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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The First Special Service Force was made up of three regiments: 1st, 2nd, and 3rd. Each was made up of two battalions of three companies. Since the companies in each regiment were numbered one through six, Force men identified them by “company number-regiment number.” This book employs this system. Hence, the three companies discussed in detail—1st Company-1st Regiment, 1st Company-2nd Regiment, and 3rd Company-3rd Regiment—are sometimes mentioned in the following pages as 1-1, 1-2, and 3-3.






Les hommes valeureux le sont au premier coup.

—PIERRE CORNEILLE, Le Cid







PROLOGUE

In June 2004, I travelled to Rome as a journalist to cover the sixtieth anniversary of the city’s liberation by Allied armies during the Second World War. At first the assignment seemed little more than a pleasant excuse to visit Italy in early summer. The articles I would be writing would most certainly be relegated to the features sections of newspapers, and then ignored, I assumed, when the commemorations marking the Normandy landings began in France. Sixty years later, there was still no bigger story than D-Day.

In Rome, I made arrangements to meet with a group of Canadian and American veterans who had fought together in a single unit, and were the first soldiers to enter the capital in the wake of the retreating German armies. Bill Story, the executive director of the unit’s veterans association, had arranged for me to join a reunion tour, and visit the old battlefields with the former soldiers and their families. This was my first face-to-face meeting with the men of First Special Service Force (FSSF), or, as the Germans called them, the “Black Devils.” And from the beginning, I was amazed.

I had heard of these men. As a kid I saw the movie The Devil’s Brigade, Hollywood’s exciting if distorted interpretation of the unit and its history. I had spoken to veterans over the phone, and even written one or two commemorative articles about their exploits. At first I was interested in this unit because it had been made up of Canadians and Americans who served under a single command and wore the same uniforms: the only time in the history of both Canada and the U.S. that such a military partnership has happened. In addition, the First Special Service Force was credited with being one of the first of the world’s special operations units, and I was intrigued that Canada was a pioneer in this type of warfare.

“Not very many people in this world get a chance to start something,” one veteran told me. This is true, and in this sense the veterans of the FSSF hold a unique place in military history. They helped develop a revolutionary mode of warfare that is being fought on the front lines of today’s struggle against international terrorism.

In obscure Second World War battlefields such as Monte la Difensa, Monte Majo, and Anzio, these men, who numbered fewer than two thousand, changed the course of the war in Italy. And in the process they tallied an unprecedented record of accomplishment that I found literally stunning when I first heard it mentioned in Daring to Die, a television documentary written and co-directed by a grandson of an FSSF veteran. In only a year of combat, for every Force man who fell in battle, the unit killed 25 of the enemy; for every Force man taken prisoner, the FSSF captured 235 of the enemy.

Their campaign history was just as impressive. The FSSF’s first battle and victory in December 1943 on the central Italian peak of Monte la Difensa broke a month-long stalemate on the Winter Line that had halted the advance of the entire U.S. Fifth Army. Later, at the Anzio beachhead, the Force, depleted by casualties to a mere 68 officers and 1,165 enlisted men, did the work of a division more than ten times its size, guarding thirteen kilometres of the front line for almost one hundred days.

These accomplishments went largely unnoticed, for two reasons: first, the Force was considered a classified weapon, and its victories often went unpublicized; and second, the Pyrrhic Allied victories of the Italian war tended to obscure the unit’s contributions. The Force’s feat on Monte la Difensa was immediately eclipsed by the agonizing Allied campaign to break through the Gustav Line at Cassino; their robust defence of the Anzio beachhead was overshadowed by the fact that the Anzio operation itself was a strategic failure; and their role as the first liberators of Rome was forgotten amid the deafening commotion of the invasion of Normandy two days later. The Force endured tremendous losses, but even this suffering became obscured. After their first battle the Force endured a 30 percent casualty rate; after their first six weeks in combat, their casualty rate rose to 60 percent. This ratio was abnormally high, but because of the Force’s small size its losses represented 1,400 killed, wounded, and missing men—a number that may seem small when set beside the 25,264 casualties Canada withstood in the Italian war.

But despite all the things that set the FSSF apart, in the end it makes most sense to see them as exemplars of the resolve and courage of the Allied war effort, and in particular of the Canadian contribution to it. As it had done in the First World War, Canada fought the Second with the punching power of a much larger nation, fielding whole armies in two theatres of the war, and earning a reputation among friends and enemies alike for doggedness and ferocity. As had been the case in the trenches of France and Belgium in the Great War, the Germans dreaded squaring off against Canadian regiments the second time war engulfed Europe. And long after the guns have fallen silent, the echoes of battle resonate through our culture. Though the Canadian victory at Vimy Ridge in 1917 did not break the stalemate of the Western front, the gallantry of Canadian troops under Canadian command, and their success where others had failed, marked that battle as a moment when their nation could take its place as an equal at the councils of the great powers. The achievements of the Canadian armies against Hitler’s forces, to say nothing of the Royal Canadian Navy guarding the Atlantic shipping lanes, or the Royal Canadian Air Force contesting the skies against the Luftwaffe, marked Canada as a country willing to match deeds to words in a moment of historical crisis. It is in this light that we should see the Canadians of the FSSF. They were Canada’s best, teamed up with the best of the United States. Fighting at each others’ sides, they were nearly invincible.

Sadly, the Second World War outlived the unit and nearly five hundred of its soldiers. But as intriguing as this history is, the moment I met the men themselves I became fascinated by the Force solely because of them. As the name of their outfit implied, they were special, and the passage of sixty years has not diminished this. In Rome, I met Herb Peppard, a vital, youthful octogenarian from Nova Scotia, who had the health of a 55-year-old, entertained his fellow veterans with old wartime songs still at the tip of his tongue, and did not once mention the U.S. Silver Star he had earned for bravery. I met William “Sam” Magee, another Silver Star-decorated vet and an energetic Ontarian who devoted his retirement to visiting schools and educating young Canadians about his experience of the Second World War. I met General Ed Thomas, the distinguished Southern gentleman who had organized the tour. I met an equally gentlemanly veteran from St. Louis, Missouri, named Sam Finn, who told me a fascinating tale of how he marked the liberation of Rome by reclining in the chair of Fascist leader Benito Mussolini and placing a pair of dirty boots on the dictator’s desk. Despite the grim business they had returned to commemorate, veterans like Lloyd Dunlop and Hector MacInnis, both from Nova Scotia; Charlie Mann and Jack Callowhill, of Ontario; Eugene Gutierrez of McAllen, Texas; and Arthur Pottle of Saint John, New Brunswick were conspicuous for their laughter and optimism.

I followed these men to the coastal town of Anzio, and listened to their memories of trench warfare and vicious night skirmishes against a traumatized enemy who had given them their devilish nickname. I followed them to a village which stood in the shadow of a great jagged mountain that they said was their first battlefield. And throughout the journey I heard stories of their daily training and weekend revelries in an old fort in Montana, and of the bond they had forged with the local people in the nearby city of Helena. Most of the men brought wives and life partners; many brought sons, daughters, and grandchildren. One still-robust veteran named Ken Jones brought a brood of three sons and a grandson. Emil Brodofski, a modest man from Pembroke, Ontario, toured the battlefields of his youth with a daughter and granddaughter. Edwin Edwards of Sunnyvale, California brought his son. The presence of these loved ones reminded me that nothing on a battlefield occurs in isolation, that war is not just a clash of generals; it is a clash of men with families. When a man falls in battle, his is not the only life shattered.

This is the story, then, not of generals and strategists, or not entirely so. Once the generals have drawn up their plans, it is the men in the ranks and the junior officers who have to do the fighting and the dying. They don’t see the battlefield from the sky, and they don’t see objectives as pins on a map. They don’t contemplate the battle’s outcome in cerebral quiet of a planning room. Infantrymen see war from the ground, often from their bellies or their shallow entrenchments. They make their way through chaos and death, amid the howl of shellfire and the crack of bullets. They experience war as danger and disorientation and as their comrades fall, they experience it as harrowing loss. For them, war often means not knowing what is going on beyond the most immediate horizon of mortal danger, but it also means experiencing the fullness of life in each moment.

When reminiscing about their clashes sixty years earlier, these men spoke of the comrades they had lost to bullets, artillery, mines, and disease. They also spoke of the comrades they had lost in recent years to the rapid passage of time. This latter realization underscored the sad truth of the Second World War generation: they are disappearing, and their small numbers made the memories and stories of each man more valuable. It was in Rome that I resolved to preserve as many of these memories as I could. I wasn’t doing it merely for posterity; my reasons were more personal. Because my parents are members of this generation, the thought of its complete passing had inspired a great sadness in me. For some reason I had to know these men better, and understand fully their accomplishments—as if they would remain indefinitely if their past could become fresh and vivid.

So the next time I was at my home in southern British Columbia, I gassed up my Chevrolet, crossed the U.S. border, and headed southeast. My destination: Montana, the place where the FSSF had been born and forged, the setting where this remarkable story began. Before taking this trip, I had studied their history and realized they were far more extraordinary than their name implied. In 1942 the FSSF had been conceived as an experiment during a bleak juncture in the war when bold, even reckless action was called for. The unit was small, exquisitely trained, and made up of the most skilled soldiers in the Canadian and U.S. armies: the best of the wartime generation. One roster I read showed the hometowns of some of these men, and this was a revelation. There were special soldiers who hailed from Nelson and Trail—little communities situated two hours north and west from my home town. These remarkable men had sprung from the same place I had.

When I reached Helena roughly eight hours later, I immediately searched for two Canadian-born Force men: legendary scouts, legendary friends, and among the last surviving soldiers who had been on the front lines of some of the unit’s most harrowing battles. Of the two friends, I found Joe first. A robust 84-year-old with thick salt-and-pepper hair, Joe kindly indulged me, and invited me to talk at length about the Force, the war, and his friend Lorin (the other legendary scout) at a bar he and his wife Dorothy tended on the weekends, which belonged to his son. Lorin, as it happened, lived on a ridge not far away, and after Joe and I chatted for a while he would show me the way there.

Under dim tavern lights, amid the twang of country music and the beeping of gambling machines, Joe Glass focused his memory and described a mountain in central Italy and a small army that crept onto its slopes one winter’s night in his youth. All the while, Joe’s wife Dorothy, who was as active and youthful as Joe, busied herself on the periphery of our conversation (wiping counters, filling a coffee machine, moving bottles from boxes to a fridge) and listened intently. I could tell by the look on her face that Dorothy was as much a part of this story as her husband. It was a story she knew intimately, because it had begun here, in her lifelong home of Helena and East Helena, over sixty years before, during the best and worst time of her life.




PART I

THE MOUNTAIN


CHAPTER ONE

THE ASCENT


Helena, Montana
Winter 1943



Montana is famous for many things—deep coulees, high mountains, gold, a spirit of defiance—but in the early part of the twentieth century visitors to the state often remarked upon the intensity of its quiet—particularly at night. Towns such as Helena often bustled during the day, but night, outside the saloons along the rowdy stretch of the town’s main street, Last Chance Gulch, was a different matter. With vehicles silenced, horses in their stalls, dogs in houses, and the townsfolk in bed, the stillness of the Montana wilderness enveloped the community with a silence so rich and deep that the world became hollow, like the cavity of a dead tree or an abandoned mine shaft on a nearby ridge.

For most of her eighteen years Dorothy Glass, born in East Helena, had considered this silence one of life’s givens. It was as natural as the yellow hills and the broad canopy of Montana sky. But in the summer of 1942, a little more than a year earlier, the silence had been broken by the soldiers who filled her town with noise and weekend revelries.

They had come almost like an invading army. They came from across America and Canada, the best of them tough and earthy, and almost every one of them callused by a life of labour. Throughout the week they lived in tents on the nearby army base, Fort William Henry Harrison. During the weekend they swarmed into Helena and neighbouring East Helena, and frequented such saloons as the Casino Bar, where Dorothy had worked. Dorothy had tended bar since she was sixteen, and over those two years she had met a lot of men. But the men who came in July and August 1942 were different.

They were special not only in name—the First Special Service Force. Some strutted and boasted that they were members of a “suicide” outfit, most charmed the local fathers, courted the daughters, drank, brawled, and during the week trained relentlessly as warriors—leaping from planes, floating to earth under chiffon-light parachutes, marching endlessly across the countryside, blowing up derelict bridges, scaling mountains, and living in boxcars on the Continental Divide. The élan of these 1,800 men quickly made them sentimental fixtures in Helena, adopted sons of the community. But months ago these special soldiers had left, and with them went one unique man, Joe Glass, the husband she barely knew. The silence returned and on snowy nights Dorothy, nursing Charles, the newborn son Joe had never seen, could not help but wonder: where was he?

[image: ]


Monte la Difensa, Italy
December 2, 1943



As the day passed and a cold darkness settled, an army of six hundred commandos began to stir from its hiding place in a narrow copse of trees on an alpine crag in central Italy.

The men had been hiding the entire day after spending the previous night slogging through rain, thorny brush, frigid creek beds, and stretches of knee-deep mud to reach the cover of trees at the foot of the mountain. Unable to continue their march in daylight without being detected by the enemy, the commandos—from the 2nd Regiment of the First Special Service Force (FSSF)—had kept low, warmed themselves in the sunlight breaking through the clouds, and waited for nightfall to continue their climb to the mountain’s summit, where the Germans were entrenched. Their mission was both simple and seemingly impossible: scale this mountain’s face in the dead of the wintry night, steal upon to the German positions, and then drive their foes off of the peak.

As the regiment waited for the day to pass, Private Joe Glass of Sarnia, Ontario, cleaned his M1 rifle and sharpened his dagger and bayonet. Other men ate cold rations and tried to rest. Everyone, including Joe, dwelled on whether or not the night, or the next day, would bring their deaths.

Glass, a lean youngster of twenty-three years who had been a seaman on the Great Lakes in civilian life, was about to enter combat for the first time. Indeed, the entire unit, the “Force” as the commandos called it, were virgins in this regard. Sitting under the trees, there were other things Glass would have preferred to dwell on, but he fought to keep these thoughts from his mind. To obsess on the wife he hadn’t seen in months and the son he had never laid eyes on would be the surest way to lose focus and guarantee that he would never see either of them again. So he cleared his mind and occasionally chatted with friends in his unit, 3rd Platoon.

He might have preferred to speak with his best friend, Lorin Waling of Grande Prairie, Alberta, but Lorin was elsewhere in the trees with his own unit, 1st Platoon. Where Lorin was and what he was thinking, Joe could only imagine. Joe and Lorin shared a history that was only as long as Glass’s fifteen months in the outfit. But their friendship had been rollicking, marked by clandestine nights spent in the East Helena lock-up, where the local jailer offered them beds after evenings spent with their girlfriends, now their wives, and surreptitious returns to the base in the rear of a milk truck driven by another local conspirator who always got them back in time for reveille.

Glass was distracted from his reveries when he sensed a slight movement around him. When he looked up, he saw what the muted excitement was about: the Force’s commander, Robert T. Frederick, had just arrived.

Glass was both surprised and pleased to have the “Old Man” visiting their position. It was a surprise because the regiment was “out in front,” facing an enemy that was proving itself as lethal in defence as it had been in attack, when it had surprised the world again and again with its ruthless efficiency. And he was pleased because, like so many of the men, Glass deeply admired Frederick. To Glass he looked “awful young” for his thirty-six years and high rank. Slight and wiry, Frederick was not imposing physically, but he carried himself with a posture as straight and soldierly as a bayonet. And there was a quality to Frederick—an ease, a manly empathy, perhaps—that was set in the officer’s pleasing face and evident in every decision. Frederick was a commander who was tough on officers and generous with soldiers, and his men loved him for it.

Frederick mingled, greeted his commandos, and wished them good luck in the attack. And then, standing among the slim trees, Frederick delivered an impromptu speech. It was the standard pep talk any commander might impart to his troops before a battle. “I expect every man to do his best,” Frederick said. But what set this commander apart from others was that Frederick had deemed it important to see the commandos off personally.

The afternoon passed quickly after Frederick left. When dusk fell, the men hiding in this belt of slender pines and scrub brush began to stir. To men such as Joe, who had grown up beside lush, dense Ontario forest, this copse was almost anemic. But it had provided the only cover on the hillside to hide the soldiers from the heights above, where seasoned and heavily armed German units were entrenched. Now, with darkness on its way, the men prepared for the last stage of their mission: leave the trees under the cover of night and make their way up a trail etched into the mountain’s precariously steep slope, to their final destination, the mountain’s enemy-occupied summit.

At approximately 4:30 p.m. the order was given for the regiment to pack up and move out. Shouldering a rifle, a pack filled with supplies, and ammunition—while rooted to the earth with calf-high “jump boots” and warmed with a fur-lined, hooded parka—Glass headed out near the front of a thin column that wound from the trees.

For Glass and the men of FSSF’s 2nd Regiment, the months of training on the other side of the ocean, the preparations and marching, and the day’s inertia under the trees were finished. Before the night was up, they would either fail or succeed in their assignment—an assignment on which balanced the future of the Allied campaign in Italy.

In a huddle just before the mission, the big picture had been explained to Joe and the men. In November 1942, Operation Torch had brought the Allies to North Africa; in June 1943, Sicily; and finally, in September of that year, British, Canadian, and American armies landed in southern Italy. For the first time since Dunkirk, Allied armies stood on European soil.

The Allies began fighting their way up the Italian peninsula, but by November their onslaught had ground to a halt in the mountains of central Italy, where they ran up against Hitler’s Winter Line, which the Germans held with bitter determination. The cold and rain of the worst winter in years quenched Allied morale and stalled their advance. To end the stalemate, the U.S. Fifth Army attacked a gap in the mountains near a village named Mignano that led to a valley that in turn carried on to Rome. Their losses had been bloody and futile against the well-dug-in Wehrmacht.

A strategic height, Monte la Difensa—the mountain Joe and the others were now scaling—guarded the way into this gap. Their orders: Take this mountain and the entire German line will collapse. Take this mountain and Allied armies will be in the Liri Valley in days, and in Rome in weeks.

Joe and the others knew this would not be easily achieved. The entire U.S. Fifth army had been pinned down at Mignano since early November, thwarted by the German defenders occupying the high ground. Repeated assaults by the Thirty-sixth Infantry Division, the Third Infantry Division, and the British Fifty-sixth “Black Cat” Division had been turned back with bloody losses. The Force, a handful of men by comparison, was attacking defences that had turned back thousands.

Joe’s regiment, now making this fourth attempt, comprised only six hundred soldiers. The audacity of this, their first mission, was lost on none of them. Success, they believed, could change the tide of the war. If they failed, they would accomplish no more than the transformation of dozens of young brides like Dorothy Glass into widows.

Few knew that their journey up this mountain had really begun two years before, at the start of one of the worst years anyone could remember.


CHAPTER 2

THE TERRIBLE YEAR

April 11, 1942. Twenty months before the 2nd Regiment of the First Special Service Force mounted the dark slopes of Monte la Difensa in central Italy, an official meeting took place at Chequers, the draughty Tudor-style mansion in Buckinghamshire, eighty kilometres north of London, that had been the rural sanctuary of British prime ministers since 1921. The meeting was part of a diplomatic initiative by the U.S. to influence Britain to change the direction and focus of the war. This never happened. But the meeting would lead to an unprecedented military partnership between Canada and the United States, and like many decisions made by diplomats and bureaucrats and staff officers, these talks would affect the destinies of scores of ordinary men and families across North America.

One of history’s great alliances had been cementing over the previous months and in a sense this meeting was its culmination. A series of conferences known as “Arcadia” had drawn to a close in Washington in January. Great Britain and the United States had agreed to defeat Germany before decisively settling their accounts with Japan. Their strategy was to soften up the Germans with bombing raids and material support for the USSR and Resistance fighters before attempting a European landing. The Arcadia meetings also brought into being the Combined Chiefs of Staff (CCS), senior British and American officers well-placed to advise Churchill and Roosevelt.

At the meeting were two of America’s most influential officials: presidential envoy Harry Hopkins, and the most prominent American on the CSS, General George Marshall. They had come to Britain on April 8, and gone on to Chequers on the weekend of April 10, to persuade their host, the rotund, puckish, and resilient Prime Minister Winston Churchill, to sign on to a plan—two plans really—that Marshall’s office had conceived. The Americans were impatient to tackle Germany, if only to get it over with, the sooner to turn their full attention to the Pacific.

Soon after arriving in London, Hopkins—so frail and sickly even his friend and mentor President Roosevelt referred to him as “that half-man”—and the older, graver, and much more robust Marshall paid a visit to the prime minister at his residence at 10 Downing Street. Churchill, a resident of Number 10 for two years, greeted the men warmly, particularly Hopkins. “Your visits always have a tonic effect,” Churchill told him. Churchill wasn’t simply being polite. His enthusiasm for Hopkins—and for American emissaries in general—was as enduring as his war. Churchill had spent much time since becoming prime minister in May 1940 courting the U.S., trying desperately to seduce it into the conflict against Nazi Germany. “No lover ever studied every whim of his mistress as I did those of President Roosevelt,” he admitted.

Hopkins had been to Britain on two previous occasions as a presidential agent, and Churchill had laid on the charm each time. There were whisky-soaked weekends at Chequers, garden parties with Churchill’s aristocratic crowd, and private late-night viewings of movies like Night Train to Munich at Churchill’s alternate retreat at Ditchley in Oxfordshire. Hopkins was impressed. As the son of a poor Iowa harness maker, he was fascinated by moneyed aristocrats (even broke ones, like Churchill). And perhaps because of his ailing, fragile constitution, he was attracted to matters of the flesh, and appreciated beautiful women. But it was Churchill’s resilience and goodwill that affected him most, and on his last visit Hopkins had reciprocated by ending a dinner with a quote from the Book of Ruth: “Whither thou goest I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge; thy people shall be my people and thy God my God.” And when he ended with his own declaration “even to the end,” tears filled Churchill’s eyes.

Ultimately, it was the Japanese who would persuade America to join the war, by bombing Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. America had entered the war reluctantly, but once in was determined to conclude it—quickly and decisively. Marshall’s aide Dwight Eisenhower captured the American sentiment in a January 22, 1942, diary entry: “We’ve got to go to Europe and fight.” Indeed, the first American troops, the Thirty-fourth Infantry Division, were already arriving in Northern Ireland in early spring.

The grim-faced Marshall concurred with Eisenhower. A famously reticent man, Marshall lacked Hopkins’s easy way and was congenitally incapable of a similar intimacy with Churchill. But Marshall’s grimness reflected the times: April 1942 represented a particularly bleak chapter in both his life and American history.

America had not only found itself at war, it had found itself losing a war—on every front. At that moment in 1942, Japan was conquering the U.S. dependency of the Philippines. Only two days earlier U.S. forces numbering 79,500 men had surrendered on the Bataan peninsula. In Europe, Germany had overrun the Continent right up to the English Channel. The previous summer had seen Hitler’s seemingly invincible armies sweep across the vastness of the USSR, encircling Soviet troops by the million. The Luftwaffe had utterly shattered the world’s largest air force in a few days. January had seen a major Russian counter-offensive, which re-captured lost ground. But by March the offensive had stalled, and the Germans still seemed to have a stranglehold in the east. Many wagered the USSR would crumble under the German hammer-blow sure to fall that summer. And Churchill knew better than the Americans how bad the war could get. The Eighth Army was on its heels in North Africa, the Japanese had been bloodying Commonwealth troops and seizing British possessions in Asia, and German U-boats were strangling the U.K. Though the Blitz had ended, the rubble of Britain still smouldered. Shared misfortune and common enemies had made Churchill and Roosevelt fast allies. Now Marshall and Hopkins, hunkering down to business, presented Churchill with a letter from Roosevelt that explained what they wanted from their new alliance.


Dear Winston,

What Harry [image: ] Geo Marshall will tell you has my heart and mind in it. Your people [image: ] mine demand the establishment of a front to draw off pressure on the Russians [image: ] these peoples are wise enough to see that the Russians are to-day killing more Germans [image: ] destroying more equipment than you [image: ] I put together. Even if full success is not attained the big objective will be.

Go to it!



Establishment of a European front: this was the essence of the two military plans—Roundup and Sledgehammer—that the envoys had brought. Roundup, Marshall explained, was the code name for an attack on German-occupied France along the Atlantic Wall, but it would be neither a rehearsal nor a raid. A full-scale invasion of forty-eight infantry divisions, the attack would be a direct cannon shot, landing between Le Havre and Boulogne at a narrow point of the Channel, a route that ran straight through Paris and on to Berlin. Roundup would establish a second front in western Europe, and it would do it soon: April 1, 1943, one year from the meeting at Chequers.

As Churchill digested Roundup, Marshall explained Sledgehammer, an emergency operation that called for putting a much smaller Allied force on the European continent as early as September 15, 1942, five months on. Sledgehammer was an expedient to be used in desperation only—a suicide operation to be carried out if the Russian front was in danger of collapsing. Because the U.S. could not bring troops to the British Isles before September, British soldiers would be the ones committing suicide if Sledgehammer went forward.

Moreover, Marshall was determined not to wait a year before unleashing Allied wrath on the Germans. He recommended incessant, small-scale attacks across the Channel. “The enemy in the West must be pinned down,” he had written in a memo to Roosevelt, “and kept in uncertainty by ruses and raids.”

When Marshall finished, Churchill tried to sound matter-of-fact. He and his staff too had plans for an invasion of France, he said. “[We] had them under consideration for many weeks, and were prepared to go ahead.” But Churchill admitted he didn’t take these plans as “seriously” as the Americans. He had misgivings. Weren’t the Germans still too strong, and the Allies too weak, for any attempted breach of the Atlantic Wall to succeed within the next two years? Churchill’s warnings raised the simple question that was at the heart of Roundup: at what point does a bold step, a full frontal attack against an awesome enemy, become a reckless one?

That question would torment Allied commanders until the end of the war, British commanders in particular. The memory of the horrific carnage of the First World War haunted all who had experienced it. Generals were desperate to avoid repeating it. Taken to task by Churchill for his slow advance into Germany later in the war, General Montgomery defended himself by noting that it had been the prime minister who had warned him against risking the casualties of the Somme. And what about the citizen soldiers who would be doing the fighting and dying? Could the volunteers and conscripts of the U.S. and Commonwealth armies be called upon to make the fanatical sacrifices that marked the German and Russian approaches to warfare? Even the most courageous Allied troops, driven by a sense of honour rather than the desperation and fear of their German and Russian counterparts, had little enthusiasm for a bloodbath.

Churchill liked the idea of invading North Africa. In his last face-to-face meeting with Roosevelt over the New Year, they had decided that their first decisive counterattack as allies would be Gymnast—the invasion of Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia. (The invasion of North Africa would later be called Super Gymnast, and ultimately Torch.) Churchill had pushed Gymnast hard, wanting to shore up Britain’s beleaguered forces in both Africa and the Middle East, to control the Mediterranean, and perhaps to groom the Allied armies for a winner-take-all fight on the Continent by means of an introductory campaign on the war’s periphery.

Still, Marshall and Hopkins wanted to fight the Germans, and Churchill couldn’t argue with that. “I’m favourably disposed to it,” Churchill declared finally of Roundup.

After they left the prime minister, Hopkins felt deflated. He was not encouraged by Churchill’s reception of Roundup. He believed the prime minister was unduly haunted by the prospect of turning the English Channel into, as he put it, “a river of blood.” But Marshall, imbued with a soldier’s pragmatism, saw the day’s skirmish as a victory for the simple reason that it hadn’t been a defeat. According to Hopkins, he said, “Churchill went a long way. I expected far more resistance than we got.”

[image: ]

That evening, Marshall and Hopkins returned to 10 Downing Street for dinner. This time Churchill wasn’t alone. The dining room included General Alan Brooke, the brooding Irishman who was Churchill’s Chief of the Imperial General Staff (CIGS) and Marshall’s opposite number on the CCS; Clement Attlee, Churchill’s deputy in the War Cabinet; and Britain’s tall, Errol Flynn look-alike foreign minister, Anthony Eden.

Marshall had been pleased by Churchill’s relative agreeable-ness in the afternoon, but would his tune change in the company of subordinates? The chorus of discontent Marshall braced for never came. Churchill, who loved domineering over a dinner, seized control of the conversation from the outset, and outflanked the issue of a second front. Imbibing more wine than it was ever Roosevelt’s habit to consume over a meal, Churchill steered clear of the current war, delving instead into the American Civil War, a topic close to Marshall’s heart, and the last war, the Great War, a conflict the ageless Churchill had helped lead as well, as First Lord of the Admiralty and then later, after a hiatus as commander of the Sixth Royal Fusiliers in the field, as minister of munitions.

Before the evening was up, General Brooke acted as the prime minister’s conscience. He raised the issue of Roundup, and expressed his misgivings, the same ones Churchill had brought up earlier: an assault on “Fortress Europe” was unnecessarily risky when the North African campaign would succeed in opening a second front without descending into a disastrous bloodbath. (In his capacity as First Lord of the Admiralty in the First World War, Churchill had pushed for the disastrous landings at the tip of the Gallipoli peninsula in Turkey, where the sea had literally run red with blood; 300,000 of the 500,000 men who landed became casualties.) As a former soldier, as a prime minister, and as a strategist husbanding Britain’s strength, Churchill would not countenance any waste of young lives.
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The next day, Marshall rose early and ventured off alone to meet the British chiefs of staff at the trapezoid-shaped monolith that served as the British War Office in Whitehall. Passing through the Ionic columns at the front, Marshall was ushered to the second floor, where he found the bulk of the chiefs: Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, the First Sea Lord; Air Chief Marshal Charles Portal, Chief of the Air Staff; and Major-General Sir Hastings Ismay, Churchill’s chief of staff. All these men were as reluctant as Churchill to attack Fortress Europe before the time was right. Except for one.

At forty-two, Lord Louis Mountbatten, chief of a fledgling branch called Combined Operations, was a generation younger than Marshall and the other chiefs, and his manner was markedly different. Great-grandson to Queen Victoria, he hailed from aristocratic stock. But Mountbatten, who had left a naval command to become adviser to and later head of Combined Operations, eschewed snobbery, at least when it came to influential American officers.

In Mountbatten, Marshall found a willing partner. Because Combined Operations specialized in unconventional warfare, such as amphibious landings, securing beachheads, and the execution of small surgical raids against the enemy, Mountbatten and Marshall were potential kindred spirits. Marshall was becoming increasingly convinced that this type of fighting was essential to the war effort.

Combined Operations (CO) had been dispatching lethally trained commandos against German positions in Europe for over a year. On March 4, 1941, a CO unit cryptically known as No. 4 Commando raided German positions on the Lofoten Islands, in Norway. They blew up armaments and fish-oil factories, seized secret German radio ciphers, and returned home with over two hundred German prisoners and three hundred Norwegian volunteers. The only casualty of the operation was an officer who inadvertently shot himself. An attack against Vaargso, Norway, on December 27, 1941, wasn’t as charmed. Combined Operations lost seventeen commandos. But they captured almost one hundred Germans and four Norwegian collaborators, and successfully shot up the local German garrison. As recently as March, 1942, Operation Chariot had successfully raided the French coast at St-Nazaire, destroying U-boat pens.

Seizing on Marshall’s interest, Mountbatten invited him to visit his headquarters at Richmond Terrace. Marshall agreed, and later that day toured the Combined Operations offices and was introduced to a member of Mountbatten’s staff. Marshall found himself standing before one of the strangest men he had encountered in forty years of soldiering. Geoffrey Pyke was a scientist working for Combined Operations. On the cusp of the nuclear age, Pyke was a forerunner of the physicists and game theorists who a decade later would strategize the Cold War. A 1940s Dr. Strangelove, Pyke looked almost as morbidly comical. When Marshall shook hands with Pyke, he looked up into a long thin face sharpened at the chin by a goatee beard and topped by a hopelessly dishevelled mop of hair. Tall and lean, as jumbled and angular as a long math equation, Pyke towered over Marshall, who was six feet tall.

But Pyke had one pleasing attribute: a face that blazed and sometimes charmed. Mountbatten himself had been a victim of Pyke’s appeal. Pyke had won his current job by appearing at Combined Operations headquarters and declaring: “Lord Mountbatten, you need me on your staff because I’m a man who thinks.” He was indeed. Pyke had spent most of his life a slave to wide-ranging and galloping ideas that at least one biographer believes were fuelled by undiagnosed epilepsy. In some cases he rode these ideas to success; in other instances the wild brutes trampled him to the ground.

Educated in public schools and at Cambridge, Pyke approached a London newspaper at the start of the First World War and offered to spirit himself into the German capital to write dispatches. He made it to Berlin, lounged around in cafés, and was promptly arrested for spying. Incarcerated in the Ruhleben prison camp, Pyke applied his unconventional intellect to the goal of escaping. As was his habit, he tackled the problem backwards. Seeing that German guards had foiled every nightly breakout, Pyke marched out of the camp in broad daylight, and eventually crossed into the Netherlands on foot.

Two decades later, as Europe careened towards another war, Pyke’s theories took on military applications. During the Spanish Civil War he fabricated motorcycles with sidecars to transport hot food to the front. In the run-up to 1939 he tried to dissuade Hitler from his ambitions by conducting a secret poll of the Reich’s citizens (the pollsters posed as inquisitive Brits on golfing holidays). The survey proved that the majority of Germans wanted peace. The Führer invaded Poland anyway.

There was a method to Pyke’s eccentricity. Unlike most academics, Pyke was without a discipline; he was a scientist without a science. His talent was an ability to question an assumption and approach it from the freshest of angles. Sometimes this was a formula for silliness. Tackling the problem of how to destroy Nazi oil fields in Romania, Pyke suggested releasing St. Bernards carrying casks of alcohol against sentries, the assumption being that the guards would get drunk and leave the oil wells vulnerable to commando attack. If booze didn’t do the trick, Pyke suggested dispatching beautiful women to distract the lonely men.

Despite these clunkers, Pyke had come to Combined Operations with a theory that fascinated Mountbatten, a strategy the chief wanted General Marshall to hear. So, as the American listened, Pyke passionately expounded on a memo he had written entitled Mastery of the Snows. And within minutes Marshall found himself persuaded by this strange man’s re-examination of the obvious: the military viability of snow. Pyke argued that in winter so much of Europe was covered in snow that the substance was not merely a factor of weather, it was a fourth element: “a sea which flows over most of Europe each year and which usually tends to act as a brake on military operations. We must obtain mastery of the snows,” Pyke declared, “as we have of the sea.” And just as great warships ruled the waves, Pyke argued, snow could be conquered and exploited if the Allies developed, as he wrote, “cross-country snow machines … [that] would enable us to move over snow at speeds greater than that of the enemy and to go where he cannot follow.”

According to Pyke’s thinking, snow machines, plus the element of surprise, could enable an impressively small number of specially trained commandos, schooled in winter warfare, demolitions, and so on, to do an enormous damage. Moreover, their mobility and specialized training would allow them to subdue a much larger force of Germans. Pyke listed Romania’s oil fields as a target. But of even greater strategic interest to Marshall and Mountbatten was Pyke’s plan to neutralize Norway as an “economic asset” to the Germans by unleashing snow commandos and their armour against the fourteen Norwegian electric power stations that generated forty-nine percent of the country’s power. This northern attack, Pyke said, could prepare “the way for an eventual reoccupation of Norway, thereby forming a link with Russia.”

Pyke may have been reaching a bit, but he was saying things that Marshall wanted to hear. The plan was Sledgehammer on skis, and it could be launched within the year.

[image: ]

By the time Marshall and Hopkins arrived in Buckinghamshire for the weekend, Mountbatten had already decided to give Pyke’s idea to the Americans. Britain lacked the resources to realize the plan, he believed. Only the United States had the money, men, and talent to make it work. Marshall agreed. The U.S. War Department would plan the raid, and U.S. defence scientists would design the state-of-the-art snowmobiles. Both men agreed that Pyke would go to Washington to help and that some British commandos might serve in the Norway operation.

The April 11 meeting at Chequers served as the final endorsement of the Pyke plan. Hopkins, who never met the quirky scientist, showed little interest; he was too preoccupied with Roundup. But Churchill paid attention during Mountbatten’s briefing, and declared that if the scheme became reality “never in the history of human conflicts would so many have been immobilized by so few.”

On April 15, Marshall and Hopkins left for home. Much had been accomplished. The British had agreed to a proposal, called “Bolero,” for a massive build-up of American forces in Britain, to be equipped for bombing and air combat operations over Europe, and in anticipation of an invasion of the Continent. Only a few months later, Major General Eisenhower would arrive to oversee the preparations.

Roundup and Sledgehammer, however, would never happen. The latter was shelved in the summer of 1942, amid preparations for a large-scale rehearsal of an amphibious assault on the French coast to be called Rutter, and later renamed Jubilee, which would demonstrate unequivocally the inadequacy of Allied tactics and planning. The debacle of this landing would help convince the CCS to postpone Roundup until 1944, by which time it would be called Overlord. The invasion of Europe would have to wait.
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