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Introduction

[image: Images]

My father, two uncles, and an aunt were World War II veterans. . . . Yeah, them and sixteen million other men and women.

Dad, Don Sr., was born in 1926, the last birth year in which men who reached draft age were able to go through basic and advanced training and be deployed overseas for combat. He fought in Germany during the last weeks of the war in Europe and, thankfully, came through without a scratch. He was the only one of the four to make the military a career, serving in the Korean War and Vietnam War along the way. There were other deployments: Japan in the weeks before North Korea invaded South Korea, West Germany during the 1950s, and Turkey in the 1960s. Then there were the assignments to stateside garden spots such as Fort Benjamin Harrison, Indiana; Fort Riley, Kansas; Fort Gordon, Georgia; Fort Leavenworth, Kansas; and the Pentagon. That’s the short list. Army bases were not bad places for a kid to live, especially if your father was an officer. There was usually a parade ground with an artillery piece or two—I remember Fort Benjamin Harrison’s parade ground had an M4 Sherman tank and a light tank, possibly an M3. We did not always live in base housing. The years in Washington were spent in an Ozzie and Harriet suburb, and all four of us sons got through the same high school because “The Colonel,” as we boys called him, sandwiched two three-year Department of Defense assignments around his one year in Vietnam.

Dad liked “watching” baseball while lying on the couch with his eyes closed, and he liked watching westerns. He had no interest in war movies, although he found 1965’s spot-the-star cinematic turkey “The Battle of the Bulge” laughable.

Uncle Phillip Aines was a bespectacled man with chiseled features, somewhat sturdier in build and slightly shorter than my six-foot, three-inch father. A serious student, he opted out of the Advanced Specialist Training Program, which kept some of the nation’s best and brightest from seeing combat by enlisting them as privates while they took college courses. Phil was wounded serving with the U.S. Army’s Tenth Division during the Ardennes offensive, probably by shrapnel from artillery or mortar fire. All we knew growing up was he had a bad leg, although he did not have a noticeable limp. I learned later he still had two legs because he won an argument with doctors who wanted to amputate the injured one. Phil went on to earn a PhD at Cornell, become a vice president of two major consumer-product corporations, and live a long life.

I know less about my maternal uncle, Jay Leon. He and Miriam, my mother’s sister, settled in Phoenix sometime after the war. Miriam joined the Women’s Army Corps during the war, and Jay was in the U.S. Army in the Pacific. Because they lived so far away from us, we didn’t see Jay and Miriam all that many times, but Jay always struck me as a blunt-spoken bantamweight tough guy.

Those four veterans have passed from the scene, as have more than fifteen million other Americans who served during the war. The National WWII Museum estimates the number of survivors in 2020 at fewer than four hundred thousand. All would be in their nineties, with more than a few passing the century mark.

When I was a boy, none of these guys talked much about the war. Fortunately, my father set his experiences down on paper late in his life. His was not a strange or obscure story, just that of another serviceman doing his best to avoid being shot, shot down, incinerated, drowned, blown up, captured, or executed—same as most of the soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines. They returned from the war to big cities and small towns, built the suburbs, and carried on with life. That goes also for the tens of millions of men and women from countries across the globe who served and fought in the war and the hundreds of millions of civilians who fell within its awful grasp.

Throughout this book will be quite a few references to films, not all of them flattering to Tinseltown. The reason is simple: Most people have seen a lot more World War II movies than they have read books on the war. Ninety minutes or two hours of sitting in a theater or watching television is easier than sitting down many more hours with a book. But if you are looking for a history lesson, Hollywood is not the place to find one.

There are a lot of numbers in the book, and some, even from reliable government sources, can vary depending on who did the counting. A staff sergeant with the Department of Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency advised me that the official numbers for missing service personnel can vary from week-to-week. Some might also quibble with how many tons of explosives were packed into the bow of the Campbeltown when it rammed the drydock at St. Nazaire, or the top speed of a Hellcat, or the number of mules the army purchased in 1943, or how many soldiers served as extras in Kolberg. In most cases, numbers from official sources might not be exactly the same but fall within a reasonable margin.

Whenever practical, official military resources, museums, and historical sources are used. Books, magazine articles, movies, documentaries, websites, and videos were also mined to come up with these stories and are appropriately credited.

The culture-wide experience of the Second World War in America has only been matched a few other times in our history. The War of Independence, Civil War, and World War I also touched every city, town, village, and hamlet. Consider that those 16 million men and women in uniform represented about one person out of every eight of the 130 million Americans. The numbers of civilian males between eighteen and forty in towns and cities plummeted, with women and older workers filling huge gaps in the workforce. Today, about one out of every hundred Americans serve in the military out of a population of 330 million.

Each man and woman from the World War II era had a unique story. It belonged only to them.

Among those are some strange and obscure stories—more than enough to fill a few thousand books. Here are a few of them.


CHAPTER ONE

The Butcher’s Bill
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“One death is a tragedy. One million deaths a statistic.”

—Unknown
(Often falsely attributed to Josef Stalin)



There’s no record of Stalin having said that, or really anything like it. It’s one of those too-good-to-be-true quotes that a magazine writer attributed to the dictator. Stalin might not have said those exact words, but the misquotation certainly sums up the character of a man responsible for so many millions of “statistics” and whose name became both a verb and adjective for rule by institutional terror and the cult of personality.

So, how many people died during World War II? The best estimates vary by millions from sixty-five million to one hundred million or more lives lost in the conflict, but there are several variables in any equation for figuring the butcher’s bill for the war.

However, the question is fairly simple for the United States. The war began on December 7, 1941, and ended on September 2, 1945. During those 1,366 days the United States suffered 405,399 deaths, of which 291,557 occurred in or as a direct result of battle. The remaining deaths were a result of training and transport accidents, disease, and other causes not directly attributable to combat. The number also includes some 126 sailors who were killed when U-boats sank the destroyers USS Kearny and USS Reuben James in prewar battles in October 1941 when U.S. Navy vessels assisted convoys bound for Great Britain.

The U.S. Marines were in the middle of the bloodiest no-quarter battles of the war at Guadalcanal, Tarawa, Saipan, Peleliu, Iwo Jima, Okinawa, and scores of other islands in the Pacific. The corps lost 19,733 marines during the war, with 67,000 more wounded. The valor and sacrifice of the Marines has been duly and rightly celebrated in history books, novels, and especially Hollywood.

But the U.S. Army also fought in Asia, and in larger numbers. The army bore the brunt of the fighting in the Southwest Pacific theater in the Papua New Guinea campaign, the liberation of the Philippines, and scores of battles for beaches and islands that received little mention in the decades after the war. GIs were at Guadalcanal and Okinawa, but movies about those battles are often told from a marine perspective. Nevertheless, the war in the Pacific cost the army 57,137 lives.

For the Eighth Air Force, the skies over Europe proved bloodier than the sands of Iwo Jima and all the other marine battles of the Pacific. More than 26,000 airmen were killed in the war, and the Eighth Air Force’s 47,483 total of dead and wounded represented about 40 percent of the 115,332 killed and wounded for all of the USAAF.

Excluding marine battle deaths, the U.S. Navy lost 34,607 sailors in all theaters, the Marines being deployed only in the Pacific. In the battle for Okinawa, the navy, its ships targeted by kamikaze attacks, lost 3,809 personnel, 912 more deaths than the Marines suffered in the island fighting.

The end date for counting casualties was December 31, 1946, presumably to account for those who died of lingering injuries, and for a fuller accounting of the missing. Included among the dead are the more than seventy-two thousand missing in action and presumed dead, a number that ebbs slowly downward as a few of the missing are recovered from one year to another, according to the Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency.

To America’s casualty list can be added 9,521 “civilian” deaths for the U.S. Merchant Marine, of which approximately half (4,780) went missing when their ships went down or they were blown overboard by an explosion or storm.

Along with the sixty-eight civilians killed at Pearl Harbor, hundreds more died or disappeared while interned or in the hands of the Germans and the Japanese. American civilians were killed in the Japanese invasions of the Philippines, Guam, and Wake Island—civilian contractors working on military construction jobs in the latter.

Among the American civilian deaths were those of a pregnant woman and five children on a church outing in Oregon on May 5, 1945. One member of the group happened upon a Fu-Go balloon bomb, one of thousands launched by the Japanese. When the device went off, they became the only Americans killed in the continental United States during the war.

Compared to the countries that suffered the greatest slaughter—Russia, China, Germany, Poland, and Japan among them—it might seem the United States got off easy. Only in a statistical sense is that true. For any family, one death was still a tragedy, not a statistic.

For Great Britain and a few other nations, accurate accountings of the casualties were maintained, but they were in the minority among the combatants.

Europeans at least have some solid calendar dates to mark the beginning and end of hostilities: The Nazi invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, prompted Britain and France to declare war two days later. But the Nazis had been engaged in relatively bloodless expansions in Austria and Czechoslovakia for a few years prior. The Soviets might have marked June 22, 1941, as the beginning of their war, as the Germans launched Operation Barbarossa. However, the Soviets were at war with Finland in 1939–40 and occupied the eastern half of Poland after the Germans attacked in the west.

The Red Army and the Japanese Imperial Army clashed for months during 1939 along the Manchuria-Mongolia border, culminating in the crushing defeat of the Japanese at the Battle of Khalkhin Gol. Though Japan later joined Germany and Italy to form the Axis, the Japanese never came to Germany’s aid by again attacking the Soviets in the east. Historians can only speculate on how the course of the war might have changed had the Red Army been forced to fight on two fronts.

The beginning date of the war for China is even murkier. Japan occupied Manchuria following the Mukden Incident in 1931, but what was known as the Second Sino-Japanese War began July 7, 1937, when months of simmering tensions over Japan’s increasing military presence in China erupted with the Marco Polo Bridge Incident.

For either China or the Soviets, casualties, both military and civilian, are impossible to calculate within a few million. Soviet military deaths range from the generally accepted (but amazingly specific) number of 8,668,400 to almost 11 million. The total deaths, including civilians who died of execution, starvation, exposure, disease, or collateral battle damage, raises the figure for total Soviet deaths to between 20 million and 27 million.

Accepting the high end of estimated Soviet deaths, about 13.7 percent of its population of 194 million were killed. That would mean one out of seven Soviets disappeared from the face of the earth. Abused by both the Nazis and Soviets during the war, Poland’s population of thirty-five million was more than decimated—the loss of lives at about six million people represented 17 percent of its prewar population.

For the United States, the loss of life came to about one third of one percent. Each death was still a tragedy to the mothers, fathers, siblings, wives, sons, daughters, or sweethearts.

China, which was fighting a brutal civil war between the Nationalists and the Communists before, during, and after the war, estimated military losses of up to 3.7 million, while 8.2 million civilians were believed to have died as a result of military actions and Japanese war crimes. The highest estimate of deaths from the Rape of Nanking in 1937 is above two hundred thousand—again, a number difficult to pin down with any degree of accuracy. The estimate for deaths from war-related famine and disease fall within a huge range of between five to ten million.

In both the Soviet Union and China, the desperate circumstances engendered by enemy invasions made accurate head counts impractical. In both countries, civilians were taken from the streets and marched to the front when the exigencies of war demanded.

Some 5,533,000 German military personnel were killed during the war as they fought the Allies on multiple fronts—if one counts North Africa, the North Atlantic, and the Mediterranean along with Northwest Europe and the eastern front, according to the National WWII Museum. The number of civilian deaths range from 1.0 million to 2.5 million, less an estimate than an educated guess, it would seem. So many people in Europe and Asia were displaced by the war that accounting for all of them was impossible. Some had good reasons to not want to be found; many more went into captivity from which they never returned.

Add to these numbers the more than eleven million lives lost through the institutionalized murder in the Nazi death camps.

The tempo of civilian deaths accelerated in the closing months of the war as Allied armies pressed in from the eastern and western fronts, coupled with the deaths of hundreds of thousands incinerated, crushed, and blown to smithereens as British and American bombers, no longer harried by swarms of German fighters, pounded Berlin, Hamburg, Dresden, and other cities with impunity—and little accuracy. Death rained from the skies for the Japanese, as well, with American B-29 Superfortresses able to firebomb cities, while suffering acceptably low losses over those targets. The Superfortresses were each powered by four troublesome Wright R-3350 2,200-horsepower radial engines—one reason so much marine blood was shed to capture Iwo Jima for use as an emergency airfield for the bombers.

Despite fighting China on the continent and the United States across the Pacific, Japan’s military deaths were estimated at 2.1 million, with another eight hundred thousand civilian deaths, mostly in the 1945 firebombings of its major cities and the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. On the night of March 9–10, 1945, three hundred B-29 bombers flew in an X-pattern over Tokyo, dropping incendiary bombs and creating a firestorm, killing up to one hundred thousand people (almost exclusively civilians) and leaving one million more homeless. It was believed to be the deadliest night of the war, claiming more lives than Dresden, Hiroshima, or Nagasaki. Deaths from the Dresden raids of February 13–15, 1945, once estimated at 135,000, have been revised downward over the decades, with more recent estimates of around 25,000 fatalities.

“Killing Japanese didn’t bother me very much at that time,” said Major General Curtis E. LeMay, the man in charge of the B-29 bombing campaign. “It was getting the war over that bothered me.”

Of the original Axis members, only the Italians had the sense to surrender when the Allies invaded Sicily, and they could see there was no hope of avoiding defeat. After years of failure after failure on the battlefield, the Grand Council of Fascism voted in July 1943 to give Mussolini the sack and return constitutional powers to the king. Unfortunately, the Nazis decided Italy had to be held and did so tenaciously against mostly American Fifth Army divisions forced to slog their way through the mud and mountains of the peninsula. Italy lost in excess of 320,000 of its soldiers and another 153,000 civilians.

Mussolini also sent about 250,000 soldiers to Russia to help out his pal Hitler. They fared no better against the Red Army and the Russian winter, with some 85,000 soldiers never to see their sunny homeland again.

While some countries listed their casualties by the hundreds of thousands and millions, most of the nations that sided with the Allies had little to do with the actual fighting. Much of Latin America from Mexico to Brazil entered the war on the side of the Allies. Military casualties were a few hundred for some countries and none for others, and civilian deaths were often the result of merchant shipping losses.

Switzerland was neutral during the war, but dozens of its citizens were killed when American bombers on several occasions wandered into Swiss airspace and unloaded on what the crews believed to be German targets. The Swiss gave almost as good as they got, knocking down several Allied bombers. More commonly, damaged American bombers would head for Switzerland, where the crews were interned for most of the war, rather than risk becoming prisoners of the Germans—or getting back to base to have another chance at earning a wooden cross.

Still a British colony during the war, India contributed 2.6 million troops to the Allied cause, fighting in North Africa, Burma, Italy, and other theaters. The Indians claimed the loss of eighty seven thousand soldiers during the war, predominantly in the China-Burma-India theater. However, estimates of civilian deaths range wildly from 1.5 million to 7.0 million. The majority of the civilian deaths were blamed on a 1943 famine in eastern India. The displacement of hundreds of thousands of ethnic Indians from Burma contributed to disruption of agriculture and food supplies in the northeast states, but other factors, such as drought or crop failure, are hard to pin specifically to the war. One Indian writer, Rakesh Krishnan Simha, makes the case that the British were perhaps more at fault than the Japanese, taking crops and transportation from the region in part to keep food, commodities, and equipment out of enemy hands in the event the Japanese invaded India, but also to supply its war effort in other parts of the globe. By the reckoning of many Indians, their deadliest enemy was not the Japanese, but their “ally” and overlord, Great Britain.

The final death toll for all countries lies somewhere between about 50 million and 100 million deaths. However many died, they were more than statistics on a sheet of paper.


CHAPTER TWO

A Triumph over War’s Grim Reaper
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“Our Frying Pans and Gridirons slay more than the Sword.”

—John Adams in a letter to Abigail Adams,
April 13, 1777



Decades before Louis Pasteur’s germ theory, the future president was on to one of the great truths of war: Filth, Disease, Malnutrition, and Mishap were the real Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse in war, much more so than spear and arrow, or musket and cannon in the millennia before the twentieth century.

World War II was the first of America’s wars in which enemy action was the leading cause of death. The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs lists 53,402 Americans killed in battle during this nation’s nineteen months in World War I. The department lists 63,114 as having died of nonbattle causes. Disease came out ahead of the Germans in the Great War because of the Spanish flu pandemic of 1918, which killed upwards of one hundred million worldwide, nearly forty-seven thousand of whom were U.S. military personnel. The battle/nonbattle deaths flipped in the Second World War, with 291,557 killed as a result of combat against 113,842 noncombat deaths.

This trend continued into the Korean War, as noncombat deaths were less than 10 percent. In Vietnam, however, the number of nonbattle deaths rose to about one in five. (There were far more servicemen lost to noncombat causes outside the theater during the war. Those deaths are separate from Vietnam War casualties.) Nonbattle deaths again exceeded combat deaths 235 to 148 in Desert Shield/Desert Storm in 1990–91, as accidents proved more deadly than the Iraqi armed forces or disease. Life in the military is dangerous even in peacetime, as service members work regularly with large fuel- and explosives-laden equipment. The higher tempo of operations in wartime just increases the probability of accidental death.

What made the Germans and the Japanese more dangerous than accidents and disease was a combination of factors. Killing people became much more efficient on a day-to-day basis compared to World War I, when slaughters came in concentrated bursts at the Somme, Verdun, and other mindless frontal assaults against fixed fortifications. In the Second World War opposing forces could reach far beyond the frontlines, as mobile armored warfare was combined with tactical and strategic air attacks. For Germany, and to a lesser extent Britain, arms-production centers and civilian populations, transportation hubs, and sea lanes were vulnerable to attack. The war also lasted longer—several years longer depending on what date one uses to mark its outbreak.

World War II was also fought over a much greater area than the Great War, which was mostly limited to Europe and the Atlantic Ocean. The disruption of civilian populations far from the frontlines was widespread, resulting in the deaths of millions of noncombatants.

However, it was victory over infection and better medical care at the front that significantly cut into the death rate from disease and infection and saved countless limbs from amputation, especially for American and British servicemen. In World War II, guns beat germs on the scorecard of carnage.

Even today the name of Alexander Fleming likely pops up in high school biology classes for having discovered penicillin more or less by accident in 1928. It was not until the mid-1930s that Oxford University researchers Howard Walter Florey and Ernst Boris Chain developed a practical penicillin antibiotic. Florey took this knowledge to the United States, where researchers found a way to mass produce the antibiotic.

Fleming shared the 1945 Nobel Prize for Physiology and Medicine with Florey and Chain, the scientists who turned a mold into a practical and widely available life-saving drug. Fleming became a household name. Florey and Chain did not.

.
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The work of scientists Ernst Chain and Howard Florey are unknown to most today. However, they helped save thousands of wounded from becoming fatalities during World War II. They might even have saved the person reading this page.

Another drug in wide use by medics and corpsmen during the war was sulfonamide, found in the 1930s—once again by the British—to be effective in the treatment of various infections and gonorrhea. This was a godsend to soldiers. One variant, M+B 693, was used to treat Winston Churchill for pneumonia in 1943. Before Christmas that year, he gave the manufacturer (M+B stood for the pharmaceutical firm May and Baker) as good a product endorsement as any company could hope for: “This admirable ‘M+B,’ from which I did not suffer any inconvenience, was used at the earliest moment and after a week’s fever the intruders were repulsed.”

Blood and plasma transfusions, better anesthetics, portable X-ray machines, and other technologies and techniques—plus better sanitation—saved thousands who would have otherwise joined the list of those who died of combat wounds.

It was no small matter that during the War of Independence the Prussian Baron von Steuben taught the Continentals to dig their latrines downstream of the source of their drinking water: it saved lives. Improvements in camp hygiene were also stressed by US Sanitary Commission in the Civil War. By the Second World War, the importance of camp cleanliness was military gospel.

By D-Day the Army Medical Corps had expanded to more than 132,000—up from less than 50,000 in 1939—and each division had a medical battalion. Sulfa powder poured into open wounds by army medics, the company aid squad and aid station (the collecting and clearing companies), and medical battalion headquarters all contributed to increased survival rates. Improved medical care extended all the way back to the United States, as the mortality rate among wounded soldiers was halved from eight in one hundred in the Great War to four in one hundred in World War II. Deaths from infection and disease were reduced by more than 90 percent.
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