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			Patton’s raid on Hammelburg “was the most controversial military decision of his career, and one that many would argue ranked as his worst.”

			Carlo D’Este, Patton: A Genius for War

			Patton’s mission “began as a wild goose chase and ended as a tragedy.”

			General Omar Bradley

			“This mission doesn’t have a chance and we both know it. If this task force does make it back, it’ll be a miracle.”

			Colonel Creighton Abrams

			“From start to finish, the whole exercise was a tragic fiasco. It would certainly have cost Patton his career had it not been quickly covered up and its survivors sworn to silence.”

			Alex Kershaw, The Longest Winter:The Battle of the Bulge         
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					American tank crashes fence to the cheers of Allied prisoners as task force drives deep into enemy territory to liberate POWs at Hammelburg. US Army Signal Corps, National Archives (SC387230)
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					Tank forces liberate Army officers from Hammelburg prison camp. US Army Signal Corps, National Archives (SC387232)

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			I Have Just Pissed in the Rhine

			George Patton walked confidently across a hastily constructed pontoon bridge over the Rhine River leading from France to Germany, looking like the conquering hero he was. He stopped halfway over, checked to make sure the photographer was ready to record the historic event, and then undid his fly. “Time out for a short halt,” he said to his aides. “I have been looking forward to this for a long time.” Later that same day, he sent a message to General Eisenhower at his headquarters. “I have just pissed in the Rhine.”

			Then, when he got to the end of the bridge and started to set foot on German soil for the first time, he pretended to stumble, fell down on one knee, and grabbed some mud and dirt in each hand. Holding both hands up for everyone to see what they held, he proclaimed proudly, “Thus, William the Conqueror.” He was recreating the gesture made by the Norman duke who, when he set foot on British soil in 1066 for the first time, said, “See, I have taken England with both hands.”

			Patton knew his history. Three months earlier, he had said, “I’ve studied military history all my life. Georgie Patton knows more about military history than any other person in the United States Army today. With due conceit—and I’ve got no end of that—I can say that’s true.” And he also knew how to make his own history.

			He was once again at the height of his power and glory that month of March 1945. A week before he crossed the Rhine, he had written in his diary that he and his victorious Third Army were “the eighth wonder of the world.” He was not exaggerating, at least not by much. He had done the seemingly impossible time after time, becoming one of the most famous generals in American history.

			The year before, in August 1944, while driving through a battlefield in France strewn with hundreds of bloated and blackened dead soldiers amidst fields of burned-out tanks, he had turned to his aide and said, “Just look at that, Codman. Could anything be more magnificent? . . . Compared to war, all other forms of human endeavor shrink to insignificance. God, how I love it.”

			Three months before crossing the Rhine, on December 26, he had broken through German lines to relieve the besieged American troops at Bastogne in one of the most brilliant military feats of the war. He had quickly shifted three divisions of his Third Army 90 degrees to the north and sent them through roads covered with snow and ice in only forty-eight hours, to the astonishment of everyone.

			Then, in March 1945, his tanks covered 65 miles from their former front line in only two days, speeding along on a single highway from the German Siegfried line, in a column that was only about 25 feet wide, all the way to the Rhine. His flanks were entirely unprotected, but Patton did not concern himself with that.

			He happily let the Army Air Corps worry about his flanks, and they obliged, strafing and bombing every enemy target they could find, and doing an excellent job of it. The important thing for Patton was simply to keep moving relentlessly, as far and as fast as possible every day. And so his tanks and men stopped for nothing, not even, so it was claimed, for a retreating German parachute division, which they beat in a race to the river. And Patton’s force crossed the river with the loss of only twenty-eight men.

			But more important to Patton, he had beaten his hated British rival, Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, who had been preparing for days to make a massive crossing of the Rhine farther north. So swift was Patton’s crossing and consolidation of a huge bridgehead on the other side that nobody at headquarters knew about it yet. The next morning, March 23, Patton telephoned his immediate commander, Gen. Omar Bradley, and shouted over the phone.

			“Brad,” he said, “don’t tell anyone, but I’m across.”

			“Well, I’ll be damned,” Bradley replied. “You mean, across the Rhine?”

			“Sure am,” Patton said. “I sneaked a division over last night. But there are so few Krauts around there they don’t know it yet. So don’t make any announcements. We’ll keep it a secret until we see how it goes.”

			The news did not stay a secret for long. A few hours later, Patton’s liaison officer at Bradley’s headquarters proudly told the press about Patton’s crossing of the Rhine. By then, it did not make any difference because the Germans had found out on their own, and the next day they sent 150 fighter planes to strafe and bomb Patton’s troops and the pontoon bridges they had built across the river. The German attack did little damage, however, and that evening Patton called Bradley again and screamed even louder over the phone in his curiously squeaky, high-pitched voice.

			“Brad, for God’s sake, tell the world we’re across! We knocked down thirty-three Krauts [aircraft] today when they came after our pontoon bridges. I want the world to know Third Army made it before Monty starts across.”

			“This operation is stupendous,” he wrote to his wife, Beatrice. Congratulations and praise poured in from Eisenhower, Patton’s fellow generals, President Roosevelt, Secretary of War Henry Stimson, and Winston Churchill. Public opinion polls conducted back home in the States showed that Patton was consistently rated as the most popular of all of Eisenhower’s generals. Even the enemy, Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, said later that Patton was the best American general of them all.

			Newspapers and magazines devoted huge coverage to Patton—more than to any other general in the European theater, which irked both Eisenhower and Bradley. Two weeks after he crossed the Rhine, Time magazine did a cover story on Patton, reporting an alleged incident involving Eisenhower. “When asked where the fast-moving Patton was, Ike replied, ‘Hell, I don’t know. I haven’t heard from him in three hours.’ ”

			On March 25, Palm Sunday, the day after Patton pissed in the Rhine, his beloved 4th Armored Division raced ahead to the next natural barrier, the Main River. The first unit to reach the river, Combat Command B, was led by newly promoted, thirty-year-old Col. Creighton Abrams, who was one of Patton’s favorite officers. His men found a railroad bridge still standing, though they could see bombs that the Germans had strapped to the girders. It was ready to be blown up to stop the American advance.

			Men of the 10th Armored Infantry Battalion, led by Lt. Col. Harold Cohen, made their way cautiously out onto the bridge and, one by one, disarmed the bombs. The battalion then went over the bridge and set up a defensive perimeter on the other side.

			Patton’s men were once again deeper into Germany than any other Allied unit, and both Abrams and Cohen, as well as a bad case of hemorrhoids, were about to play leading roles in what happened next. It seemed that nothing could stop Gen. George Smith Patton Jr.

			“Patton was a hero,” historian Michael Keane writes, “to his men, to his superiors at SHAEF [Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force], to the public, and to the press. In the experience of George Patton this could only mean one thing—something bad was about to happen. Patton himself wrote to his wife on March 23, ‘I am really scared by my good luck.’ He was right to be worried. Perhaps the most controversial episode of Patton’s career was about to unfold.”

			That was when he decided to take the biggest gamble of his career and put into effect what one army historian called “the most fascinating yet enigmatic military escapade in the European theater during World War II.” It was a mission to a POW camp located 60 miles behind German lines in a tiny town few Americans had ever heard of, called Hammelburg.

			If the mission to Hammelburg failed, and the real reason behind it became known, he would end his illustrious army career in absolute disgrace and shame. He would go down in history as one of the most reviled military commanders of World War II for having deliberately exposed his men to mortal danger for what everyone would know was a highly personal and selfish reason on his part. Even if the mission succeeded, he could still be vilified for risking several hundred lives to save one man who might not even be at Hammelburg.

			The consequences would be far worse than what happened to him after the slapping incidents two years before in Sicily, which had almost cost him his command. Indeed, they did for a while. In August 1943, during the campaign to take Sicily, Patton visited two field hospitals a week apart and grew irate both times at seeing two soldiers who were not physically wounded but displayed signs of combat fatigue, a concept in which Patton definitely did not believe. One man was shivering and crying, and when Patton asked him what was wrong, the soldier replied that it was his nerves, that he could not take the shelling anymore.

			“Your nerves, hell, you are just a goddamn coward,” Patton yelled. “You yellow son of a bitch!” Patton told him he was a disgrace to the army and ought to be lined up against a wall and shot. “In fact, I ought to shoot you myself, you goddamned whimpering coward!”

			He pulled out one of his ivory-handled pistols and waved it close to the terrified soldier’s face. Then he turned to the hospital CO and told him not to admit the soldier and to get him out of sight of the others. By then the soldier was crying even more, and Patton slapped him across his face once and then hit him again so hard as to knock off his helmet.

			The story got out, of course, and Patton was roundly criticized by the public, Congress, and even retired generals, including Pershing, who had been instrumental in fostering Patton’s early career. Per Patton biographer Carlo D’Este, Eisenhower wrote to Patton using “the strongest words of censure written to a senior American officer during World War II.”

			Newspaper columnist Drew Pearson sensationalized the story in his highly popular radio program. Patton was forced to make embarrassing public apologies to the two soldiers he had slapped, to the hospital staff who had witnessed the events, and then to all the thousands of troops under his command. It was one of the most humiliating experiences in Patton’s long military career.

			Bradley later described Patton as being in almost a suicidal condition by then and wrote that he had wanted to get rid of Patton after what happened on Sicily, and never have anything more to do with him. Eisenhower, however, realized how much his army needed a commander as aggressive as Patton once they invaded Europe. “Patton is indispensable to the war effort,” he wrote, “one of the guarantors of our victory.”

			In order to satisfy critics and the public back home, Patton was placed in exile in England and given no combat command for the next eleven months. To Patton’s chagrin, Bradley was chosen to command American ground forces in the forthcoming invasion of Europe at Normandy. The job might well have been Patton’s had he not behaved so abominably at those hospitals in Sicily.

			He continued to believe, however, that what he had done was for the good of the army. “I am convinced that my action in this case,” he wrote in his diary, “was entirely correct, and that, had other officers had the courage to do likewise, the shameful use of ‘battle fatigue’ as an excuse for cowardice would have been infinitely reduced.”

			He survived that embarrassing setback to his career and again became a national hero, but he knew he would not be so fortunate if word got out about the real purpose of his mission to Hammelburg. The war in Europe was going to end in a matter of weeks, and he would not be needed anymore. His service, his career, his reputation, his role in history would all be in jeopardy. But that did not stop him.

			The incidents in Sicily could be explained away, his defenders argued, by the stress he was under at the time leading his successful campaign there. They could even be described as a one-time overreaction on the spur of the moment. His defenders said it was simply Patton being his usual impetuous self. Even one of the soldiers he slapped seemed to almost rally to Patton’s defense when he said, “I think he was suffering a little battle fatigue himself.”

			The Hammelburg operation would, in sharp contrast, be recognized as a deliberately planned, conscious decision made for a highly personal and selfish reason that had nothing to do with defeating the Germans and ending the war.

			Patton was willing to take such a gamble to save just one man. The man was a lieutenant colonel, a graduate of West Point who had been captured in North Africa two years earlier, in 1943, by Erwin Rommel’s famed Afrika Korps. He was a tanker and former cavalry officer like Patton.

			When he was listed as missing in action not far from the major American defeat at Kasserine Pass, Patton was frantic with worry and personally sent a graves registration team to comb the dead in search of this one man at the battle site. They did not find him. Patton himself walked among the debris of the battle and picked up an ammunition clip from what was left of an American tank; he sent it to the man’s two young children to serve as a memento of their father if he did not return.

			Finally, several weeks later, the man’s name appeared on a prisoner of war list of the Germans. John Knight Waters was Patton’s son-in-law. Patton would later deny to everyone, including Waters, that he knew Waters was at Hammelburg, and, indeed, he did not know for certain that he was there. Patton would also claim that the purpose of the mission had been to rescue all of the POWs at Hammelburg, not just one man.

			Patton was so worried about public criticism and possible censure for what he was about to do that he classified the mission as top secret, meaning that nothing was to be said to the press and that his men were not to talk about it to anyone.

			The mission to Hammelburg would last only forty hours over two nights and a day from start to finish, a blink of an eye in the many months and years that World War II in Europe lasted. It was only one of hundreds of decisions Patton made during the war. Yet, it stood out enough for Patton’s biographer to describe it as “the most controversial military decision of his career, and one that many would argue ranked as his worst.”

			Before it even began, Creighton Abrams and Harold Cohen, who had to plan the raid, both called it a suicide mission. So did Capt. Abe Baum, the man chosen to lead the rescue force to Hammelburg. Sgt. Nat Frankel, a tanker who made it through the war in Patton’s 4th Armored Division, called the mission “stupid and selfish.”

			Patton’s gamble, as Bradley later wrote, “began as a wild goose chase and ended as a tragedy.” Bradley called it “foolhardy” and said it was “doomed from the start.” He was right.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			One Last Chance to Be a Hero

			George Patton was used to getting his own way from his childhood on. And what a way it was. “When I was a little boy at home,” he wrote years later, “I used to wear a wooden sword and say to myself, ‘George S. Patton, Jr., Lieutenant General.’ ” While there were some missteps and setbacks along the way, mostly of his own making, and times when he was sure his career was over, he eventually got his three stars and became a lieutenant general. Then he went beyond his childhood dream and got the fourth star of a full general.

			“I must be the happiest boy in the world,” Patton thought to himself as a child. When looking back as an adult, he confirmed, “I was probably right.” He was born in 1885, on November 11, the date on which the First World War would later end, to very wealthy parents in southern California. Their sole mission in life seemed to be to spoil him and to never punish or chastise him in any way for anything he did. And they were not the only ones to do so.

			His mother’s sister, Annie, who had been desperately in love with Patton’s father, moved in with them and became “Aunt Nannie” to baby George, whom she always referred to as her boy. She “completely dominated the Patton household. Her nephew could do no wrong, and in her quiet but controlling way she forbade any sort of criticism of Georgie,” according to Carlo D’Este.

			Aunt Nannie, and his mother, even moved to West Point for the five years he was a cadet (having failed his first year) to make sure they were available in case he needed anything. No wonder he became used to being the center of attention, a role he constantly needed to re-create for the rest of his life.

			Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, who was also the center of attention as a boy in his home, wrote, “A man who has been the indisputable favorite of his mother keeps for life the feeling of a conqueror, that confidence of success that often induces real success.” And Patton had essentially two mothers to make sure he was always the center of attention. But when that role was threatened, no matter the source, or how old he was, he became intensely surly, angry, and depressed.

			At the age of twenty-six, for example, he found it very hard to come second when his wife, Beatrice, had their first child, called Beatrice and nicknamed Little Bee. Suddenly, he was no longer the focus. His wife had to devote more time to the baby than to him, and he felt lost, jealous, and resentful of the child who, to make matters worse, was a girl and not the boy he had hoped for. He expressed his feelings in a letter to his beloved Aunt Nannie. “The accursed infant has black hair is very ugly and is said by some dastardly people to resemble me which it does not because it is ugly.”

			He eventually had a son, but only after another daughter was born. He never got along very well with his daughters, whom he resented for not being boys as well as for taking time and attention away from him. After one of them misbehaved, he asked his wife in front of them, “How did such a beautiful woman like yourself ever have two such ugly daughters?”

			In an interview in 1985, his son, who was by then a general himself in the army, and daughter Ruth Ellen recalled how “scared to death of him” they had been as children. Even as late as 2004, at the age of eighty-nine, Ruth Ellen wrote that as a child, “I thought he was an ogre. Everything I did was wrong.”

			He was a strict disciplinarian with them. He once tried to teach the girls how to play tennis, behaving as though they were privates in the army going through basic training. They both vowed to each other that they would never play tennis again. When observing one daughter ride a horse, he yelled at her to get off so he could show her how it was done. As he rode off, she said, “Dear God, please let that son of a bitch break his neck.”
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			Patton had grown up not only extremely spoiled and well looked after, but also very rich, and his father had no hesitation in giving the boy anything and everything he wanted, including two horses of his own when he was ten years old and a sailboat built for him when he was thirteen. The family lived a life of luxury, which Patton was able to maintain for the rest of his days.

			In 1910, a year after he graduated from West Point, he married Beatrice Ayer, from a prominent New England family even wealthier than the Patton family, and they too were extremely generous with their money to George and Bea for the rest of their lives. Before the wedding, Beatrice’s father wrote to him, saying, “From now on I’ll take care of making the money. You take care of winning the glory.”

			For his sixteenth birthday, his Aunt Nannie gave him a ring “of gold in the form of a scaly snake wrapped around itself, and in the head were set ruby chip eyes and a glittering sapphire topknot.” He wore it every day for the rest of his life and later added his West Point ring, a gold-set diamond given him by Beatrice, and a marriage band showing two hands wrapped around a golden heart. Not many career officers wore four such large, ostentatious rings.

			British military historian Charles Whiting writes that there was “something arrogant [and] aristocratic” about George Patton. Whiting goes on to describe how, no matter how remote and primitive the army base Patton was assigned to, he “could always afford the finest accommodations in the nearest town, motoring back and forth to duty in the latest and most expensive automobile available. [He particularly liked Pierce-Arrows.] He ran a string of polo ponies at a time during the Depression when the average Army Officer of the same rank was lucky to have a single ancient steed at his disposal.”

			And when a far less wealthy and privileged commanding officer would order the young Patton to take his polo ponies off the base, he would simply take them all to the nearest private livery stable and pay for them at his own expense. “In short,” Whiting concludes, “the Pattons’ private life was aristocratic and upper class, a black-tie affair in the best society; his professional life was the contrived, rather shabby middle-class one of the Army.” Of course, such a lifestyle aroused considerable jealousy and resentment among his fellow officers who were less fortunate in their circumstances, but that did not seem to bother Patton.

			When he was still a poorly paid lieutenant, he bought a 50-foot schooner named Arcturus (the brightest star in the Northern Hemisphere), had it shipped from New England to California, and then spent a month with friends sailing it to his new post in Hawaii. Bea signed on as cook, even though she had never cooked a meal in her life. For two years as a young lieutenant, he and Bea spent their summers in Europe, shipping his car along on the same ocean liner on which they sailed. The cost of taking the car was twice Patton’s monthly salary.

			One of the times when he was stationed at the most glamourous of all army posts, Fort Myer, across the Potomac from Washington, DC, the Pattons rented a house so large that it required a housekeeper, a governess, a cook, and six servants to run the place. Patton was driven back and forth to the base every day by his chauffeur. He wrote to his father to explain his need for his own driver by noting that everyone else had one, and that he and Bea would not be able to maintain their proper social standing without one.

			Fort Myer was the ideal spot to meet and socialize with influential high-ranking officers as well as leading congressmen and cabinet members. He used to say that being stationed there was like being “nearer God.” Of course one had to have the right clothes, social standing, and bearing in order to be accepted by that level of society. George and Bea Patton fit right in, playing polo and tennis; going to foxhunts, steeplechases, and horse shows; and attending lavish dinners and parties, as well as hosting their own for Washington’s prominent leaders.

			They were eagerly accepted into two of the most important private clubs in the Washington area: the Metropolitan Club and the Chevy Chase Club. Both were considered very difficult to get into, but not for the Pattons.

			For a different kind of relaxing and entertaining, Patton bought his second boat: a two-mast, 80-foot schooner that he kept moored nearby at the Capital Yacht Club for sailing in the Chesapeake Bay. He called it When and If and said he and Bea would sail around the world in it when he retired.

			Because of his fine horses and social standing, he found himself going horseback riding almost every morning with Henry Stimson, who had been secretary of war in World War I, then secretary of state in the 1930s (and would be once again secretary of war in World War II). Through the Stimsons, the Pattons met virtually all of the highly placed members of the Washington establishment.

			Patton’s lavish spending and upper-class social life led to his developing influential relationships with a number of high-level people. He had no hesitation about using his money, or his family, to expedite those relationships. While still a student at West Point in 1905, he wrote to his father in advance of his parents’ visit to the academy, to do whatever he could to cultivate the goodwill of the officers. He told his father that if he could get “on their good side,” that could increase his chances of promotion.

			In 1939, in command at Fort Myer, Patton invited the newly promoted army chief of staff, George C. Marshall, to stay in his quarters on base while Marshall’s house was being renovated. Marshall accepted and the two men apparently had a good time “batching it,” as Patton wrote to Bea.

			He also bought eight silver stars from a prominent New York jeweler and presented them to Marshall as a gift for his promotion, and often took Marshall out sailing on his schooner. Marshall was about to make major changes in the officer corps of the army, including forcing into retirement most officers of Patton’s age.

			On July 27, 1939, during Marshall’s stay in Patton’s quarters, Patton wrote to Bea, who was away with the children, “You had better send me a check for $5000.00 as I am getting pretty low.” That was a little over three times what the average American made in a year. The dollar equivalent to that amount in 2017 is more than $85,600.

			Given his upbringing and social standing, it is not surprising that George Patton felt a sense of superiority over others, most of whom he considered to be quite beneath him socially, mentally, and morally. While still at West Point, he wrote to his father, complaining about his fellow cadets and noting, “I am better than they are . . . someday I will show and make them feel how infernally inferior they are.”

			In another letter he told his father that “I belong to a different class, a class almost extinct or one which may never have existed yet.” By his behavior he made it clear to his fellow cadets that none of them measured up to his own sense of self-worth, which left him pretty much alone. “Unable to hide his disdain, he was deemed arrogant and remote.”

			When he was growing up in Southern California, he looked down on those around him, including Mexicans, black Americans, and American Indians, as his social inferiors. As his world expanded and he traveled more, it seemed as though every other nationality or race of people he came into contact with was also deemed inferior.

			His dislike of Jews was expressed in letters as early as 1913, when he and Bea had to share a table on their first cruise to Europe with a Jewish couple. In World War I, he wrote to his younger daughter describing the heroic self-sacrifice in battle of a Jewish West Point graduate, bragging that the academy could instill positive values in anyone, even a “dirty little Jew.”

			At the end of World War II, when he was on occupation duty in Bavaria, he had to deal with thousands of displaced persons, many of whom were Jewish survivors of concentration camps. Despite having seen the conditions in the camps, Patton deplored the behavior and appearance of the survivors and got angry when he had to turn “decent German families” out of their homes so that such Jewish “scum” could have a place to stay, making no allowance for the conditions under which they had been forced to live. “My personal opinion,” he wrote, “is that no people could have sunk to the level of degradation these have reached in the short space of four years.”

			In addition to feeling superior to other groups, he also came to actively hate them. The list of those he disdained grew as the war continued and he came in contact with people from more countries. It started with Englishmen and then included all North Africans and Arabs, then Sicilians and Italians, Frenchmen, Germans, Russians, politicians, and even cartoonists, as a result of the work of Bill Mauldin. And GIs who forgot to wear neckties when they were on the front lines. Whiting concludes that Patton’s life “seemed to have been motivated by pure naked hatred,” which as the war drew to its close gained the upper hand over him.

			While Patton enjoyed many advantages in life from his childhood on, he was also beset by problems that, while not excusing his behavior, may have had a role to play in some of it. The first one was dyslexia, a learning disorder characterized by difficulties with reading, writing, and spelling.

			D’Este describes additional problems related to dyslexia that may have applied to Patton, including sharp mood swings, obsessiveness, impulsiveness, feelings of inferiority, and a tendency to boast. Dyslexics like Patton commonly feel the need to be as least as good as, but preferably superior to, everyone else, which results in a tremendous drive to achieve, to be the best in whatever they do. If one is in the army, that means becoming not just a general, but a better general than any other.

			And if dyslexia were not enough to deal with, Patton also fell off of horses a lot and apparently suffered several concussions. In one incident, two days after he suffered a spectacular fall while playing polo in Hawaii, he was sailing his yacht off the coast of Hawaii and turned in confusion to Bea, asking her what had happened.

			As historian Martin Blumenson described it, “The last thing he remembered was falling off his polo pony [two days before]. A doctor confirmed that he had a concussion. After that . . . he could no longer hold his liquor well. If he had a few drinks in the privacy of his home, he was likely to become tearful and maudlin, reciting poetry and reminiscing about his boyhood in California.”

			Patton also suffered from bleak moods and intense bouts of depression that worsened as he got older. He had once hoped to be a brigadier general by the age of twenty-seven, but at the age of twenty-nine, he lamented the fact that he was not even a first lieutenant yet. The older he got, the more obsessed and worried he became about showing signs of age.

			In 1934 his first daughter married John Waters, the man Patton would later try to rescue from Hammelburg. His other daughter watched him as he walked the bride down the aisle and later wrote that she would “never forget Georgie’s face. He looked just like a child who is having his favorite toy taken away. All his determination to remain forever young was being undermined by having a daughter getting married. He was forty-nine years old and he had still not won a war. . . . He looked stricken to the heart.”

			The next year he turned fifty and refused to get out of bed on his birthday. All of his worst fears were coming true. His career seemed to have come to a halt, his West Point uniform no longer fit, he wore glasses, his hair was thinning and turning gray, and his stomach billowed out in front of him. His depression and anger grew even worse and he started to drink far too much, sometimes to the point of making a spectacle of himself in front of his fellow officers.

			Then, in 1936, Jean Gordon, a lovely, charming, and intelligent twenty-one-year-old member of the Ayer family stopped in Hawaii on a Pacific cruise. She was the daughter of Beatrice’s half sister, a close friend of Patton’s daughters, and the same age as one of them. She served as a bridesmaid at both of their weddings. Her father had died when she was seven, and she and Patton, thirty years her senior, began an affair.

			“Georgie was mad at Ma for ceasing to be his adoring public . . . he was scared of getting old and dissatisfied with his static career,” his daughter Ruth Ellen wrote. “To have an unusually attractive girl, his own daughter’s age, make a play for him was just what his starved ego needed.”

			His wife and family knew what was going on, as did most of his colleagues, because he was not discreet in carrying on the affair (or other more casual ones over the years). When the cruise ship took Jean away, Beatrice Patton told her daughter, “It’s lucky for us that I don’t have a mother, because if I did, I’d pack up and go to her now.” Then she added, “Your father doesn’t know it . . . but right now he needs me more than I need him.”

			[Note: During World War II, Jean Gordon went to Europe as a Red Cross Donut Dolly with Patton’s Third Army and their affair apparently continued. A few weeks after Patton’s death in 1945, Bea confronted Jean in a Boston hotel room, pointed a finger at her as though holding a pistol, and uttered an old Hawaiian curse: “May the Great Worm gnaw your vitals and may your bones rot joint by little joint.” Not long after, Gordon killed herself in a friend’s New York apartment by turning on the gas stove. The Washington Post reported on January 9, 1946, that she died “surrounded by pictures of her famous uncle, General George S. Patton, Jr.”]

			Patton remained depressed after Gordon left Hawaii, with his unfulfilled dreams of being a hero and with his family torn apart by the affair. And he saw little hope for any change in the future.

			[image: ]

			The pampered, spoiled, troubled rich boy who was used to having his own way in everything, and felt so superior to others, had only one goal in life, one vision, one dream for himself: to become a mighty warrior who would win major victories and go down in history as one of the world’s greatest generals. Above all, he needed to win, at whatever he did and at all costs.

			He decided early on that he had to look and behave the way a successful general would. He spent “the remainder of his life honing that image by becoming profane, ruthless, and aristocratic. His famous scowl became so successful a part of his persona it seemed as if he had been born with it permanently engraved on his face,” writes D’Este. He prided himself on being able to “curse steadily for three minutes without repeating himself once,” according to nephew Fred Ayer Jr.

			Noted Patton scholar Martin Blumenson states that “Patton was always interested in glory, adulation, recognition and approval. He believed passionately in the virtue of becoming well and widely known. What he wanted, above all, was applause. And for him that meant winning. Not only wars, races and competitions of every sort, but also winning out over himself, overcoming what he regarded as his disabilities and weaknesses.”

			He once wrote to his father that he was afraid of being a coward. Years later, he took another bad fall from one of his horses while jumping hurdles and landed on his head. Though clearly shaken, he immediately got back on the horse and led it at a fast pace over the hurdles again.

			“Do you know why I made my horse take those jumps?” he asked a junior officer who was watching. When the officer suggested the reason was to discipline the horse, Patton replied, “Not at all. I did it just to prove to myself that I am not a coward.”

			On the rifle range at West Point, it once was his turn to work in the pits raising and lowering the targets and recording where the bullets hit. Suddenly he climbed up and stood out in the open, with bullets flying all around him. He was testing his courage, proving to himself that he was not a coward. He passed the test that day, but there were to be many more. In 1943 he wrote to his wife that “I still get scared under fire. I guess I will never get used to it. . . . I do hope that I will do my full duty and show the necessary guts.”

			Patton developed his dreams of military glory as a child listening to heroic tales of the Civil War, including those told to him by the famous Confederate guerilla leader John Singleton Mosby, who was a frequent guest at the Patton home. His step-grandfather also told the boy all about his exploits in the rebel army, and his grandfather on his father’s side was a Confederate hero who was killed in Pickett’s Charge.

			As a boy, he and Mosby spent hours recreating Civil War battles in which Mosby reenacted his own roles and Georgie played Robert E. Lee, brandishing his wooden sword while riding his pony, named Peach Blossom. Every night Patton and his mother prayed at her bedside while looking up worshipfully at drawings of what he assumed were God and Jesus. He was surprised to find out later that they were Lee and Stonewall Jackson.

			By the time he was a teenager, Patton had read every book he could find about military heroes in all ages and was an accomplished rider. Early on he developed the idea that the greatest glory of all would be to die on the field of battle, but only, of course, as a famous general.

			He convinced himself at an early age that that would be his destiny, which would be a repeat of what had happened to him in his earlier lives. A firm believer in reincarnation, he viewed ancient battle sites as familiar ground on which he had fought before, going all the way back to the second century BC, when he was a Carthaginian dying on the battlefield in what is now Tunisia.

			When he visited the site during the North African campaign, Patton knew without a doubt that he had been there before. “It was quite simply an article of faith that he had lived before as a warrior and would continue to do so in future lives,” argues D’Este. In whatever era he lived, and he had lived in many in his own mind, he had always been a fearless leader of men in war.

			While Patton’s financial and social positions certainly helped him to advance in his career, he also worked very hard to become a professional soldier, a model leader of men, and a sterling example of physical prowess. At the age of twenty-seven, while stationed at Fort Myer, he was selected to compete in the Modern Pentathlon at the 1912 Olympics, to be held in Stockholm.

			The competition was designed to test the fighting ability and endurance of a man of war. It consisted of five events: pistol shooting, swimming, fencing, riding in a steeplechase, and running cross-country. Patton went on a strict diet for two months and cut out smoking and even drinking while he pushed himself in all five areas. He came in at a respectable fifth place out of twenty-four contestants.

			The most famous of the competitors, and the one who received the most press coverage, was Jim Thorpe, the noted American Indian athlete. Patton was also mentioned in magazine and newspaper articles and army publications, all of which helped to further enhance his stature and recognition in the army.

			Patton was particularly taken with fencing. The following summer he got permission to go to France to study under the world’s leading European fencing master, who was in the French cavalry. He and Bea sailed to Europe, where he spent five weeks in training. When he came home, he wrote an influential report about the superiority of the technique he had learned and was named Master of the Sword in the US Army.

			He wrote other papers on the use of swords in modern warfare and then developed a new sword for the cavalry, which was named the Patton Saber in his honor. And he was still only a second lieutenant, just four years out of West Point. He had achieved a lot in a very short time.

			In 1915 Patton used his influence to arrange a transfer to the 8th Cavalry in Fort Bliss, Texas, to serve under Brig. Gen. John J. Pershing. Pershing’s nickname was “Black Jack,” given to him by West Point cadets when he served there after having commanded the all-black 10th Cavalry Regiment out west. It was meant derisively.

			Patton quickly got promoted to first lieutenant and became an aide to Pershing (who began an affair with Patton’s sister) and then went south into Mexico on Pershing’s punitive expedition to stop Pancho Villa from crossing the border and killing more Texans. In a preview of the armored cavalry warfare to come, Patton led ten soldiers in three old Dodge touring cars in a blazing gunfight, killing three of Villa’s soldiers.

			As Blumenson described it, “Patton’s men strapped the bodies across the hoods of their cars and returned to camp with their trophies. In the absence of anything else resembling news, the correspondents with Pershing played up the incident. For two weeks newspapers across the nation featured Patton’s photograph and exuberant remarks, as well as Pershing’s satisfaction [with his young aide].” Patton’s dream was coming true, it seemed; he was becoming a famous warrior.

			A year later, in 1917, Patton went to France with Pershing when America entered World War I. Patton joined the Tank Corps and was there for the first American offensive of the war at Saint-Mihiel in September 1918. His tanks approached a bridge in a barrage of heavy shelling but stopped when the men saw that the bridge was loaded with demolitions ready to be set off. Patton blithely walked across the bridge and nothing happened. The bridge did not blow up, and his men quickly followed him and captured a large number of German soldiers on the other side.

			Weeks later, during the Meuse-Argonne offensive, Patton’s tanks and the infantry that accompanied them were pinned down by a heavy barrage of machine-gun fire. Patton later wrote to his father that he was “trembling with fear” and afraid to move when suddenly an apparition appeared in the sky; it was all of his ancestors who had been killed in previous wars speaking to him and urging him forward. Patton then stood up, waved his walking stick over his head, and shouted, “Let’s go!” Only six men out of one hundred stood up and started going forward with him. One by one, they were all hit, except Patton, who said later, “I felt a great desire to run.”

			He kept walking forward until he was hit in the thigh, but even then he continued on about 40 feet more before falling. His orderly dragged him into a shell hole where he stayed for several more hours, directing the battle, until he allowed his men to carry him back to an aid station. Patton’s first major war was over and he had covered himself with glory. By November 11, 1918, he was a full colonel, awarded the Distinguished Service Cross and the Distinguished Service Medal.

			But then came peace. As happens after every war, the army was cut drastically, and for more than two decades, until the next war, Patton’s life grew stagnant. He was only thirty-three years old when World War I ended, and the prospects for his future were bleak. Patton, like most officers, was reduced in rank to his prewar rank of captain. Promotions were extremely slow, even with the connections and contacts Patton had made and the awards and decorations he had received for his exemplary service during the war.

			Blumenson describes the interlude thus: “During the interwar period, Patton was little known outside the Army. Among the officers he was regarded as a polo player, a horseman and a yachtsman whose hijinks, exuberance and grandstanding were the mark of an eccentric, a playboy, a socialite.”

			He was angry and bored and behaved in outrageous ways, both at home and at work, and remained far too outspoken and critical of his fellow officers. He even criticized senior officers in official reports—not a way to guarantee friendships or promotions. He had still not achieved the destiny that he knew should be his, and his worry about growing old and losing his mental and physical advantages haunted him.

			Yet, through those difficult years between the wars, he somehow managed to continue to push himself to develop professionally in his career. He read every book and article he could find on the nature and history of warfare, no matter how obscure. He wrote a number of impor-tant and well-received articles in army publications. In 1937 he managed to write a prescient paper called “Surprise,” in which he quite accurately predicted a Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.

			He got high grades and excellent performance reviews when he attended the cavalry’s Advanced Officer School, and he was one of few to win the Distinguished Graduate award from the demanding Command and General Staff School at Fort Leavenworth. In those difficult years between the wars, when Patton was struggling with his personal, family, and career crises, when many considered him too overbearing, aggressive, and outspoken, he nonetheless received superior ratings from his commanding officers.

			One report described him as “an officer of outstanding physical and mental energy who . . . is absolutely fearless and [can] be counted upon for great feats of leadership in war.” Another evaluation called him “ambitious, progressive, original, professionally studious; conscientious in the performance of his duties. . . . An officer of very high general value to the service.” And one of his last peacetime reviews, given at Fort Myer, called him a “vigorous, forceful and conscientious officer, whom I consider an outstanding leader.”

			Patton remained depressed, however, still consumed with unfulfilled dreams of being a hero, and with his family torn apart by his affair with Jean Gordon. There seemed to be little hope for any change in the future. His situation suddenly improved markedly, however, in 1938, when he was stationed once again at Fort Myer.

			He and Beatrice were able to resume their grand-scale social life and mingle with the most important people at formal dinner parties, foxhunts, and polo matches. In that same year he was promoted to colonel. A year later Marshall became chief of staff and began picking and choosing those officers whom he felt would be the best leaders in the coming war. That was when he accepted Patton’s invitation to share his house while Marshall’s quarters were being renovated. “A snappy move,” Patton bragged to Bea about the invitation. “Of course it may cramp my style but there are compensations.”

			In October 1941, two months before Pearl Harbor, he was made brigadier general and given command of the 15,000-man-strong 2nd Armored Division. His picture appeared on the cover of Life magazine, and he was quoted as saying, “All that is needed now is a nice juicy war.”

			Only six months later, with the country now at the war he had waited so long for, he was made a major general with two stars on his collar and, at age fifty-six, given command of the ground force of 24,000 American troops for Operation Torch, the invasion of North Africa. It was what he had been waiting for all of his life. “The eyes of the world are watching us,” he told his troops, and to President Roosevelt he said that he would return either “a conqueror or a corpse.”

			On November 8, 1942, Operation Torch went off well against the Vichy French forces and Patton was ordered to plan for the invasion of Sicily, which would be the next step in the plan to defeat the Germans. But then, on February 14, the still-green American troops suffered a major defeat at Kasserine Pass at the hands of Erwin Rommel’s much more experienced Afrika Korps. Patton was ordered to take command of the II Corps to replace Maj. Gen. Lloyd Fredendall, whose incompetent leadership had contributed to the defeat.

			Patton quickly took charge in his own memorable way and set about to restore the morale of the defeated troops. Omar Bradley, who was appointed to be his deputy commander, described the scene: “With sirens shrieking Patton’s arrival, a procession of armored scout cars wheeled into the dingy square opposite the schoolhouse headquarters of II Corps. . . . In the lead car Patton stood like a charioteer. He was scowling into the wind and his jaw strained against the web strap of a two-starred steel helmet.”

			He immediately issued a number of orders to tighten discipline. They included fines for not dressing properly, such as appearing without a necktie or leggings or having unpolished boots or a helmet chin strap unfastened (even when soldiers were in the latrine). Drivers were fined for not having the right air pressure in their tires or the right level of oil in their engines.

			“Patton sure scares the shit out of me,” one young officer said, and the men quickly developed a hatred of him, but in the process they became more united and morale rose. That was when he got the nickname of Old Blood and Guts. “Our blood and his guts,” they said, but they fought better when they next met the Germans.

			By March 1945, after he had the glory of pissing in the Rhine and was celebrated as a national hero, becoming again the warrior general he had longed to be since childhood, he wondered what came next. The war in Europe was coming to a close. He knew that Douglas MacArthur would never allow someone like him, who had gotten so much publicity, into his Pacific theater of war to fight the Japanese. The glory there went only to MacArthur; he was not about to share it with the likes of Patton. Patton’s war would soon come to an end, and he faced the prospect of retirement or assignment to dull, tedious occupation duty or a training command back home. None of those options was a happy prospect.

			Unless the Germans could pull off another Ardennes offensive and he could save the day again by coming to the rescue of surrounded American soldiers as he had done at Bastogne, the war would simply wind down very soon with him no longer the center of attention. Perhaps that was why he decided to take the gamble of trying to reach the POW camp at Hammelburg. Saving several hundred American POWs would be a glorious way to end his war.

			If he succeeded, and if John Waters was at Hammelburg and among those he was able to rescue, perhaps he might be forgiven by his family for all the pain he had caused them over the years. It could be his one last chance to be a hero.
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