mark Clark and other intimates, Eisenhower claimed he would rather be leading a division into combat, but the bravado rang
         hollow. So, too, did his posture of steely ruthlessness, a quality he had yet to develop. “I find,” he wrote in October, “that
         all my senior commanders are still inclined to regard inexcusable failures and errors with too tolerant an eye.” As if fearing
         his own exposure, he had written a friend, “Fake reputations, habits of glib and clever speech, and glittering surface performance
         are going to be discovered and kicked overboard.”
      

      
      As D-Day for TORCH drew near he affected a hearty confidence. “Never felt better in my life,” he wrote on October 12, two days before his fifty-second
         birthday, “and, as the big day approaches, feel that I could lick Tarzan.” In fact he had been irritable and often depressed,
         smoking up to four packs of Camel cigarettes a day. To Marshall he would concede only that “it has been a trifle difficult to keep up, in front of everybody, a proper attitude of confidence and optimism.”
         Not until years later did he acknowledge “the sober, even fearful, atmosphere of those days.” For now, the concealment of
         his anxieties was part of the art of generalship.
      

      
      Inside Gibraltar, just off Green Lane and Great North Road, several Nissen huts housed the operations center. The armada from
         Britain inched eastward on the charts of the Mediterranean that covered the wall. A map of the eastern Atlantic charted the
         estimated position of Hewitt’s fleet. A chagrined British officer showed Eisenhower the dank office he would share with Clark.
         It was an eight-foot-square cell, with a wall clock, maps of Europe and North Africa, and several straight-backed chairs.
         The plain desk held a water carafe, a pen set, and an ancient telephone of the sort surmounted with dual bells. Eisenhower
         was so amazed to find himself in command of Fortress Gibraltar that he hardly noticed the drab setting.
      

      
      For forty-eight hours he paced and smoked. Communications with London and Washington, via ocean cable, were good, but he had
         nothing to report. The convoys from Britain kept radio silence, and of Hewitt’s task force virtually nothing was known—except
         that meteorologists forecast bad conditions in Morocco, with fifteen-foot swells. “Dear Kent,” Eisenhower radioed Hewitt,
         “here is wishing you all the glory there is and greatest success to you and Gen. Patton. … I’ll be around close if you need
         me. … As always, Ike.”
      

      
      On November 6, Eisenhower had time to ask London about the health of his black Scottie dog, Telek. Privately, to Clark, he
         again grumbled about the decision to invade Africa rather than France. Whether the French in North Africa would resist was
         still unclear. Although General Mast had guaranteed that there would be no resistance at airfields near Oran and other key
         sites, on November 4 Robert Murphy in Algiers had relayed a warning from a top French commander, who revealed “orders to defend
         French Africa at all costs, so that we should not make the mistake of attacking.” Murphy sent another panicky cable insisting
         that TORCH be delayed at least two weeks to sort out Vichy politics, and was brusquely dismissed; the proposal was “inconceivable,”
         said Eisenhower. He and Clark agreed that Murphy had “the big and little jitters.”
      

      
      On November 7, Eisenhower drove in a Ford to view the Barbary apes. An “officer-in-charge of Rock apes” was responsible for
         their survival—a heavy burden, given the British conviction that without its apes, the Rock would be lost to the empire. Eisenhower
         petted one for good luck. As the afternoon shadows lengthened, blue searchlights played over the airfield and the Spanish frontier. Fourteen hundred feet below, tiny ships milled about the harbor. Fifteen miles beyond Point
         Europa lay Africa, a tawny smudge on the southern horizon.
      

      
      “We are standing of course on the brink and must take the jump,” he had cabled Marshall that morning. “We have worked our
         best to assure a successful landing, no matter what we encounter.”
      

      
      His head cleared, Eisenhower returned to the tunnel and jogged down the Great North Road. The first substantive news from
         the TORCH transports had arrived. It was bad.
      

      
      Not until reconnaissance planes finally detected the armada in the western Mediterranean had the Axis high command begun to
         suspect an invasion. Speculation about landing sites ranged from southern France to Egypt; the German navy considered French
         North Africa the least likely destination. Hitler believed the Allied ships were bound for Tripoli or Benghazi in an attempt
         to trap Rommel’s Afrika Korps, which had begun retreating from El Alamein after a thrashing from Montgomery’s Eighth Army.
         Hoping to annihilate the Allied fleet in the Sicilian Straits, Hitler ordered his available forces—thirty-five submarines
         and seventy-six aircraft—to concentrate at the narrows. “I await a ruthless, victorious attack,” he proclaimed. Too late,
         the Führer would realize that nearly all of his ambush force had been positioned too far east.
      

      
      But not all. At daybreak on Saturday, November 7, U.S.S. Thomas Stone was making eleven knots in the left column of ships, thirty-three miles off the Spanish coast. Stone was among the few American transports in the armada. She carried 1,400 soldiers from the 2nd Battalion of the 39th Infantry,
         9th Division regiment; Eisenhower had added them late to the Algiers assault, although they had little amphibious training.
         An alert officer on the bridge spotted the white runnel of a torpedo wake several hundred yards off the port side. “Hard right
         rudder!” he ordered the helmsman, then rang up flank speed. The ship tacked ninety degrees and was nearly parallel to the
         torpedo’s path when the blast ripped through her stern, so hard that sailors on Samuel Chase, 600 yards ahead, thought they had been struck.
      

      
      Men already about their morning duties were flung to the deck. Captain B. Frank Cochran, the chaplain of the 39th Infantry,
         had risen early to read his Bible; now he heard the screams of dying sailors and shouts from a fire brigade heaving ammunition
         crates over the side. The blast demolished the fantail, snapped Stone’s propeller shaft, and killed nine men. Her rudder jammed at hard right, the ship drifted in a languid arc before stopping
         dead in the water, 160 miles from Algiers. Two white rockets burst above the superstructure, the signal for “I have been torpedoed.” As ordered, other ships in the formation steamed
         past without slowing; swabs watched wide-eyed from the rails.
      

      
      The 2nd Battalion commander was an obstinate thirty-seven-year-old major named Walter M. Oakes. With Stone in no danger of sinking and help summoned from Gibraltar, Oakes assembled his men on deck and announced to lusty hurrahs
         that they would continue on to Algiers—in twenty-four landing craft. Chaplain Cochran, who was to remain aboard the Stone, offered the departing mariners his benediction, and at three P.M. the troops clambered down the boarding nets into the flimsy boats. Among them was a galley cook who stowed away in a landing
         craft rather than be left behind. “The men in this battalion,” he told his new comrades, “are lousy with courage.”
      

      
      Soon enough, they were also desperately seasick. After wallowing about until dark, the matchwood fleet motored south in three
         columns at eight knots. At eight P.M., the first boat broke down. Ninety minutes later, the flotilla made way again, only to have two more boats stall. Overheated
         engines and ruptured oil lines now spread like the pox, with all boats forced to stop during each repair. An east wind rose,
         and with it the sea, forcing the men to bail with their helmets. At eleven P.M., the corvette H.M.S. Spey, assigned to guide the craft to Algiers Bay, darted off to investigate a mysterious radar contact four miles to the east.
         As the puttering boats waited, a white flare and the roar of 20mm cannon fire tore open the night. When the corvette returned,
         her chastened captain explained that his men had mistaken landing boat No. 28—lost and headed the wrong way—for an enemy submarine.
         Fortunately, the shots missed.
      

      
      Shortly after midnight, boat No. 9 reported she was sinking after colliding with another craft. The men scrambled off and
         the seacocks were opened. By this time, the flotilla was making less than four knots, with a hundred miles still to cover.
         Tow ropes broke, engines seized up, retching soldiers by the hundreds hung their heads over the gunwales and prayed for land.
         Major Oakes agreed to cram the men into seven sea-worthy boats and scuttle the rest, a task Spey’s gunners undertook with uncommon zeal.
      

      
      Even then the cause was lost—the sea too great, the craft too frail. Sodden and miserable, the battalion and its stowaway
         cook gingerly boarded the Spey. With all deliberation, to avoid shipping seas that would wash men overboard, the corvette steamed south, nearly foundered
         by the burden of an extra 700 men, but determined to invade Algiers, however belatedly.
      

      
      * * *

      
      
      Some hours passed before Eisenhower learned that the first dire reports about the Stone, like most first dire reports, were exaggerated. She was not sinking; her troops had not perished. By the time an accurate
         account reached Gibraltar, however, he was occupied with a challenge to his generalship more distressing than a mere torpedo
         strike. The French had arrived.
      

      
      General Henri Honoré Giraud had been plucked from the Côte d’Azur two days earlier by the ubiquitous H.M.S. Seraph. He wore a gray fedora and a wrinkled herringbone suit, with field glasses around his neck; stubble filled the hollows of
         his cheeks. Nor had his appearance been improved by a partial ducking during the perilous transfer from a fishing smack to
         the submarine. But his bearing was imperious and his handlebar mustache magnificent. Tall and lean, he marched down the Great
         North Road tunnel as though it were the Champs Élysées. It was then five P.M. on November 7.
      

      
      In a briefcase, Giraud carried his own plans for the invasion of North Africa, the liberation of France, and final victory
         over Germany. He stepped into the tiny office where Eisenhower and Clark waited, and as the red do-not-disturb light flashed
         on outside the closed door, he proclaimed, “General Giraud has arrived.” Then: “As I understand it, when I land in North Africa,
         I am to assume command of all Allied forces and become the supreme Allied commander in North Africa.” Clark gasped, and Eisenhower
         managed only a feeble “There must be some misunderstanding.”
      

      
      Indeed there was. Eisenhower had tried to avoid this meeting in part because the issue of command remained unresolved, and
         he had even written Giraud an apology for not seeing him, postdated with a phony London letterhead. But when the general showed
         up at Gibraltar demanding answers, Eisenhower relented.
      

      
      Giraud was without doubt intrepid. U.S. intelligence reported that his last message before being captured in 1940 was this:
         “Surrounded by a hundred enemy tanks. I am destroying them in detail.” One officer described him flinging men into battle
         with a rousing “Allez, mes enfants!” Thrusting one hand into his tunic like Napoleon, he used the other to point heavenward whenever he spoke of the noble French
         army. In German captivity, he signed his letters “Resolution, Patience, Decision.”
      

      
      But valor has its limits. Giraud, one of his countrymen observed, had the uncomprehending eyes of a porcelain cat. “So stately
         and stupid,” Harold Macmillan wrote, adding that the general was ever willing to “swallow down any amount of flattery and Bénédictine.” Privately, the Americans called Giraud “Papa Snooks.”
      

      
      The general’s greatest genius appeared to be a knack for getting captured and then escaping. He had been taken prisoner in
         1914, too, but soon made his way to Holland and then England, disguised as a butcher, a stableboy, a coal merchant, and a
         magician in a traveling circus. His April 1942 flight from Königstein, after two years’ imprisonment with ninety other French
         generals, was even more flamboyant. Saving string used to wrap gift packages, he plaited a rope reinforced with strips of
         wire smuggled in lard tins; after shaving his mustache and darkening his hair with brick dust, he tossed the rope over a parapet
         and—at age sixty-three—climbed down 150 feet to the Elbe River. Posing as an Alsatian engineer, he traveled by train to Prague,
         Munich, and Strasbourg with a 100,000-mark reward on his head, before slipping across the Swiss border and then into Vichy
         France.
      

      
      Now he was in Eisenhower’s office, demanding Eisenhower’s job. Giraud spoke no English, and Clark, hardly fluent in French,
         labored with help from an American colonel to translate the words of a man who habitually referred to himself in the third
         person. “General Giraud cannot accept a subordinate position in this command. His countrymen would not understand and his
         honor as a soldier would be tarnished.” Eisenhower explained that the Allies, under the murky agreement negotiated at Cherchel
         and approved by Roosevelt, expected Giraud to command only French forces; acceding to his demand to command all Allied troops
         was impossible. To ease Giraud’s burden, the U.S. military attaché in Switzerland had made available 10 million francs in
         a numbered account. A staff officer with a map was summoned to describe the landings about to begin in Algeria and Morocco.
      

      
      Giraud would not be deflected. The plan impressed him, but what about the bridgehead in southern France? He believed twenty
         armored divisions there should suffice. Were they ready? And was Eisenhower aware that Giraud outranked him, four stars to
         three? But the heart of the matter was supreme command of any landing on French soil. “Giraud,” he said, “cannot accept less.”
      

      
      After four hours of this, Eisenhower emerged from what he now called “my dungeon,” his face as crimson as the light over the
         door. He had agreed to dine in the British admiralty mess while Giraud enjoyed the governor-general’s hospitality at Government
         House. Several days earlier, Eisenhower had warned Marshall: “The question of overall command is going to be a delicate one.
         … I will have to ride a rather slippery rail on this matter, but believe that I can manage it without giving serious offense.” Unfortunately, Clark had ended
         this first meeting by telling Giraud, “Old gentleman, I hope you know that from now on your ass is out in the snow.” Eisenhower
         dashed off a quick message to Marshall, closing with the simple confession: “I’m weary.”
      

      
      Dinner at Government House, where the sherry cask was always full and the larder well provisioned, softened Giraud not a whit.
         Back in Eisenhower’s office at 10:30 P.M., with the red light again burning, he again refused all appeals. After two hours of circular argument, Giraud retired from
         the field. The impasse remained: Giraud wanted supreme command, not the limited command of French troops offered by the Americans.
         His favorite joke was that generals rose early to do nothing all day, while diplomats rose late for the same purpose; tomorrow’s
         dawn would bring another opportunity for inaction, and he announced plans to shop for underwear and shoes in the town bazaar.
         Clark threatened him again, although less crudely this time. “We would like the honorable general to know that the time of
         his usefulness to the Americans for the restoration of the glory that was France is now,” he said through the interpreter. “We do not need you after tonight.”
      

      
      Giraud took his leave with a shrug and a final third-person declaration: “Giraud will be a spectator in this affair.” Eisenhower
         muttered a sour joke about arranging “a little airplane accident” for their guest, then headed outside for a few moments of
         meditation.
      

      
      From the face of the Rock the Mediterranean stretched away to merge with the night sky in a thousand shades of indigo. Eisenhower
         was a gifted cardplayer and he sensed a bluff. Perhaps Giraud was playing for time, waiting to see how successful the invasion
         was. Eisenhower suspected he would come around once events had played out a bit.
      

      
      Otherwise, the news was heartening. After more than two weeks of battle at El Alamein, Rommel was in full retreat from Egypt;
         the British Eighth Army could either destroy the Afrika Korps piecemeal, or drive Rommel into the TORCH forces that would soon occupy Tunisia. And not only had the Axis ambush in the Mediterranean been laid too far east, but
         a German wolfpack in the Atlantic had been lured away from Morocco by a British merchant convoy sailing from Sierra Leone.
         More than a dozen cargo ships were sunk, but Hewitt’s transports in Task Force 34 remained unscathed. Was it possible that
         the great secret would hold until morning? There had been some horrifying security breaches—secret papers, for instance, consigned
         to a blazing fire at Allied headquarters in London, had been sucked up the chimney, unsinged. Staff officers had scampered
         across St. James’s Square for an hour, spearing every scrap of white in sight. Still, the Axis forces appeared to have been caught unawares by TORCH.
      

      
      To Marshall, Eisenhower had written: “I do not need to tell you that the past weeks have been a period of strain and anxiety.
         I think we’ve taken this in our stride. … If a man permitted himself to do so, he could get absolutely frantic about questions
         of weather, politics, personalities in France and Morocco and so on.”
      

      
      Eisenhower headed back to his catacomb, dragging on another Camel. He spread his bedroll, determined not to stray from the
         operations center as he awaited reports from the front. “I fear nothing except bad weather and possibly large losses to submarines,”
         he had asserted with the bravado of a man obliged by his job to fear everything. Years later, after he was crowned with laurels
         by the civilized world he had helped save, Eisenhower would remember these hours as the most excruciating of the entire war.
         In the message to Marshall he had added a poignant postscript.
      

      
      “To a certain extent,” he wrote, “a man must merely believe in his luck.”

      
             [image: image]

      
   



      
      
      2. LANDING

      
      “In the Night, All Cats Are Grey”
      

      
      TWO hundred and thirty nautical miles southeast of Gibraltar, Oran perched above the sea, a splinter of Europe cast onto the
         African shore. Of the 200,000 residents, three-quarters were European, and the town was believed to have been founded in the
         tenth century by Moorish merchants from southern Spain. Sacked, rebuilt, and sacked again, Oran eventually found enduring
         prosperity in piracy; ransom paid for Christian slaves had built the Grand Mosque. Even with its corsairs long gone, the seaport
         remained, after Algiers, the greatest on the old Pirate Coast. Immense barrels of red wine and tangerine crates by the thousands
         awaited export on the docks, where white letters painted on a jetty proclaimed Marshal Pétain’s inane slogan: “Honneur, Travail, Patrie.” A greasy, swashbuckling ambience pervaded the port’s many grogshops. Quays and breakwaters shaped the busy harbor into
         a narrow rectangle 1½ miles long, overwatched by forts and shore batteries that swept the sea to the horizon and made Oran
         among the most ferociously defended ports in the Mediterranean.
      

      
      Here the Allies had chosen to begin their invasion of North Africa, with a frontal assault by two flimsy Coast Guard cutters
         and half an American battalion. While Kent Hewitt’s Task Force 34 approached the Moroccan coast, the fleet from Britain had
         split. Half had turned toward three invasion beaches around Algiers, while the other half steamed for three beaches around
         Oran. Since the reaction of French defenders in Africa remained uncertain, in both Morocco and Algeria quick success for the
         Allies required that the ports be seized to expedite the landing of men and supplies. Oran was considered so vital that Eisenhower
         personally had approved a proposal to take the docks in a bold coup de main before dawn on November 8, 1942.
      

      
      The plan was British. Concocted in August and code-named RESERVIST, the attack—similar to a successful British operation six months earlier against Vichy forces in Madagascar—was designed
         to forestall the sabotage of Oran’s port. British intelligence estimated that French sailors would need only three hours to scuttle
         all merchant ships at their quays, and another twelve to sink the huge floating dock across from the harbor entrance. To encourage
         a friendly reception from Anglophobic defenders, the British also proposed using mostly American troops aboard two Great Lakes
         cutters. Once used to chase rum-runners, the boats had been deeded to the Royal Navy under Lend-Lease and renamed H.M.S. Walney and H.M.S. Hartland. How French gunners would recognize the American complexion of the assault in utter darkness was never clarified, notwithstanding
         Churchill’s warning that “in the night, all cats are grey.” Each cutter—250 feet long and built to withstand Lake Erie ice
         but not shell fire—was fitted with iron plating around the wheelhouse and lower bridge. Code words drawn from an exotic palette
         were assigned to various docks, barracks, and other objectives to be seized: Magenta, Lemon, Claret, Fawn, Heliotrope, and
         Scarlet.
      

      
      To command RESERVIST, the British chose a voluble fifty-three-year-old salt named Frederick Thornton Peters. Thin lipped, with arching half-moon
         eyebrows, Captain Peters had returned to the Royal Navy in 1939 following a twenty-year hiatus. After commanding a destroyer
         flotilla on convoy duty, he headed a training school for intelligence agents in Hertford; his students included Kim Philby
         and Guy Burgess, who would be notorious soon enough as British traitors. Peters razored his jowls so vigorously that they
         had a blood sheen. He favored slender black cheroots, preferably lit by a toady with a ready match. “Rain, darkness, and secrecy
         followed him,” one acquaintance wrote. Now glory was his goal. Peters meant not only to prevent sabotage of the port but also
         to capture the fortifications and accept Oran’s surrender. “This,” he confided, “is the opportunity I have been waiting for.”
      

      
      Peters worried the Americans, and so did his plan. Even Churchill acknowledged that the catastrophe at Dieppe in August had
         “showed how a frontal assault on a defended port was doomed to failure.” Naval wisdom since Admiral Horatio Nelson’s day held
         that “a ship’s a fool to fight a fort.” At a minimum, one British theorist argued, “defenders must be drenched with fire and
         reduced to a state of gibbering.” No drenching bombardment would precede RESERVIST, and no defenders would gibber. An intelligence report warned, “The number of naval vessels in the Oran harbor varies daily,
         and [they] are capable of delivering heavy, long range fire.” The timing of the attack caused particular consternation. Originally,
         RESERVIST was to coincide with the first beach landings east and west of Oran. But now the cutters were to enter the harbor two hours
         after the landings had started, allowing time to cancel the mission if the French appeared either particularly inflamed or conveniently supine. The Royal Navy insisted RESERVIST was “more a Trojan horse operation than an assault.”
      

      
      Convinced that Peters planned to attack regardless of conditions ashore, the senior U.S. Navy officer in the Oran task force,
         Rear Admiral Andrew C. Bennett, protested to Eisenhower. “If determined resistance is met from the French navy, which seems
         to be the general opinion, it is believed that this small force will be wiped out,” Bennett wrote on October 17. “If resistance
         is determined, then I am convinced that five times the number of troops would be insufficient.” RESERVIST was “suicidal and absolutely unsound.”
      

      
      Another American admiral working in London, Bernhard H. Bieri, also protested. But Eisenhower felt obliged in the interests
         of Allied harmony to heed the British, particularly the four-star admiral Bertram H. Ramsay. “I can’t take your advice on
         this thing,” Eisenhower told Bieri. “I have to get my advice from Ramsay.” Bieri then approached Ramsay, who replied, “If
         it doesn’t do anything else, it’s good for the spirit of the people to carry out one of these operations. If successful, it’s
         a wonderful boost for morale.” Further objection from Major General Orlando Ward, whose 1st Armored Division was to provide
         the troops for RESERVIST, brought only a rebuke from Mark Clark, who had become an enthusiast. “If these craft are fired on by coast defenses, they
         are to retire,” Clark assured Eisenhower on October 13. Ward’s misgivings persisted, but, he wrote a subordinate, “My conscience
         is clear in this matter.”
      

      
      The honor of storming Oran port went to Ward’s 3rd Battalion of the 6th Armored Infantry Regiment. First organized in 1789,
         the 6th Infantry carried battle streamers from Chapultepec and Chancellorsville, San Juan Hill and Saint-Mihiel. The regimental
         rolls had included Jefferson Davis, Zachary Taylor, and a particularly gallant commander mortally wounded while fighting the
         Seminoles in a Florida swamp on Christmas Day 1837. “Keep steady, men,” he advised before expiring. “Charge the hummock.”
         The current 3rd Battalion commander was a thirty-one-year-old Floridian named George F. Marshall. A West Pointer whose domed
         forehead crowned a long face and a strong jaw, Marshall had served in the Philippine Scouts and married the daughter of an
         Army doctor. He had jumped from captain to lieutenant colonel in recent months. If he had doubts about RESERVIST, he kept them private: the mission, he told a division staff officer, was “the finest assignment” possible. He would charge
         the hummock.
      

      
      After a few days’ training in Britain with grappling hooks and boarding ladders, Marshall and 392 of his men—all that the cutters could carry—sailed to Gibraltar on a Royal Navy cruiser. Arriving
         on November 5, in time to witness the landing of Eisenhower and his staff aboard the B-17s, the men were ferried to the Walney and Hartland, which had sailed separately from Northern Ireland. They joined antisabotage specialists, including twenty-six U.S. Navy
         officers and seamen, six U.S. Marines, fifty-two Royal Navy officers and ratings, and the cutters’ British crews. At noon
         on November 7, the enlisted men and junior officers learned their destination.
      

      
      The overloaded cutters wallowed so badly during the short trip across the Mediterranean that soup sloshed from the mess bowls.
         Neither Peters nor Marshall knew that in Oran a coup organized by Robert Murphy’s Twelve Apostles and the Office of Strategic
         Services (OSS)—the American spy agency—was collapsing. Although a plucky cabal of royalists, Jews, Freemasons, and Communists
         remained eager to seize the port and other installations, a key conspirator in the army high command had lost his nerve. A
         coded alert sent to Gibraltar from a secret radio transmitter in Oran—“Expect resistance everywhere”—was not relayed to the
         Allied task force.
      

      
      Each cutter flew an American flag the size of a tablecloth. Both boats also hoisted the White Ensign, emblem of the Royal
         Navy. The British crews had insisted on sailing under their own flag, deception be damned. Peters met his fellow officers
         for a final briefing in the Walney wardroom. “I think,” he said, “we’ve got a good chance of carrying out our mission without firing a shot.”
      

      
      At one minute past midnight on November 8, the cutters’ crews took battle stations. Tars stacked extra ammunition in the quarterdeck
         lockers and the laundry, close to the guns. Scrambling nets were draped over the bows. On Walney’s darkened upper bridge, Lieutenant Paul E. A. Duncan of the Royal Navy stood in American battle dress with two pistols strapped
         low on his hips and a tommy gun clutched across his chest. He was Captain Peters’s linguist, and he practiced speaking French
         with an American accent, murmuring words he would soon bellow over the boat’s public address system.
      

      
      With Hartland trailing 600 yards behind, Walney stalked the Algerian coast at six knots, carving a brilliant green furrow in the phosphorescent sea. Colonel Marshall’s men
         waited on the mess deck below, sipping coffee and listening to the water hiss along the hull. Physician’s assistants spread
         white sheets over makeshift operating tables. Among them was Marvin P. Clemons, a former coal mine brakeman from Eccles, West Virginia. The battalion surgeon, Captain Robert Fuller, had
         recently busted his rambunctious assistant from sergeant to private, and Clemons planned to desert after the first payday
         in Oran. He helped Fuller lay out the surgical instruments, while privately plotting his flight.
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