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To all the “dogfaces” of World War II who lived with the terror of war without the glory, to the replacements who performed their duty without a single buddy, and to the combat leaders who made the tough calls and took action without the accolades of history.
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Preface

Among the many heroic characters who have occupied the American stage, General George S. Patton Jr. is one I find irresistible. For decades, I have been drawn to the aura of this flamboyant, handsome, charismatic, and outrageous celebrity. An innovator in the use of combined arms, the American general officer most feared by the Germans, Patton was unsurpassed as a battlefield commander in rapidly moving, fluid situations. He was almost always on the attack and by sheer willpower and force of personality, he made things happen. In staking out the role of America in World War II, initially subordinate to the Brits, Patton was a major force in political infighting. During the depths of World War II, news reports about General Patton, including two Life magazine cover stories, lifted the spirits of a nation. Patton had “star quality” aplenty and gave the American GI a name and a face. It was also beneficial that he fired up the troops to overcome their Judeo-Christian taboos against killing the enemy.

At the same time, I have been repelled by Patton’s shameless abuse, bullying, and belittling of others, his egotism, snobbishness, racism, and xenophobia. He was extremely callous about the needs of his colleagues and subordinates, including many American soldiers who were needlessly killed or wounded under his command. It is most cruel that the names and reputations of many fine officers who served beside Patton’s star—a star that sometimes shone too brightly—have suffered virtual oblivion.

The elements that make Patton such an enigmatic figure—his mercurial temper, his battlefield courage and brilliance, his abuses of subordinates, his ability to train and inspire the troops, his political gaffes—all sprang from his own kind of madness. Patton possessed the rare attribute among general officers of being attracted to danger—not a normal human response. Since war  is a form of collective insanity, the idea that leaders who are mentally ill will rise to the top in war or similar crises has been argued by Tufts and Harvard University psychiatrist Professor Nassir Ghaemi.1

Patton’s psychological instability was well known to his commanders. General Eisenhower, who had known Patton since 1919, reported him as “a problem child,”2 “my mentally unbalanced officer,”3 and “just like a time bomb.”4 “Brilliantly insane,”5 says military historian Edward Lengel. Biographer Ladislas Farago considered him “if not actually mad, at least highly neurotic.”6 Historian Brig. Gen. S. L. A. Marshall described Patton as “about half mad,” and said, “Any man who thinks he is the reincarnation of Hannibal or some such isn’t quite possessed of all his buttons.”7

Military historian Dan Crosswell hypothesized that Patton suffered from bipolar disorder, a condition he claims both Patton’s father and aunt suffered from.8 However, as I will show, Patton’s mood swings were directly linked to the state of his career, in cycles often lasting many years, and lacked the sudden randomness typical of bipolar disorder. Blumenson first,9 later D’Este10 and others since11 have attributed Patton’s anomalous behaviors to the learning disorder dyslexia. But after first attending school at age eleven, Patton became a voracious reader. Blumenson also suggested that the problem was attention deficit disorder (ADD), although starting as a teenager Patton developed intense focus. I’ve heard the suggestion that Patton’s behavior was caused by traumatic brain injuries and/or posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

The present book is the first to diagnose Patton using the psychiatrist’s manual rather than guesswork or conjecture. I will show that the same “craziness” that made Patton dangerous to the enemy sometimes made him dangerous to his own soldiers and fellow officers.

The story of Patton’s life has been written by some excellent biographers, among them Martin Blumenson, Carlo D’Este, Stanley Hirshson, Ladislas Farago, John Rickard, Roger Nye, Charles Whiting, Patton’s grandson Robert Patton, and Patton’s daughter Ruth Ellen Patton Totten. “What made Patton tick emotionally?” is the subject of this psychobiographical study of the man. This book does not introduce new stories about Patton’s life. Instead, I cite quotations and retell stories that best reveal Patton’s psychological characteristics, while supplying an abundance of new analyses, context, and insights.

One could question the validity of psychoanalyzing a person long dead. To the contrary, Professor Ghaemi claims that the dead can be better subjects than the living, who sometimes try to obstruct their analysts and biographers.12 Patton made it a daily habit to write in his diary, which he used in part as an outlet for his frustrations, replete with obscenities. During separations (most of World War I and World War II) from his wife, Beatrice, he wrote frank and revealing letters to her almost daily. Convinced even in his twenties of his future greatness, he made certain that his essays, letters, and poems were preserved. These writings and his post–World War II memoir, War as I Knew It, richly augmented after his death by revelations of family members and comrades in arms, provide extraordinary source material on Patton’s psychology.

Psychiatric disorders in the United States today are classified in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fifth edition (DSM-5)—a consensus published in 2013 by the American Psychiatric Association.13 Using the DSM-5, I will present herein the justification for my conclusion that General Patton suffered from pathological, overt, narcissistic personality disorder (NPD). Thus he was an emotionally arrested, pre-moral, adult toddler who wielded the almost godlike power to command a half million soldiers in battle. Such a diagnosis makes it possible to understand the general’s enigmatic personality and to rationalize his seemingly irrational behavior.

The main point of this book is to deal with Patton’s mental problems, and thus I will spend more time discussing his weaknesses than his many virtues—the latter already well covered in numerous biographies. While dealing with Patton’s emotional problems, my admiration for the man and his unique gifts remains steadfast. In the final analysis, Patton’s actions must be viewed against the backdrop of the wars he was trying to win.

The authors of DSM-5 say that “it is ‘not advised’ that nonclinical, non-medical, or otherwise insufficiently trained individuals use DSM-5 to assess for the presence of a mental disorder” (italics mine). They also state, “The definition of a mental disorder that is included in DSM-5 was designed for clinicians, public health professionals, and researchers”14 (italics mine). I am using the DSM-5 for historical research. One more author’s opinion cannot cause undue harm to a public figure when he or she is long since dead. A career academic, I trust that readers of this book will judge it based on the plausibility of my arguments, the quality of my discussion, and my command of the material (i.e., sufficiency of training).

For many people, the 1970 Oscar-winning movie Patton cast the man’s carefully crafted, ultra-macho image in stone, thus doing a disservice to a full-dimensional understanding of his character, with all his volatility and self-doubt. For starters, the Hollywood facade, by substituting the strongly masculine, gravel voice of the actor George C. Scott, concealed Patton’s incongruously high-pitched voice,15 which he tried to overcome in his speeches by using shock and excess profanity. Aware that something was awry in Patton’s character, the moviemakers focused on his belief in reincarnation, playing an eerie theme song every time the matter arose—and totally missing the mark.

Any objective analysis of Patton’s character today has the task of overcoming mountains of heroic myths in readers’ minds, consciously or subconsciously built up over decades by the general’s own press corps, headline news stories, magazine cover stories, newsreels, a smash Hollywood film, mostly flattering biographies, and the public’s addiction to the “star system.” As British psychologist Norman Dixon wrote some forty years ago, “Judging by the attitude of some historians … a putting together of psychology and military history is positively indecent…. Since there are few things more annoying than having one’s behavior explained, there exists a natural distaste for explanations of historical figures with whom one perhaps identifies.”16

Today the Patton legend is so strong that we have gurus in print and on the web, even presidential candidates, recommending how his “principles of leadership” can be used to solve the world’s problems, running corporations (though Patton held businessmen in disdain) or combating terrorism.17 How many people have bought into the idea that to be a hairy-chested “he-man” is to act like the authoritarian Patton? Or that to be like Patton means to be a “winner” or a patriotic American? These myths and stereotypes will be challenged here.

Thousands of World War II veterans (and their progeny, including President Obama) state with pride, “I was with Patton,” the name of a book by D. A. Lande presenting some of their stories.18 These ordinary soldiers were among the real war heroes and deserve more of the spotlight.

We live in an age when showmanship, media hype, or outrageous behavior often pass for excellence. Will history record that Liberace was the greatest pianist that ever lived? Bobby Knight the greatest basketball coach? Donald Trump the greatest businessman? I hope that this analysis of General Patton’s emotional makeup will help to clarify his standing in the pantheon of great American military leaders.
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Mexican Trophy Hunt


You are probably wondering if my conscience hurts me for killing a man [at home in front of his family]. It does not.1

—Patton, from letter to his wife, Beatrice, May 17, 1916



Three Dodge open touring cars come speeding across the desert, raising clouds of dust in the afternoon heat. They arrive at the field headquarters2 of Brig. Gen. John J. “Black Jack” Pershing, the commanding officer of Fort Bliss, Texas.


NAMIQUIPA, MEXICO, MAY 14, 1916

The sentry recognizes in the lead car 2nd Lt. George S. Patton Jr., one of the general’s acting aides, and he waves ahead the cars bristling with rifles and fifteen occupants. Strapped to the hood and fenders are three blood-soaked bodies punctured with bullet holes, looking for all the world like prize game trophies.3

Lieutenant Patton exits the convertible, enters General Pershing’s tent, and salutes smartly, reporting, “I know where we can get 2,000 bushels of corn and a hundred tons of hay. We also got three Mexican bandits.”

Pershing said, “What do you mean?”

Patton answered, “They’re on my car if you want to see them.”4 One of the three bodies belonged to Col. Julio Cárdenas, second in command to the primary target of US troops in Mexico, the revolutionary General Francisco “Pancho” Villa. General Pershing’s pleasure at the military coup must have been tempered by the grisly sight and smell of the rapidly decomposing bodies. The corpses were soon buried after a mock funeral ceremony. Lieutenant Patton was allowed to keep Cárdenas’ saber, spurs, and silver-bedecked saddle.

Setting aside all conventions of war (e.g., Article 15 of the First Geneva Convention of 1864 forbidding the despoiling of the dead), why would a man treat his fallen enemies with such utter contempt? Only two years earlier, Pancho Villa, a notorious bandit with a Robin Hood reputation, had been supported by the US government, was a darling of Hollywood filmmakers and a guest of General Pershing at Fort Bliss.


[image: Gen. Pancho Villa and Gen. John J. Pershing near Fort Bliss, Texas, 1914 (one year before Patton arrived). Library of Congress.]
Gen. Pancho Villa and Gen. John J. Pershing near Fort Bliss, Texas, 1914 (one year before Patton arrived). Library of Congress.



When US policy changed, Villa was no longer able to purchase weapons from America for his revolution. In retaliation, Villa made the strategic error of pillaging military supplies from American border towns in 1915, resulting in the deaths of twenty or thirty American soldiers and civilians. In return, President Wilson dispatched 4,800 US troops called the “Punitive Expedition” to Mexico with the express purpose of capturing or killing Pancho Villa and his troops.5

Thirty-year-old 2nd Lt. George S. Patton Jr., almost seven years out of West Point, was a man with a mission and a flair for publicity—determined to make a name for himself. The purpose of bringing back the bodies was not for identification—already confirmed by eyewitnesses at the gun battle—but to flaunt the successful battle and to capture headlines. “As you have probably seen in the paper, I have at last succeeded at getting into a fight,” Patton wrote home exuberantly on May 14, 1916, to his wife, Beatrice. He had pestered General Pershing to be included as a special aide in Pershing’s latest raid in Mexico.6 “George S. Patton Shoots Villista Captain,” blared the Pasadena News. “Patton the Bandit-Killer” became an instant celebrity across America. Frank Elser, a New York Times reporter befriended by Patton, wrote a flattering account, calling the incident “one of the prettiest fights of the campaign.” Patton was quoted as saying, “Cárdenas had nerve, even if he was a Mexican.”7

Patton’s status as aide and protégé of General Pershing was now guaranteed. He was promoted to first lieutenant on May 23, 1916. Pershing too was promoted in 1916—to major general, no doubt aided by the minor victory and the ensuing publicity, despite the fact that the Punitive Expedition failed in its eleven-month campaign to eliminate Pancho Villa.

What actually happened during the fifteen-minute gun battle? As in later episodes of personal combat in World War I, Patton wrote several versions of the event, but here is the most probable chronology: Twelve days before the shootout, Patton and his men came to Cárdenas’ hacienda in San Miguelito near the Villa stronghold of Rubio. Cárdenas escaped, but they found his uncle and tortured him by repeatedly hanging him up by his arms. The man fainted several times before he cooperated. Patton wrote, “The uncle was a very brave man and nearly died before he would tell me anything.”

At high noon of May 14, 1916, Patton, along with ten soldiers, two civilian guides, and two chauffeurs, returned in three automobiles to Cárdenas’ hacienda. Cárdenas was home that day with his wife, baby, mother, and grandparents. Knowing the layout, the Americans blocked all exits from the hacienda and entered. A fierce gun battle erupted. Three Mexican men tried to escape on horseback. Patton was credited with a pistol shot that felled the horse of Pvt. Juan Gaza, who was then killed by multiple rifle shots. Patton was also one of several who shot rifles, killing Capt. Isador Lopez. Cárdenas himself had been shot several times on horseback but took off on foot and was finally dispatched by the civilian guide, E. L. Holmdahl, an ex-Villista. Cárdenas had faked surrender and then opened fire on Holmdahl, who won the face-to-face gunfight.8



[image: 1915 Dodge touring car of type used in raid on Colonel Cárdenas. West Point Museum, photo courtesy of http://www.williammaloney.com]
1915 Dodge touring car of type used in raid on Colonel Cárdenas. West Point Museum, photo courtesy of http://www.williammaloney.com



With so many Americans shooting simultaneously, it is likely that Patton had a hand in wounding Cárdenas and wounding or killing the other two. He killed one horse but is hardly entitled to claim credit for killing all three Mexicans. In a letter to General Pershing on September 24, 1920, then Major Patton wrote the following: “I trust you will excuse the personal vanity which emboldens me to intrude this upon your valuable time. But as I am one of the few officers who has ever registered hits on a human target I am very anxious to have that fact on my record.” Patton enclosed his own recounting of the “Rubio Affair.” Pershing forwarded it to the adjutant general, and Patton was rewarded with a Silver Star decoration for his part in the event.9 The Silver Star is supposed to be awarded for acts of gallantry performed with marked distinction, displaying exceptional valor while engaged in military combat operations against an enemy force.

The incident raised the question of how Patton felt about killing a man at home in the presence of his mother, wife, and baby, “even if he was a Mexican,” in Patton’s words. His answer came in a letter to Bea on May 17: “You are probably wondering if my conscience hurts me for killing a man. It does not. I feel about it just as I did when I got my sword fish [sic], surprised at my luck.”10 This remarkably unfeeling response was preceded by a letter to Bea on April 13, 1916, in which Patton expressed his contempt for the Villista Mexicans. “They are much lower than the Indians…. They have absolutely no morals and there have been no marriages for five years. Imagine that any woman would sell what elsewhere would be called her virtue for a peso or less and a girl could be bought for about 20 pesos.”11

In World Wars I and II, Patton would show more respect for his Aryan-blooded German enemies than for his Mexican opponents in 1916. Yet estimates are that more than 500,000 Hispanic Americans served in uniform in World War II and, unlike African Americans, were fully integrated with other soldiers. Like other American soldiers, they fought and died, earning every decoration, including thirteen Medals of Honor.12







• 2 •

Charging into the Million-Dollar Wound


I think I killed one man [American soldier] here, he would not work so I hit him over the head with a shovel.1

—Patton, from letter to his wife, Beatrice, September 28, 1918



Lieutenant Colonel Patton had worked himself into a frenzy. Almost single-handedly over the previous year, he had built from scratch America’s first and only tank force.


BOURG, FRANCE, 1918

He and his 304th Tank Brigade of some eight hundred men learned to drive, maintain, and deploy in battle several hundred of these experimental weapons of war. No officer ever worked more diligently than Patton, no matter what the task. He had to train and discipline the troops, write the manuals, and figure out who should lead the way in combat—the men or the tanks? His 6.5-ton, thirty-five-horsepower, French-made Renault FT-17 tanks were proving extremely unreliable, noisy, and uncomfortably hot. Poor visibility left the two-man crews virtually blind. Nor did the men have any way to communicate with their commanders or with each other. But they hoped that the trench-hopping, barbed wire-ripping, machine gun-deflecting tank could break the stalemate of trench and gas warfare.2

The end of World War I was in sight, and Patton was desperate to get into a battle where he could prove himself and win glory. He and the 304th had been in one notable day of combat—closing the salient at Saint-Mihiel, France, on September 12, 1918. That eight-mile trip from Beaumont, penetrating north through Essey and Pannes in five hours, had gone almost too smoothly against territory lightly defended by the Germans.3

The most significant event that day for Patton was a chance meeting with legendary fellow West Pointer (first captain and top student academically, class of 1903), Brig. Gen. Douglas MacArthur. A regimental commander of the 42nd Infantry “Rainbow” Division, MacArthur was conspicuously walking around on the front lines in Essey, nonchalantly smoking his pipe—the only soldier not ducking from the German artillery—that is, except for Lieutenant Colonel Patton, who was also smoking a pipe. As a creeping artillery barrage came toward them, each man probably wanted to leave but hated to say so. Mac-Arthur remembered Patton flinching as one shell came over and said: “Don’t worry, Major; you never hear the one that gets you.”4 Patton got permission from MacArthur to order his tanks ahead to Pannes, which he soon captured.

Patton knew that MacArthur was the youngest US soldier ever promoted to the rank of general, that he had been twice recommended for the Medal of Honor, and that he had already received the first of his seven Silver Stars for action in World War I.5 Patton, in contrast, had taken five years (six if you count a “warm-up” year at Virginia Military Institute) to graduate from West Point, class of 1909, where he graduated 46th in his class of 103 cadets. He had no close friends—in fact was unpopular, known as a “quilloid” (a cadet who is ready to curry favor by “skinning” other cadets) and a “bootlicker.”6 While MacArthur had been leading doughboys in combat since February, Patton had gambled his entire career on a single unknown—the success of the tank.


[image: Renault model FT-17 tank (top speed 6 mph) of type used by Patton’s 304th Tank Brigade. It could cross trenches of up to about six feet. Courtesy of Jesus Dapena.]
Renault model FT-17 tank (top speed 6 mph) of type used by Patton’s 304th Tank Brigade. It could cross trenches of up to about six feet. Courtesy of Jesus Dapena.







CHEPPY, FRANCE, MEUSE-ARGONNE, SEPTEMBER 26, 1918

Now, in the early morning hours of September 26, 1918, Patton would finally get his day of reckoning as America launched the battle of the Meuse-Argonne. The next six weeks would include the biggest and bloodiest battle in American history until that time. It involved 1.2 million men and resulted in 120,000 casualties, of whom 26,000 were killed. Starting in the village of Neuvilly, France, Patton’s assignment was to run four companies and eighty of his Renault tanks northward on the east side of the Aire River. They were to follow the inexperienced, poorly led, and poorly trained 35th “Santa Fe” Infantry Division.7 This force would attempt to break through enemy trench lines just north of Boureuilles, un-cracked by the French for three years, and then try advancing to the German-held villages of Varennes, Cheppy, and beyond.8

The 35th Division artillery barrage commenced at 2:30 a.m. More explosives were fired in the next three hours ($180 million worth in 1918 dollars) by some three thousand guns than had been expended in four years in the US Civil War.9 The two-hundred-man artillery battery commanded by future president Capt. Harry S. Truman occupied a hilltop less than one thousand yards west of Lieutenant Colonel Patton.10 Truman’s battery alone fired over three thousand rounds from his French-made 75 mm howitzers until their barrels were red hot and Truman was “deaf as a post.”11 At 5:30 a.m., the 35th Infantry Division pushed off into a valley dense with fog, supported by an artillery barrage rolling at four hundred feet per minute ahead of them.12 Patton’s first two companies followed right behind and by 6:30 a.m., Patton himself took off. Hoping to stay in touch with HQ, he was accompanied by two communications officers, a dozen runners, some carrier pigeons, field telephones, and rolls of telephone wire. The fog was so thick that he needed to use his compass and had to follow his tankers’ tracks parallel to the main road, Route 46.

At 10:00 a.m., Patton and his group reached a major intersection about five hundred yards south of Cheppy village, where he paused and sent a carrier pigeon reporting his position. When the fog lifted, the Germans opened fire with artillery and machine guns on the American troops and tanks. Patton had outrun these tanks due to their getting stuck in some old German trench works several hundred yards to his rear. He and his party found relief in an earthen cut for a narrow-gauge railway. The 35th Infantry was leaderless, disoriented from the fog and the intense bombardment, and had begun to unravel. The bombardment became so intense that Patton and scores of 35th Infantry stragglers had to retreat behind a hill some two hundred yards to the south.

The brigade’s tanks were needed in order to head off a disaster, but a mixture of light and heavy tanks were mired in the trench works below and presented a tempting target for the Germans. Patton sent an officer down the slope to tell the tankers to dig their way out and get moving. Later, he sent his orderly, or “striker,” Pfc. Joseph T. Angelo, but the tanks still didn’t come forward. Patton was getting increasingly frustrated, and decided to go in person. When he discovered both French and American tankers sitting in the trench with their shovels, doing nothing, he blew his top. Bellowing and raging, he ordered the infantry to get up and dig them out. Enemy fire swept the area, with aerial spotters to direct their artillery and machine gun fire. Some of the diggers were hit. Patton and one of his company commanders, Capt. Math L. English, directed the work from exposed positions on the parapet to extract the tanks stuck in the muddy trench works. “To hell with them—they can’t hit me,” Patton shouted several times.13 Those who did not obey immediately discovered that with Patton around it was more dangerous to stay under cover than to brave the enemy shells.14

As he described to his wife, Beatrice, on September 28, 1918,15


I decided to do business…. So I went back and made some Americans hiding in the trenches dig a passage. I think I killed one man here he would not work so I hit him over the head with a shovel.16 It was exciting for they shot at us all the time but I got mad and walked on the parapet.



As Edward Lengel phrased it, Patton “split the skull of a terrified American soldier with his shovel.”17 Could he have been exaggerating to his wife in this letter? Joking? Boasting? What soldier would commit such a brutal act against a fellow soldier—or exaggerate, or joke, or boast about it if he didn’t do it? Biographers Blumenson and D’Este18 cited the letter to Beatrice and the incident reported therein, but without comment. In writing to his wife, whom he often used as Mother Confessor, Patton may have been seeking atonement and forewarning her in case he should be court-martialed or forced to pay hush money. If he made any attempt to investigate the matter or to make amends, there is no mention of it in any biographies or letters. Because Patton was such a darling of General Pershing, because the victim might have been a member of his own tank brigade, and thus easier to cover up, and because of what happened to Patton next, there were no consequences for the vicious act. Even if the victim survived his head wounds, for an officer to attack an enlisted man was a court-martial offense. Had justice been carried out, Patton’s career might have ended there.


At last we got [Captain English’s] Five tanks accross [sic] and I started them forward and yelled and cussed and waved my [walking] stick and said come on. About 150 dough boys started but when we got to the crest of the hill the fire got fierce right along the ground. We all lay down. (Letter of September 28, 1918, to Beatrice)



At this point, Patton trembled with fear until he claimed to see his ancestors looking at him from a cloud over the German lines. He became calm and said out loud, “It’s time for another Patton to die.”


I could not go back so I yelled who comes with me. A lot of dough boys yelled but only six of us started. My striker, me, and 4 doughs…. Soon there were only three but we could see the machine guns right ahead so we yelled to keep our courage and went on. Then the third man went down. (Letter of September 28, 1918, to Beatrice)



“We are alone,” Private Angelo said. (Angelo was armed with a rifle, but Patton was smoking a pipe and armed only with a cane. His pistol was holstered.) “Come on anyway,” said Patton.19


And I felt a blow in the leg but at first I could walk so went about 40 ft when my leg gave way. My striker … yelled “Oh god the colonels hit and there aint no one left.” He helped me to a shell hoel [sic] and we lay down and the Bosch [Germans] shot over the top as fast as he could. He was very close. The tanks began getting him and in about an hour it was fairly clear. Some of my men carried me out under fire which was not at all plesant [sic]. Finally I got to a hospital at 3:30. I was hit at 11:15. The bullet went into the front of my left leg and came out just at the crack of my bottom about two inches to the left of my rectum. It was fired at about 50 meters so made a hole about the size of a silver dollar where it came out. (Letter of September 28, 1918, to Beatrice)



Private Angelo dragged Patton to a shell hole, sliced his pants open, stopped the bleeding, and refused to leave his side until he reached the field hospital. Patton probably spent about two hours lying in the shell hole. The village of Cheppy was secured by about 1:30 p.m.,20 approximately the same time as Patton was evacuated. At least one of his tanks stood nearby for protection most of that time.21 Of course, memories are distorted in the heat of battle, different soldiers had different versions, and the number of Patton’s embellishments grew as he began his campaign for the coveted Distinguished Service Cross (DSC) almost immediately. The DSC is the next-to-highest award for battlefield glory, second only to the Medal of Honor.

Private Angelo’s recollections in early April 1919 were quite different when he spoke to newsmen in Camden, New Jersey, with Patton present in his new Pierce-Arrow automobile.22 Angelo said that Patton found some stragglers and “told Angelo to take about 15 riflemen and clear out the machine guns.” Angelo did so but soon returned. “They have all been killed,” he told Patton.

“We’ll clean out the machine gun nests ourselves,” Patton said. “We went about 20 yards and the colonel fell with a bullet in his thigh,” said Angelo, who assisted Patton into a shell hole and bandaged his wound. According to Angelo, Patton passed out and revived two hours later.

In order to earn the DSC, Patton evidently wanted his story to contain these elements:


	The German machine guns, said to be as many as twenty-five, were firing at extremely close range, as close as thirty yards.

	His leadership was essential in rallying and inspiring an otherwise disjointed rabble into charging directly into the jaws of withering machine gun fire in a way that shifted the momentum of the entire battle to the American side.

	Even after being wounded, he kept on trying to move forward.

	After being wounded, he remained conscious and continued to direct the battle, to locate German machine gun nests for targeting by the tanks, and to transfer command to his successor.

	The bullet entered the front of his body (left thigh) and exited the back (near the rectum), which is to say, he was advancing, not retreating from fire at the time of the wound. The latter was a possible embarrassment he had contemplated previously.23




Private Angelo’s testimony casts doubt on item 4. I will disprove item 1 and cast doubt on item 5.

The most negative interpretation of the day’s events would be that Patton’s hysteria, fanaticism, and desperation for military glory had recklessly led scores of his men to slaughter, and that he had foolishly gotten himself wounded by leading a suicidal infantry charge into overwhelming machine gun fire that he had no realistic chance of stopping.24 Patton’s lying there unconscious for two hours also endangered the life of Private Angelo and others who protected him. The message Patton sent to his battalion commander, Major Brett, to take over his command didn’t reach Brett until mid-afternoon, when the battle at Cheppy was essentially finished. Perhaps Patton was so troubled about having just killed a soldier with a shovel that he risked everything, including his men, to escape a court-martial.

If the machine guns were only thirty yards away, as Patton said (or in some early versions, forty or fifty yards) and not too numerous, maybe an infantry charge could have wiped them out. But in a letter to his father on October 28, 1918, Patton said, “Major Brett said that there were 12 machine guns right in front of me at about 150 yards … while from 50 to 150 machine guns were firing at us from the flanks.”25




HOW FAR AWAY WAS THE MACHINE GUN THAT HIT PATTON?

As reported by Major General Peter E. Traub of the 35th Infantry Division, there were ten machine gun emplacements around the village of Cheppy26 (in essential agreement with Major Brett’s statement), distributed mostly east of Buanthe Creek approximately as shown in map 2.1. They were probably standard German water-cooled Machinegewehr 8 mm guns (MG 08, a machine gun used by the Germans also in World War II), shooting four hundred to five hundred rounds per minute of eight-by-fifty-seven Mauser cartridges with a 153-grain bullet and with a muzzle velocity 2,950 feet per second, yielding an effective range of more than two thousand meters.


[image: Map 2.1. Cheppy, France, World War I battlefield. Author’s interpretation of Gen. Traub’s description of ten German machine guns. Author’s guess at location of wounded Patton. Hill 209 area was probably denuded of trees in 1918 after three years of French artillery bombardment. The main railroad ran through Varrenes, the village on left.]
Map 2.1. Cheppy, France, World War I battlefield. Author’s interpretation of Gen. Traub’s description of ten German machine guns. Author’s guess at location of wounded Patton. Hill 209 area was probably denuded of trees in 1918 after three years of French artillery bombardment. The main railroad ran through Varrenes, the village on left.



The intersection Patton initially reached in the fog was some five hundred yards south of Cheppy. Map 2.1 shows the author’s interpretation of the location of the ten German machine gun nests and his best guess at the site of Patton’s wounding on a shoulder of Hill 209. This hill is about two hundred yards south of the intersection and, by viewing Google Earth, the only one that could have afforded much protection from the machine guns.

The narrow-gauge railroad cut where Patton’s party initially found shelter was probably close to the road intersection, unrelated to the main (presumably standard-gauge) railway through Varennes, which was more than one thousand meters away from the road intersection. As reported by D’Este, the railroad cut first occupied by Patton’s party was about forty yards away from where the wounded Patton ended up.27 Local narrow-gauge railways were used by the Germans to build and supply their underground fortifications. The intersection and Hill 209 areas no doubt were fortified, as revealed after the battle by one of Patton’s officers, who told him, in Patton’s words, that “during the fog, we sat on the roof of a dugout that had a battalion of Germans in it. We had only nine men. Some luck.”28

The main conclusion to draw from map 2.1 is that the machine gun nests that shot Patton and his five men charging on foot were at least seven hundred to one thousand yards away.29 Patton pretty well confirms this in his 1945 memoir, War as I Knew It, in which he states that in the Meuse-Argonne, he and his men had come under “long-range machine-gun and artillery fire.”30




SHOT IN THE ASS?

Few people would fault Patton, who was notoriously active on the battlefield, for getting shot when his back happened to be turned to the enemy, even momentarily. It was important to Patton, however, that he was shot in the front in order to buttress his image as a warrior always on the attack. After his initial report that the exit wound was near his rectum (presumably meaning anus), later descriptions left room for doubt. A month later he wrote Beatrice, “The hole in my hip is as big as a tea cup and they have to leave it open” to be drained.31 The use of the word “hip” is ambiguous. If the hole two inches to the left of the rectum was the size of a silver dollar, perhaps the teacup-sized hole was in the front of his left thigh—the actual exit wound. No detailed medical records of the wound survive.

At a lecture in 1942, Patton said, “I was shot in the behind in World War I. I do not want to be hit there again. I got a medal for charging the enemy, but I have had to spend a lot of time explaining how I got shot in the behind!”32 During a press conference in September 7, 1944, Patton, discussing the Meuse-Argonne battle, stated, “I was shot there that day; I ought to remember it. I was shot in the ass. There was a good story about that, but you mustn’t tell it. Some fellows said, ‘That God Damn [sic] fellow, Patton, was shot in the ass. He must have been going to the rear.’”33 Was this hyperbole? Was he speaking in jest? Or perhaps a moment of candor?

In any case, Patton received a promotion to colonel, one of the first among his West Point classmates to reach that rank, within three weeks of his wounding.34 A nomination for a DSC came three days after his wounding but was rejected due to inadequate proof—a rejection that was normally final. Patton wrote to Bea, “I feel like dying…. It was the whole war to me.”35 But after writing letters to a number of his top brass connections and getting eleven eyewitness letters of recommendation revised and expanded, Patton had the nomination resubmitted.

Somehow, the second time it worked, and on December 16, 1918, he was awarded the DSC.36 The citation read: “For extraordinary heroism in action near Cheppy, France, September 26, 1918. He displayed conspicuous courage, coolness, energy, and intelligence in directing the advance of his brigade down the valley of the Aire. Later he rallied a force of disorganized infantry and led it forward behind tanks under heavy machine-gun and artillery fire until he was wounded. Unable to advance farther, he continued to direct the operations of his unit until all arrangements for turning over the command were completed.”

Private Angelo also earned a DSC for treating Patton’s wounds under fire, staying by his side, and saving his life. Patton on November 7, 1919, was also awarded the Distinguished Service Medal (DSM),37 the most prestigious noncombat award, for meritorious service in running the Tank School in France for ten months.




GLORY FOR OTHERS, TOO

Partly because Patton was wounded on the first day of the six-week Meuse-Argonne battle, other men in his brigade earned greater military honors than he did.

Cpl. Harold W. Roberts, a tank driver, received the Medal of Honor on October 4 when his tank fell into a shell hole filled ten feet deep with water. Knowing that only one crewmember could escape, Roberts said, “Out you go,” and pushed his gunner out the back door, while he himself drowned.

Cpt. Math L. English, tank company commander, earned two DSCs—one for his actions freeing the stuck tanks with Patton on September 26, 1918, and another for combat on October 4, near Exermont, where he left his tank to make a reconnaissance and was killed.

Cpt. Harry Hodges Semmes, a patent lawyer from Washington, DC, was a tank company commander and earned two DSCs in World War I. One for actions on September 12, 1918, near Xifray, France, where he escaped from a tank submerged in water and then dove back in under heavy machine gun fire to rescue the driver. Another for his actions on September 26 near Vauquis, France, where he dismounted to shepherd his tanks through a passage and was shot in the head.38

Captain Semmes survived his wound, became a brigadier general in World War II, and earned an unprecedented third DSC in action on November 9, 1943. Although a southerner by birth, Semmes’s experience with the segregated 92nd Division in Italy had convinced him that an integrated army was the only policy for America. “I met many brave black soldiers in that division. But overall, their performance on the battlefield was below par. They didn’t trust their [white] officers. They suspected they were going to be used as cannon fodder. I saw firsthand the terrible spiritual wounds segregation inflicts.” For over a year, Semmes worked with the Pentagon to develop procedures that led to the gradual integration of the US Army. He never received a word of credit for this quiet, largely unofficial job.39




LEGEND IN HIS MIND

As World War I came to a close on November 11, 1918, Patton had much to be thankful for. Arriving in France as a captain in June 1917, he served on Pershing’s staff and was then transferred in November to the tank service. Promoted to major and then lieutenant colonel within five months through the good graces of General Pershing, he ran the Tank School in perfect comfort and safety until the tankers’ first action in September 1918. After two easy days and one serious day of combat in France (September 12, 14, and 26), plus a fifteen-minute gunfight in Mexico, he had become a decorated colonel in the US Army. From Patton’s fiery confidence at the start of World War II, most would never have guessed that his total life experience under fire amounted to somewhere between twenty hours and three days.

By way of comparison, General MacArthur, with his seven Silver Stars, two DSCs, and two Medal of Honor nominations, had faced at least ten days of serious combat up to and including World War I (and without any favoritism from General Pershing, who blocked one of the Medal of Honor nominations because of his personal dislike for MacArthur).40

In 1965, Maj. H. Norman Schwarzkopf, future mastermind of the victorious Desert Storm I and commander of seven hundred thousand international troops, started his first of two tours in Vietnam trapped in the jungle by two regiments of North Vietnamese Army. He was under mortar attack day and night for ten days, sleeping on the ground and eating the same meager rations as his South Vietnamese paratrooper advisees. In some battles, the group suffered 50 percent casualties.41 In 1970, while rescuing a black GI bleeding out from stepping on a mine, the six-foot-three-inch, 240-pound Lieutenant Colonel Schwarzkopf went into the minefield, where he was wounded in the chest by shrapnel from another exploding mine, but succeeded in his rescue.42 General Schwarzkopf did very little schmoozing with the Washington elite43 and paid his dues in Pentagon staff work for six years.44 Although his valor in Vietnam was acknowledged via a Silver Star with two Oak Leaf Clusters, a Bronze Star with two Oak Leaf Clusters, and a Purple Heart with Oak Leaf Cluster, there would be no DSC for Schwarzkopf.45
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Social Climber and People User


She lay [dead] on the floor in a negligée. Pictures of General Patton were strewn about her.1

—Washington Post, January 9, 1946



To achieve his dreams of glory in the US Army, Patton knew that great wealth would be extremely useful. Taking a page from his father’s book, Patton chose the quickest and easiest way to get money—he married it.


MARRY THE MONEY

He had first met Beatrice Ayer, a wealthy heiress from Boston, in 1902 when he was sixteen years old and the Ayers came on vacation to California, Patton’s home state. Beatrice was well educated, a talented piano player, and an expert sailboat racer and equestrian. The marriage took place one year after Patton’s graduation from West Point, over the strong reservations of Beatrice’s father, Frederick. In 1919, the Ayer patent medicine and textile fortune was estimated at $19.2 million, the equivalent of about $265 million in 2015 dollars (inflation of 13.8).2 This was in contrast to the net worth of $394,000 for Patton’s father in 1927 and about $692,000 for Patton’s mother, Ruth.3 Patton had only one sibling, a sister, Anne “Nita,” and Beatrice had two siblings—a brother, Frederick, a sister, Katherine—and four stepsiblings. Assuming that all siblings would survive and get equal shares of the inheritance, Beatrice’s share of her inheritance would have been worth about $38 million at the time of the marriage, and Patton’s share of his inheritance another $7.5 million, all expressed in 2015 dollars. Thus Patton’s share of their joint wealth of $45.5 million increased his net worth nominally by about threefold from the marriage.4

Patton was cold and calculating about marrying rich girls, as revealed in his correspondence about a girl he almost married, Kate Fowler, a student at Vassar originally from Pasadena. Kate was an only child whose father died in 1904, leaving her $40 million. Patton was aware of the size of her fortune, and he wrote his parents, “With the money [Kate’s] I could be a general in no time.” A week later he wrote, “This because money seems an excellent tool, not for my own use, but to buy success and if I were unmarried I could get more things by paying attention to daughters of prominent people if necessary by marrying one of them. Now these things are not nice but they are logical.”5 Had he married Kate, his nominal wealth could have increased about seventy-fold, as Kate would have been worth about $1 billion in 2015 dollars (inflation of 26.7).6


[image: Beatrice Ayer Patton, 1918. Patton Museum.]
Beatrice Ayer Patton, 1918. Patton Museum.



However, after much soul-searching, Patton found that he was more compatible with Beatrice. She provided motherly comfort and unconditional love, and he could be completely open with her about his fears, self-doubts, and feelings of inferiority. He also revealed to her his grandiose ambitions and was pleasantly surprised that she bought into them.7 Perhaps he also preferred the status of old East Coast money over new West Coast money, but he hedged the bet by staying in touch with Kate for the rest of his life.8

Patton’s marriage to Beatrice on May 26, 1910, earned him the reputation as the richest and most ostentatious officer in the US Army,9 able to flaunt his wealth in a dozen ways. Patton always looked great in his tailor-made uniforms and expensive leather boots, and his grooming was immaculate. He exuded confidence and was able to take big risks because of his financial security. Neither ordinary soldiers nor top brass were highly paid, and all were no doubt impressed by Patton’s fancy cars, expensive yachts, polo ponies, and world travel. While Bea was back in the United States, Patton, in France during World War I, used her money to buy and ship from America a nifty five-passenger, twelve-cylinder Packard automobile worth more than $80,000 in 2015 currency.10 He used as a trade-in the car Beatrice had bought for General Pershing when Pershing first arrived in France.11 The sight of a captain using such a vehicle for commuting a few blocks to work must have raised some eyebrows.

In view of Beatrice’s wealth, one might think that Patton would have been careful to treat her unusually well. The contrary was true. In 1935, right before Beatrice’s eyes, Patton began a sexual liaison with Beatrice’s half-niece, Jean Gordon, that lasted through the rest of his life. The girl was thirty years younger than Patton and had lost her father at an early age. Jean was the same age as Patton’s second daughter, Ruth Ellen, and often spent school vacations with the Pattons. While Beatrice stayed in the United States during World War II, Jean was in Europe as a Red Cross donut girl with the man she called “Uncle Georgie.” Fluent in French, a debutante with many social graces, she was often present at dinners when Patton entertained top brass. “She’s been mine for 12 years,” Patton bragged to a West Point classmate, Gen. Everett S. Hughes, on July 9, 1944.12 If true, it would mean that it started when Jean was only seventeen years old—probably an exaggeration. Wrote Ruth Ellen, regarding her once-close friend, “She had started making a play for Georgie as far back as Bee’s [little Beatrice, Patton’s oldest daughter] wedding.”13 The wedding of Little Bee and John Waters, at which Jean Gordon was a bridesmaid, took place at a church near the Patton home in Massachusetts on June 27, 1934.

In late January 1945, Hughes and Patton had a late-night bull session: “Until 1:30 we discussed Brad, Ike, Courtney [Hodges], et al., and as usual agreed on their IQs. George also discussed his prowess as a cocksman. He is good—so he says.”14 After spending a long weekend starting May 16, 1945, with Jean in London, Patton told Hughes that he’d had sex with Jean four times in three days, making a total of seventy-one times.15 Keeping score of his performance so mechanically with a lover tends to make Jean Gordon look rather ill used by her “Uncle Georgie.”



[image: Jean Gordon, half niece of Patton’s wife (1916–1946). Bettmann via Getty Images.]
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The affair came out in the open in 1936 during the darkest time in Patton’s life—when the Pattons were stationed in Hawaii between the world wars,16 and he was the perfect age for a male midlife crisis. Patton was depressed and abusive to family and colleagues, moody, and drank alcohol to excess.17 He needed a war in order to realize his destiny and saw nothing like that coming any time soon. When in 1936 Beatrice published a highly acclaimed novel, Blood of the Shark: A Novel of Old Hawaii, Patton sulked18—envious of his own wife’s success.

Throughout his life, Patton used Beatrice to correct his spelling and grammar and to act as a sounding board, literary agent, press agent, and Mother Confessor. In his letters to Beatrice, he was able to brag and boast, to admit his envy and devious plans, and to be brutally honest about most things. But he was evasive in writing about Jean Gordon when Beatrice knew her to be in the European war zone. Patton denied any contact with her, but Beatrice had strong suspicions that the 1936 liaison with Jean in Hawaii was continuing in Europe.

Throughout World War I, Beatrice wanted to come to London to be closer to Patton, but he kept her at bay.19 When a certain Frenchman accused him of having an affair with his wife,20 the situation was serious enough that he wrote Beatrice about it, vehemently denying the accusation. He was quite controlling of her, reminding her to cover up her gray hair despite her reluctance to use hair coloring or makeup.21 He also cautioned her not to get lazy about her weight, lest it show on her chin and tummy.22 He once wrote, “You are always young and fat, not too fat to me, in my thoughts of you.”23 In a 1912 letter, he criticized Bea’s money management, saying, “Your finances are perfectly ridiculous … Inspite [sic] of your lack of brains I love you more all the time and miss you even here where I am very busy. I love you.”24
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