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Preface

During the more than two centuries of American existence as a nation, politicians, historians, and average citizens have chosen a few specific years as particularly crucial to who we are and what we have become as a people and a nation. The year 1776 is an obvious choice, as it represents the birth of the United States; 1865 represents the rebirth of a divided nation; 1945 witnessed the end of the most massive war in modern history; and 1968 witnessed political discord, major assassinations, and significant generational conflict. However, it is also true that the period immediately before or after these seminal years might have been as important, or even more so, than the original iconic twelve-month span. The year 1777 may very well have been the most important period in the War of Independence, as it produced the victory at Saratoga, which brought France into alliance with the still-struggling infant republic. The Union victories at Atlanta, Mobile Bay, Franklin, and Nashville in 1864 did far more to end the military capacity of the Confederacy than any battle in 1865. Much of the discord that made 1968 such a tense year was incubated in a 1967 generational confrontation in such locales as San Francisco (the “Summer of Love”) and the antiwar rallies on numerous college campuses.

Much of the concept for this book is based on a similar premise: the climax and eventual Allied victory in 1945 was based heavily on the enormously important events of 1944, which pushed the two main Axis powers, Germany and Japan, from still relatively confident belligerents in late 1943 to nations reeling toward defeat by January of 1945.

This book does not have the word decisive in its title because the list of truly decisive decisions made by the Axis and Allies stretches over the length of the six-year conflict in which the German failure to conquer Great Britain in 1940 and the Japanese inability to sink the American carrier fleet at Pearl Harbor in 1941 are in many respects as decisive as almost any event in 1944. Therefore, I have chosen the title The Longest Year as a narrative of the American experience in a multimonth period, of which the iconic “Longest Day” of Operation Overlord is roughly at the midpoint of this chronicle. Regarding sheer drama, a book on 1944 is an author’s dream, with the main challenge being the necessity to keep multiple critical simultaneous events in some readable context.

For sheer drama in any war, it is difficult to match the spectacle of two of the largest invasions in history: Operation Overlord in Normandy and Operation Forager in the Marianas were evolving almost simultaneously at opposite sides of the world, while, just for good measure, another American army was liberating Rome. On another dramatic plane, the heroic stand of an outnumbered, outgunned garrison against the fury of a massive German offensive set in the Christmas card-like setting of the small Belgian town of Bastogne had elements of Valley Forge, the Alamo, and Gettysburg all rolled into one.

I first began to see the possible need for a chronicle of the American experience in 1944 when I was writing my two previous World War II books, The Normandy Campaign and Hell Is Upon Us: D-Day in the Pacific. I was able to include minor references to what was occurring in the other theater in each of these two narratives, but I was already developing an interest in presenting the American war of that year on a wider platform. Then, one of my favorite military history authors, Winston Groom, published 1942: The Year That Tried Men’s Souls. Groom created a seamless, multifront narrative of that critical period of World War II, and I began to see an opportunity to utilize my background on 1944 to produce a similar chronicle of another decisive year of the war.

There is a phenomenal delight and satisfaction in having the opportunity to describe, and sometimes link, the multiple battles and critical decisions that permeated 1944. I had the freedom to change the scene of action from Pacific sea battles to the hedgerows of Normandy to the explosion of juvenile delinquency on the American home front without skipping too many beats. World War II was experienced by just over one hundred thirty million Americans ranging from frontline troops who faced imminent death, to frazzled war workers asked to work yet another overtime shift in a bomber factory, to a new mother who discovered that the rubber pants to help keep her newborn baby diapers dry were out of stock with no date when, or if, a new shipment would arrive. Each of these Americans felt the emotion, depression, and triumph of some aspect of the war, and each dreamed of the day when their country would become “normal” again. This book is largely the story of these one hundred thirty million people, for whom 1944 would be a year that was never to be forgotten.

Two of these people would have more than a minor impact on my life, especially in view of their activities in 1944. At the beginning of this year, my father, an Army Air Force captain, was busy unpacking after a transfer from his former base to a new posting at a field near Rome and Utica, New York. He had started the war working on his doctorate in his hometown of Philadelphia and was now about to experience winters undreamed of in southeastern Pennsylvania, a fact about which he complained frequently to his family. In turn, a young, recent high school graduate of a Utica high school had accepted a secretarial position at the same base, looking for the adventure that seemed very likely in her new environment. Sometime during this snowy winter of 1944, these two people became a couple after a number of officers’ club events, and they announced their engagement at Christmas and married the following June, after V-E Day and before V-J Day. Nineteen months later, I became an early member of the Baby Boom generation and was soon regaled with tales of World War II from an army of relatives in Philadelphia, Utica, and many points between. All of these people experienced 1944 in different ways, and some of their relatives did not survive the year that was the bloodiest in American history since 1864.

This book, then, is the story of many of these one hundred thirty million people and also, to some extent, the people of Allied nations such as Britain, who befriended and often married them, and the young men of Germany and Japan who fought against them, sometimes with chivalry and other times with cruelty thought unthinkable in a “modern” twentieth-century world.

Although I am an author, I am also a very avid reader of everything from history to horror, science fiction books to baseball and football preseason magazines. I sincerely hope that you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it. There is a magic in books, from older adults enjoying again a special work from an earlier time to a certain seven-year-old in my home who has just discovered a new book series for kids. I hope that this work gives you, the reader, that sort of satisfaction.
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Prologue December 1943

On a Tuesday morning in December 1943, one hundred thirty million Americans across the four time zones of the forty-eight states wakened to a late autumn day that reflected the size and diversity of the republic. Cold weather and snow-covered sheets in parts of the north contrasted with the balmy warmth of the rapidly growing population centers of Florida and California. As families sat down to a breakfast that would seem enormous to many of their twenty-first-century counterparts, children and parents vied for control of the two major communications outlets of their era as they reached for their favorite section of the morning newspaper or scrambled to turn the radio dial to a favorite program. They were quickly reminded of the importance of this particular date, December 7, the second anniversary of Pearl Harbor.

A nation that continued to be both traumatized and energized by the abrupt transition from peace to global war twenty-four months later was now coping with the challenge of defeating two rapacious empires whose leaders had seemed to have jettisoned any vestige of humanity or civilized behavior and were still loudly proclaiming that their form of state gangsterism was the logical wave of the future for the entire planet.

Two years earlier, each newspaper article or evening radio newscast seemed to announce a new setback against the Axis powers that increasingly dimmed the impending holiday festivities. Japanese forces captured Wake Island in what initially seemed a Pacific replay of the siege of the Alamo as the garrison of Marines, little larger than the Texan contingent in the old San Antonio mission, initially thwarted enemy landing attempts and then broke radio contact as the final Nipponese landing surged into the last machine-gun pits and headquarter dugouts. Initially, the Japanese assault commander had planned the same fate for the survivors as Santa Anna’s edict on the eve of the final assault on the Alamo: “In this battle there will be no prisoners.” However, as the leathernecks were tied up in groups on the island airfield in preparation for their execution, a last-minute “Christmas edict” from the Emperor spared the garrison, an act generally unknown in America until many months later.

In that last month of 1941, newspaper and radio accounts had focused on the courage of Captain Colin Kelly, who had allegedly sunk a Japanese battleship as a final act of defiance as his dying Flying Fortress plunged toward ground in the newly invaded Philippine Islands. In actuality, no Japanese battleship had been within several hundred miles of Kelly’s plane, but his courage in remaining at the controls of his fatally damaged plane, allowing other crew members to bail out, would survive the intrusion of factual material of a relatively unsuccessful mission. The bravery of Kelly and other American and Filipino defenders of the islands was ultimately not enough to parry the better tactics and weapons of the Japanese, and now survivors among the twenty-five thousand original defenders of Bataan and Corregidor were enduring attacks against their own section of hell, a reality that would begin to become public knowledge only in the early months of 1944.

During the two years since Pearl Harbor, Adolf Hitler made the stunning decision to declare war on America, although it had no treaty obligation with Germany’s Nipponese ally to do so. This decision was now gradually beginning to haunt the leaders of the Third Reich. Soon after Pearl Harbor, Americans strolling beaches or boardwalks along the Atlantic coast were horrified to see distant tankers burst into flame on the darkened sea as they became new victims of what gleeful U-boat crewmen called the “happy times.” Now, in late 1943, those celebrations were far fewer as the U-boats themselves were becoming the prey of a vastly expanded American destroyer fleet.

Even the earlier outrage at watching American soldiers captured by the third major Axis member as they were marched as prisoners past the Coliseum was long since avenged by the surrender of Italy in September, as fascism had been overthrown, and an American Army was gradually pushing northward toward the Eternal City.

By December of 1943, the United States was a wartime nation on a march toward perceived ultimate victory, although most citizens recognized that bloodshed and disappointment lay ahead. As the second year of war edged toward a close, the American government began releasing fairly accurate figures on the cost of the war thus far, and, while that cost was hardly trivial, it was still far short of the halfway mark of the costs of the Civil War or even those of the entire span of the much more recent Great War that was now universally called World War I. Just over twenty-nine thousand Americans had paid the supreme price for defending the republic, a figure almost evenly divided by the army ground and air forces on the one hand and naval and Marine personnel on the other side. The total of men wounded in action was far higher on the Army/Air Force side of the ledger, as thirty-five thousand personnel had been injured compared to six thousand sailors and Marines, most of whom were wounded at Pearl Harbor or during the Guadalcanal Campaign. At least twenty-nine thousand Americans were known or suspected to have been captured at Bataan, Corregidor, or the Kasserine Pass or during the air battles that were now swirling over the skies of Europe. While loved ones at least had the consolation of knowing that these men (and some women) were alive, the level of their relief depended almost entirely on which of the Axis enemies had captured them. The personnel captured by the Germans were hardly well-fed, but at least they were regularly visited by neutral Red Cross officials, were able to supplement their diet with American food parcels, and had relatively regular contact with their families. On the other hand, while the nurses captured on Bataan and Corregidor were treated relatively decently by their Imperial captors, the servicemen who had come under Japanese control were often suffering privations, torture, and humiliation that would not be fully chronicled until the closing months of the war.

As Americans prepared to enter the third year of a conflict that was now almost universally referred to as World War II, millions of citizens engaged in a guessing game centered on the end dates of the conflicts with Germany and Japan. Two years earlier, news media analysts discussed the probability of German superbombers raiding New York City or Japanese carrier planes strafing the streets of Los Angeles. Now, in December of 1943, those threats seemed increasingly remote, and slogans such as “End the War in ’44,” “Home Alive in ’45,” and “The Golden Gate in ’48” merely differed on when the war would end, not which side would win.

The most optimistic prediction—that the war would end in the upcoming year—was based on a combination of realism and wishful thinking. Virtually all Americans believed that 1943 had been a disastrous year for the Axis. Italy had dropped out of the Axis and, in effect, switched sides. Germany had lost one entire army at Stalingrad and much of a second army in Tunisia, while a high-risk roll of the dice at Kursk had produced a third disaster and initiated a long Wehrmacht retreat westward toward the borders of the Reich. By December, a Red tide was lapping at German defense lines only one hundred miles east of the outer borders of Germany, while rumors circulated that Axis allies Finland and Romania were quietly attempting to make a deal with the Allies before the Red Army engulfed them.

Meanwhile, one hundred miles south of German-occupied Rome, the American Fifth Army and the British Eighth Army loomed as a potential major threat if the Allies could break out of rain-soaked mountains and lunge northward toward the Eternal City. Even as severe winter weather seemed to stalemate Allied operations in Italy, their very presence forced the German high command to station substantial forces on that front that were desperately needed in the east to hold the Soviet juggernaut at bay.

One significant element of the news media and American public opinion in late 1943 was that they hoped and expected that the great European land battles foreseen in the coming year might actually prove to be unnecessary. Their eyes increasingly looked to the skies and to the massive Allied bomber fleets that, according to some reports, were turning Germany into a vast wasteland that was gradually reverting to Stone Age conditions.

One of the wonders of Allied strategy in late 1943 was that the American and British air chiefs had turned a roiling feud over bombing strategy into a public relations bonanza. As British bomber crews were decimated by losses in daylight raids, the Royal Air Force had switched to nighttime bombing of the European continent, and, as large-scale American forces reached Britain, they advised their Yank counterparts to do the same. However, senior American commanders were convinced that the much more heavily armed Fortresses and Liberators could challenge Luftwaffe interceptors in daylight, and they felt confident that their “precision” bombing was the key to aerial victory.

Then, almost magically, a seemingly major row between Allies was turned into a propaganda bonanza with a new slogan—“Round the Clock” bombing. The Allied air forces were now committed to Round the Clock bombing of the enemy as British area bombing and American precision bombing would combine to devastate the Germans on such a titanic scale that the expected 1944 ground invasion of mainland Europe would not even be necessary. Thus, in the closing weeks of 1943, similar to factory workers toiling in alternate shifts in the same plant, bombers displaying RAF roundels and AAF stars droned over the Reich and returned to Britain with mildly inflated estimates of the damage they had inflicted. American newspapers and magazines published “exclusive” testimonials from citizens of neutral countries residing in the Reich that Berlin and other large cities were only one step from becoming unlivable shells. Photos of German mobile soup kitchens feeding homeless citizens against a backdrop of piles of rubble attested to a German reversion to Dark Ages culture. During the new year of 1944, surely this rain of fire would decisively affect the ability of the Wehrmacht to continue the war unabated.

While substantial numbers of Americans in late 1943 saw a real possibility of a German collapse before the end of the coming year, the general mood regarding the Pacific War tended to be less sanguine, although guardedly optimistic. While a wide range of people from journalists to factory workers belived that Hitler might be pulled from power by generals, courtiers, or even an open insurrection, there was little expectation that Emperor Hirohito would share that fate in the foreseeable future.

In December of 1943, the vast majority of Americans were convinced that the Pacific War would most likely end only after a time-consuming march back across the ocean, culminating with a ground invasion of the Nipponese homeland from a springboard of the eastern coast of China. Most Americans believed that, compared to the dark days following Pearl Harbor, the United States was in an incalculably better strategic position in December 1943. There was an almost-unanimous feeling that the war against Japan had turned a corner and that there was virtually no chance of either an American defeat or even a heavily compromised negotiated settlement. Pearl Harbor, Wake Island, Bataan, and Corregidor were too fresh in memory to conceive of anything short of massive payback in kind to a nation and populace that seemed incapable of functioning as a modern, civilized entity. Yet thousands of miles still separated the most forward American positions and the halls of the Imperial palace.

In December 1943, Japanese thrusts at Alaska, Hawaii, and Australia were now counted as absolute failures: the archvillain of Pearl Harbor, Admiral Yamamoto, was dead, and there was no chance that the Nipponese would dictate terms of peace in the White House. However, a figurative bamboo curtain still seemed to surround the land of the rising sun, and the Pacific War was currently being fought in a no man’s land between America and Japan.

During the Civil War, the back-and-forth maneuvering of the two primary eastern armies created a form of no man’s land at some point between Washington and Richmond. Areas around the Rapidan and Rappahannock rivers, much of the Shenandoah Valley, parts of rural Virginia that would be nicknamed “Mosby’s Confederacy” after the famed “Gray Ghost”—all became part of a malleable, moving universe of war under permanent control of neither Union nor Confederacy. Now, in late 1943, a contested borderland between Japan and America had emerged in places such as the Solomon Islands, New Guinea, and parts of the Central Pacific. However, while the fact that Washington and Richmond were only one hundred miles apart somewhat limited that war’s no man’s land, Virginia, Pacific distances were often measured in thousands of miles, and picturesque nineteenth-century towns and countryside were replaced by the “Green Hell of New Guinea” and the coral specks of land in a seemingly endless sea in which reality and myth seemed to intersect.

Until the final few weeks of the year, much of the Pacific War in 1943 seemed to revolve around the hazy no man’s land in a back-and-forth struggle that lacked the drama and large-scale impact of their 1942 predecessors such as Bataan, Midway, Guadalcanal, and Savo Island. Then, just as Americans prepared for Thanksgiving celebrations, newspapers, radio newscasts, and movie news clips announced that a massive American Central Pacific offensive had begun in the obscure location of the Tarawa Atoll.

While the battle for Guadalcanal had seesawed for six months, the army assault on Makin Island and the Marine battle for Betio were lightning strikes that turned white coral into a red landscape in a few dozen hours.

The invasion of Makin by the 27th Army Division initially seemed to progress according to schedule, but, as the Japanese perimeter shrank, the intensity of the battle escalated and stretched from mere hours into days. While expertly concealed Nipponese defenders whittled away at the GIs, a Japanese submarine slipped through the screen of American destroyers to torpedo the escort carrier Liscombe Bay, which quickly sank to the bottom of the sea with eight hundred crew members. Their deaths pushed the Makin operation death toll to nearly one thousand.

Meanwhile, one hundred miles to the south of Makin, the 2nd Marine Division was bleeding to death in the aching brilliance of Betio Island’s coral sands. As American families began sorting out their holiday decorations, four battalions of leathernecks clambered down the sides of their transport ships and boarded landing craft that would carry them through a stunningly beautiful tropical lagoon that fronted the northern beaches of Betio. Initially, wary invasion troops relaxed slightly at the sight of the island’s seeming implosion under the firepower of naval and Marine aerial attacks and the big guns of the supporting fleet. Then grim reality began to displace optimism as the new amphibian tractors that were carrying the invaders toward shore struck coral reefs that were supposed to be sitting in much deeper water. Soon hundreds of Marines who expected to disembark on dry land found themselves wading, and in some instances drowning, in a nautical killing ground between the outer reefs and Betio’s palm-lined beaches. Now the Japanese garrison, who were themselves Imperial sea soldiers, blasted away at their American counterparts.

Elite fighting men of two nations were now embarking on a seventy-six-hour carnival of death that featured an intensity far beyond that of earlier island battles. Unlike the large, jungle-dominated islands of the Solomons, Betio was essentially a coral rock roughly the size of an American university campus. While Japanese defenders on previous island targets obliged the American invaders by launching human-wave assaults that rapidly depleted the garrison, the Imperial troops on Betio hunkered down to inflict maximum Marine casualties. As one American correspondent noted, “On Tarawa, the Japs dug in as only that burrowing people can dig in; their officers told them that a million Americans could not take that place.” Japanese defenders watched their adversaries wade slowly and painfully through the water in what seemed like almost a film in slow motion, as blood mixed in larger quantities with the azure sea.

By dusk on their first day in this tropical hell, the Marine presence in Betio was limited to a twenty-foot-wide strand of beach fronted by a ring of strong points filled with Imperial troops determined to push the Marines back into the sea. Then, as the sun rose on the second day of battle, much of the Japanese garrison made a grievous error that would plague them all throughout the coming year of 1944. The Imperial troops on Betio were experts at creating fortifications with minimal tools and resources, but at heart they were still driven by a Samurai spirit that rebelled at a defensive mentality. Now young men in mustard-colored uniforms, some of them wielding swords, charged out of their expertly crafted defenses and stormed toward the beaches. They were met by equally intense young men in green dungarees who may not have carried swords but parried with bayoneted rifles, pistols, and even fists. Dozens of leathernecks dropped in injury or death, but far more of their tormentors dropped around them, especially when Japanese swords were countered by expertly handled flamethrowers that, according to one officer, “curled Japs like celluloid.”

Over a period of three days, the Japanese perimeter gradually contracted, but impending victory was coming at a steep price. A generation earlier, 956 Marines had died in a month-long duel with the kaiser’s troops at Château-Thierry, and two men fewer than those had paid the supreme sacrifice in the jungles of Guadalcanal. Now, in only a few dozen hours, 1,027 leathernecks were dead and 2,557 seriously wounded in the capture of one small stretch of coral. When the grisly toll of soldiers on Makin Island and sailors on Liscombe Bay were added to the soaring casualty list, the statistics showed that the capture of Tarawa Atoll had resulted in over two thousand American deaths, a total that had occurred in a time not much longer than the Day of Infamy itself two years earlier. As the shockingly high casualty lists began reaching American media outlets in the early part of December, some newspaper and magazine analysts wondered whether the war in the upcoming year of 1944 would present a long series of costly battles and campaigns resulting in similar bloodshed in the Civil War during 1864. An editorial in Life magazine asked, “Was not such a fight [Tarawa] this costly for a patch of sand two miles long and eight hundred yards wide? The famous tenacity of the Jap is not equal to the tenacity of an American aroused [but] there is no cheap short cut to victory.”

While the news of the Tarawa campaign alternately thrilled and shocked Americans on the home front, Franklin Delano Roosevelt was mixing wartime cocktails for the leaders of the other two most powerful nations arrayed against the Axis. At the end of November, the president’s plane left an airfield in Cairo; dipped low over Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Jericho; and the Jordan River; and flew into the heart of the old Persian Empire to meet with the master of the much-newer Soviet Empire. Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Winston Spencer Churchill had received an invitation to meet with Josef Stalin in the rambling, spacious Soviet embassy in Tehran, a venue that the field marshal insisted was as far as he could travel while handling the day-to-day planning of the massive Russian-German confrontation on the Eastern Front.

The venue Stalin chose also had the additional bonus of placing his two Allied counterparts in quarters that bristled with every form of 1940s listening device that technology could provide, a simple fact of doing business for the often-paranoid Soviet leader. Stalin mixed massive eavesdropping with a surprising level of geniality that alternated between lavish banquets and extended drinking sessions in which the themes for mutual toasts never seemed to run short.

The marshal praised America’s industrial production and massive aid for his nation and admitted that this largesse had been one of the key factors in the Russian ability to turn back Nazi attempts to conquer the Soviet Union. A highlight of the conference occurred when Churchill presented the marshal with a fifty-inch two-handed sword made by the Wilkinson Blade Company; the weapon had taken two days to forge, had a pommel with a gold rose of England, and had been commissioned personally by King George VI and designated as the Sword of Stalingrad. In a rare moment in which genuine emotion seemed to replace his usual cynicism, Stalin kissed the weapon as Roosevelt held the scabbard and lauded the marshal’s “heart of steel.” The concluding joint statement about the decisions made at the Tehran conference was a message designed to stir fear in the hearts of Hitler and his minions: “No power on earth can prevent our destruction of the German armies by land, their U-boats at sea and their war planes from the air. Our attacks will be relentless and increasing day by day.”

One of the first beneficiaries of this joint statement of purpose was an engaging, articulate American Army officer who on the morning of Pearl Harbor had been a relatively obscure, middle-aged colonel working from a tiny desk in a nondescript location in the War Office in Washington. Now, two years later, the three major Allied leaders celebrated Winston Churchill’s sixty-ninth birthday, while Roosevelt cheerfully mixed martinis and old-fashioneds for his counterparts. Somewhere in this alcohol-infused festivity, Josef Stalin rather coldly cornered the American president, asking for a specific date and the name of the commander of the long-promised second front in Europe. On a North African stopover on his way back to Washington, the commander-in-chief sat in an automobile at the Tunis airport, invited General Dwight Eisenhower into the car to join him, and blurted out a single sentence: “Well, Ike, you are going to command Overlord.” If no other event had occurred in the upcoming year of 1944, the single event of the invasion of German-occupied Northern Europe would have ensured that year as one of the most remarkable in American history. The last full year, and the bloodiest twelve months of the American war experience, were about to begin, and life in the United States would never be completely the same afterward.


CHAPTER I

A Gathering of Eagles

During the cold, short days of January 1944, lights shone brightly far into the night at the two major centers of decision making in the American capital. In the warm, homey atmosphere of the private rooms of the White House, Franklin Roosevelt alternated between showing off his world-class stamp collection, mixing his favorite cocktails, and discussing military strategy with senior civilians and officers in the now-burgeoning American military establishment. With the only exception being George C. Marshall, the president engaged in a first-name give-and-take with the secretaries of War and Navy and the top tier of generals and admirals who were tasked with implementing the Allies’ “unconditional surrender” directive against Nazi Germany and the Japanese Empire. In a time of numerous new studies on Abraham Lincoln and the Union prosecution of the Civil War, Roosevelt may have compared his role as commander-in-chief in a global conflict with his predecessor’s attempts to restore a fractured nation in an equally bloody and massive conflict eight decades earlier.

In January of 1864, the Union Army of roughly one million men was largely resting and refitting after an 1863 campaign season that, while beginning disastrously, had finished with the capture of the entire Confederate Army at the vital port city of Vicksburg; it had defeated Robert E. Lee’s most ambitious foray into the North at Gettysburg and seriously crippled a second rebel army in the hills around Chattanooga. Lincoln was just about to name the hero of Vicksburg and Chattanooga, Ulysses S. Grant, as his Commanding General, and, whereas the rebels still held substantial portions of their seceded confederation, there was something between hope and expectation among citizens of the North that the coming year, 1864, would turn the course of the Civil War irrevocably against the rebellion.

Now, in early 1944, Franklin Roosevelt was sitting in the same office as Lincoln had sat, planning strategy of a war that was global instead of national, with both mighty allies and fanatic enemies, capable of flinging into battle forces that were many times the size of those that fought the War Between the States. Like Lincoln, who had entered the Civil War with an essentially constabulary force army of only sixteen thousand men, the current commander-in-chief had received news of the outbreak of World War II in charge of an army smaller than that of Portugal with equipment shortages that forced war-game participants to use broomsticks in place of rifles, stove pipes to substitute for mortars, and bags of flour standing in for bombs in mock air attacks. However, now the nation that had entered the war with only a few dozen modern bombers and essentially no first-line tanks had become the “Arsenal of Democracy,” which meant that American aircraft factories could replace in a few hours the equivalent of all the planes lost at Pearl Harbor; they were also forced to find increasingly creative names of ships, as most traditional designations had already been used. Ironically, the president who sat in the Oval Office in January 1944 had approximately sixteen months left in his life, the same destiny that faced Lincoln at the same point in 1864.

While Abraham Lincoln had to develop a strategy with his most trusted generals to recapture all or part of eleven seceded states, Franklin Roosevelt had to supervise construction of a plan to first eject the Axis powers from the huge segment of the planet that they had annexed and looted during the past four years, and then, most likely, smash into their homelands, which were defended possibly to the last person, in an orgy of almost theatrical self-destruction. Thus, Roosevelt would have to call upon his generals and admirals, and in this modern war, his scientists and engineers as well, to force an unconditional surrender and occupation on two nations that had enjoyed ample opportunity to turn large segments of their population, from children to grandparents, into excellent candidates for suicide warriors.

If the war could somehow be limited to a relatively conventional clash of arms, Roosevelt and his commanders enjoyed a growing cornucopia of military assets. The Armed Forces were still expanding toward an approximate ceiling of twelve million active-duty personnel, divided roughly between 8.5 million Army and Army Air Forces personnel and 3.5 million sailors and Marines. Two years earlier, success or failure in defense of the American protectorate in the Philippines hinged on the ability of a single regular Army regiment, two regiments of native Filipino constabulary, thirty-five bombers, one hundred fighter planes, and a few platoons of light tanks. Now the Army and its Air Force were moving toward a grand force that had essentially peaked at eighty-eight divisions and an Air Force that would soon be capable of dispatching one thousand bombers escorted by hundreds of modern fighters on a single mission.

Just over eighteen months earlier, the navy had been forced to face a potential Japanese threat at Hawaii centered on approximately ten aircraft carriers with only three flattops of their own and had later spent harrowing periods when only one carrier was combat-effective in the entire Pacific battleground. Now, in 1944, fleet operations in the march across the Pacific were centered on four carrier groups deploying fifteen or sixteen fleet and light carriers by summer, with several scores of smaller escort carriers forming a formidable second tier of aerial power. Battleships listed as “sunk” at Pearl Harbor were now being extracted from the mud of the harbor bottom and paired off with a bevy of new “fast” battleships to theoretically outgun anything the Japanese Navy could throw into their path.

Ungainly Vindicator (“Wind Indicator”) torpedo bombers that had been nearly annihilated at Midway were now serving as training planes, replaced by Avengers capable of 50 percent more speed and twice the bomb load, while the stately Wildcat fighters, forced to deal with deadly Japanese Zeros in uneven duels, had given way to superb Hellcats that were already shooting down enemy planes at a ratio of twenty to one.

In a similar vein, the Army Air Force in early 1944 was undergoing enormous changes in fighter and escort missions as the feisty but outperformed Airacobras and Warhawks were now giving way to the deadly trio of the twin-engine P-38 Lightning, the bottle-shaped workhorse P-47 Thunderbolt, and the streamlined, elegant P-51 Mustang. The Army Air Force now largely matched or exceeded Luftwaffe speed, performance, and pilot quality over the frigid upper atmosphere of occupied Europe.

While the technical breakthroughs since Pearl Harbor had virtually guaranteed that American soldiers and Marines would fight the 1944 Pacific battles with a substantial technological edge over their Nipponese opponents in almost every aspect of the battlefield, the plans for the coming year’s campaign in Europe were complicated by both anticipated and unanticipated disadvantages against the German ground forces. The American divisions that would be fighting the European ground battles of 1944 were the most mobile in the history of warfare. Massive infusions of jeeps and trucks into almost any infantry unit meant that with relatively minor transfers of vehicles, entire army divisions would become completely motorized and change the speed of warfare from walking speed to motor-propelled speed. This change was already emerging in 1943 and in the coming year would set up some astounding breakthroughs at speeds hardly envisioned even in the great German Blitzkrieg of 1940.

Almost every American soldier would go into battle in 1944 equipped with the superb eight-shot M1 Garand rifle that spewed firepower far beyond the ability of the World War I-era bolt-action rifles that were standard for every other major army in 1944. The infantry GIs would be supported by an artillery array that was well-organized, dependable, and, in certain cases, capable of annihilating an enemy formation in a short time span.

However, while American ground forces would routinely outgun the enemy in the coming Pacific battles, the campaigns in Europe would be considerably less one-sided because of a number of American shortcomings and newly emerging German tactics.

While the GIs fighting in Europe in the coming year would employ excellent rifles and be supported by superior artillery and imaginative tactical air support, these advantages would be partially challenged by several realities. First, while the American M1 Garand could outgun the German Mauser, the Wehrmacht (the unified armed forces of Germany from 1935 to 1946) changed the rules by pouring vast numbers of short-range automatic weapons into its infantry companies. While the M1 could outgun the Mauser, it, in turn, fired less rapidly than the new “storm rifles,” machine pistols, and “burp” guns that many Germans now carried. Also, while American machine guns were relatively rapid and effective, the potent German Mg-1942 could double or triple the firepower of the GIs’ support weapons and spread terror across the front lines. One of the most controversial segments of 1944 ground battles in Europe was the huge philosophical difference between American and German armored practices. The GIs would enter the ground battles of 1944 supported by thousands of standard M4 Sherman tanks. The Shermans were reliable, in huge supply, and supported by relatively high speed and automatic rotating turrets. When the Americans came up against the standard German battle tanks of 1944, the Panzer IV, the enemy enjoyed the advantage of superior armor, while the Shermans could fire more quickly. However, in one of the most underreported American military gaffes of 1944, armor planning officers chose to concentrate on massive production of the Sherman while freezing introduction of the far faster, better armored, more powerful Pershing, which only entered the theater in small numbers in the final weeks of the war. On the other hand, the Germans were introducing two upgraded models beyond the Mark IV, the Mark V Panther, and the Mark VI Tiger.

The Panthers were introduced in relatively large numbers in the 1944 battles and were clearly superior to the Shermans, but the perceived scourge of the battlefield was the Tiger and its even more imposing cousin, the King Tiger, which dwarfed the Shermans and seemed like prehistoric creatures rolling around the roads and fields of Northern Europe. Luckily for the American forces, the Germans fielded only small numbers of Tigers in the battles for Northern Europe in 1944; there were only eighty available to challenge the D-Day invasion, but the failure to match those behemoths with new Pershings would become a major issue in the coming campaign.

At the beginning of 1944, the American Army had a realistic ceiling of ninety divisions and would need to deploy at least twenty of these units in the Pacific against the Japanese, while the Wehrmacht fielded three hundred divisions. However, the initially shocking disparity in formation numbers was softened by a variety of mitigating factors. First, German casualties in four years of multifront fighting had been astronomical, and the High Command was in the process of cutting most divisions down to two regiment units, which, in turn, were often consistently below authorized strength owing to a shortage of replacements. Therefore, at best for the Germans, their combat divisions would field perhaps 60 percent of the personnel of an American equivalent, and, as the year went on, even this number was usually maintained only for the most elite German units. Second, a huge portion of the German Army was now tied down by garrisoning occupied countries that the Allies had no intention of immediately liberating or deploying in keeping Axis nations from switching sides if the Allies appeared to be winning. Thus, Denmark, Norway, Romania, and Hungary were filled with German troops that were of little immediate benefit in repelling an Anglo-American invasion of the Continent. Third, and probably most important, the bulk of the German Army opened 1944 deployed on the Eastern Front awaiting another in a series of Soviet offensives that had already positioned the Red Army dangerously close to the eastern frontier of the Reich. Hitler could, and did, pull some of his most elite Eastern Front divisions into France in an attempt to smash the efforts of the Anglo-American invasion but was essentially robbing Peter to pay Paul. As elite SS Panzer divisions rumbled westward to challenge the invasion of France, those units were leaving gaping holes on the Eastern Front that would be difficult to fill.

Even on the projected battlefield of France in 1944, the American divisions that were expected to be deployed in Operation Overlord were not planning to be entering battle alone. Britain and Canada would combine forces to deploy an entire army group, which, in turn, would be supplemented with free French and Polish units that would add several more divisions to the final tally. However, unlike in World War I, when the Americans solidified an already enormous British- and French-allied Army, the most prominent contingent of the 1944 battle for Western Europe would be the combat units from the United States, who, unlike in 1917 and 1918, would have to fight their way into France, rather than transition from welcoming parades at Allied-held ports to a trench line already held by a huge army. Without an enormous American military contingent, French people had little hope of liberation, and British soldiers had faint prospects of returning to the Dunkirk beaches from which they were evacuated in 1940. The Americans and Germans were already dueling for possession of the forbidding mountainsides of southern Italy; now the major clash of armies loomed in the fields and hedges of France. While the long-awaited invasion of Northern Europe presented enormous challenges for American war planners, there was expectation of combat in a relatively finite area of land that had topography and climate similar to much of those of the United States, with the somewhat comforting prospect that an even larger Soviet Army would be slamming into the enemy from the rear. The planning for the 1944 campaign against the Japanese provided almost none of those comfort zones.

After the successful battles for the Solomon and Gilbert island chains during the year just ending, American strategic planners could begin to focus on bigger, more rewarding operations during 1944. However, while there was at least a slim hope that a combined Anglo-American and Soviet offensive just might “end the war in ’44,” more than a few American military strategists, average citizens, and combat personnel were hearing a less optimistic “The Golden Gate in ’48,” concerning the time prospects for V-J Day. The year 1944 just might be the climactic year in the war against Germany; the coming twelve months was seen at best as a major, but not final, step in the demise of the Japanese war machine. Ironically, while the Americans had suffered a nasty bloody nose in their first confrontation with the German Army at Kasserine Pass the preceding February and were now engaged in a near stalemate in southern Italy at the beginning of 1944, United States forces had not tasted any form of defeat against the Japanese since the disastrous moments of Savo Island in August of 1942. The year 1943 had seen the Americans victorious at Guadalcanal: they pushed the Imperial Army backwards across most of New Guinea, successfully ambushed and killed Admiral Yamamoto, the architect of Pearl Harbor, and most recently had annihilated the Japanese garrison in the Gilberts. However, optimism for future success in 1944 was mitigated by the realization that the Nipponese had gained such massive new territories in both the war against China and in the first six months after Pearl Harbor that it seemed enormously optimistic to see Americans at the gates of the Emperor’s Palace in the reasonably near future. However, within the limitations of this sobering reality, there was hope in early 1944 that this year would at least push Japan a giant step nearer defeat.

The leaders who would plan operations for the Pacific War in 1944 were by now confident that American forces could beat Japanese forces in the vast majority of stand-up battles in the coming year. The Americans had better fighters, better bombers, better rifles, better tanks, better submarines, and better aircraft carriers than their adversaries. American strategists had carefully noted that in initially seesaw battles on the ground, in the air, and at sea, enemy impatience encouraged them to turn nearly or actually suicidal and deplete their strength from some form of banzai attack that usually resulted in ten or twenty Nipponese casualties for every American equivalent.

However, the senior officers planning Pacific operations for 1944 still saw victory primarily through the prism of a physical invasion of the Japanese home islands, and, with seemingly no chance of a negotiated surrender, they envisioned the battle of Japan as occurring well beyond the next twelve months. Their best hope for a decisive battle during the coming year revolved around an attempt to capture a Nipponese possession that was so important they could not afford to give it up and, thus, entice the launch of the Imperial Fleet, which had been largely on the sidelines since Guadalcanal or even Midway, to sortie from its bases and engage in a decisive battle that would hopefully end in total American victory. These planners would get their wish on not one but two occasions in 1944, but there was much more in store for the year in the Pacific War than they initially expected.

This Gathering of Eagles—composed of the generals and admirals who would plan and command the battles that would make 1944 the decisive year of World War II—was, of course, more figurative than literal. At no other point in the year would virtually every senior commander sit in the same room and discuss operations, concerns, and opportunities. However, World War II was a period of emerging revolution in communications, and telephones, teletype, radio, motion pictures, and other relatively recent breakthroughs allowed a speed of communication that even modern-thinking Civil War commanders could only dream about.

One of the most important constitutional duties performed by the president of the United States is to serve as commander-in-chief of all American armed forces, and the sixty-two-year-old New Yorker sitting in the Oval Office in 1944 now commanded the largest military force ever fielded by the United States. Franklin Roosevelt, in this year of decision, was late in his unprecedented third term in office and had held office in a seemingly never-ending crisis atmosphere caused by the greatest economic meltdown in the nation’s history, followed immediately by the largest military effort ever attempted. The incumbent president presented one of the most complicated personalities of any other leader in the history of the Republic. He was affable, kindly, truly concerned about less fortunate people, and bipartisan enough to have appointed Republicans to some of the highest offices in the government. On the other hand, he was often devious and untruthful and could be mean and petty. He had been in office so long that many of the young servicemen and servicewomen he commanded could barely remember any other occupant of the White House.

During 1944, Roosevelt’s health was probably deteriorating far more rapidly than either he or his personal physician would admit. Official pronouncements of sinus infections, bronchitis, and other minor maladies led to screening for worse issues, such as high blood pressure, erratic heartbeat, and ever-lengthening recovery periods from illnesses. Yet, while photographs and films of the president depict a person who sometimes looked ten or even twenty years older than his true age, it appears that his ability to make critical military decisions was not yet significantly compromised.
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