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Editor ial
The ashes of former Japanese Prime
Minister Tojo and six other war
criminals were scattered at sea.
ONE OF THE ENDURING QUESTIONS SURROUNDING POST-WORLD WAR II TOKYO 
war crimes trials has apparently, at long last, been answered.

In the early morning hours of December 23, 1948, former Japanese Prime Minister Hideki Tojo
and six other convicted “Class A” war criminals were executed by hanging at Sugamo Prison in
Tokyo. The bodies were cremated, but from there the story of the disposition of the ashes has been
buried in the recesses of the National Archives in Washington, D.C. The circumstance has remained
a mystery—particularly among the Japanese people—for more than 70 years.

Last spring, Hiraoki Takazawa, a professor at Tokyo’s Nihan University, revealed that he had
located documents that provide a detailed description of the hours that followed the executions
and cremation. At the National Archives, Takazawa located documents revealing that the ashes
were scattered from a U.S. Army aircraft roughly 30 miles off the coast of Japan and east of Yoko-
hama. The reason for the cremation and covert scattering was ostensibly to prevent Tojo loyal-
ists and radical, diehard nationalists from using an interment location as some sort of shrine. 

The six other war criminals included Kenji Doihara, Koki Hirota, Seishiro Itagaki, Heitaro
Kimura, Iwano Matsui, and Akira Muto, each of them responsible as a high-ranking military offi-
cer or civilian official for the notorious “Rape of Nanking” during the Second Sino-Japanese War
or for atrocities committed in other areas of Southeast Asia and the Philippines against civilian
populations or prisoners of war.

Among other documents Takazawa located a memorandum stamped “secret” that had been
authored by U.S. Army Major Luther Frierson. It reads in part: “I certify that I received the
remains, supervised cremation, and personally scattered the ashes of the following executed war
criminals at sea from an Eighth Army liaison plane …” Frierson wrote a more detailed account
in early 1949, further noting, “We proceeded to a point approximately 30 miles (48 kilometers)
over the Pacific Ocean east of Yokohama where I personally scattered the cremated remains over
a wide area in accordance with letter GHQ, 13 August 1948.”

The major certified that the corpses were fingerprinted for identification purposes, placed in cas-
kets, and then loaded onto a 2 ½-ton truck at Sugamo. A heavily guarded motorcade left the prison
minutes later, arriving at a U.S. Army military graves-registration platoon facility in Yokohama
just after 1:30 AM. 

The bodies arrived at the crematorium at 7:25 AM and were quickly placed into cremation ovens.
The entire facility was heavily guarded. The ashes were deposited into separate urns, and extreme
care was taken to remove the residue in its entirety. However, some ashes belonging to at least one
of the condemned may have been surreptitiously scooped up and saved for the family.

Although there were reportedly no ashes to place at the sacred Shinto Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo,
where 2.5 million Japanese war dead are revered as sacred spirits, the seven executed war crimi-
nals were nevertheless honored with enshrinement in 1978. Since then, the Yasukuni Shrine has
been a source of controversy, particularly regarding Japanese relations with China and South
Korea, whose peoples suffered mightily at the hands of Japanese aggression.

When the Associated Press contacted Prime Minister Tojo’s great grandson, Hidetoshi Tojo, the
descendant remarked that he was pleased with the recent news. “If his remains were at least scat-
tered in Japanese territorial waters … I think he was still somewhat fortunate. I want to invite my
friends to lay flowers to pay tribute to him….”

Takazawa speculated, “The entire operation was tense, with U.S. officials extremely careful
about not leaving a single speck of ashes behind, apparently to prevent them from being stolen
by admiring ultra-nationalists. I think the U.S. military was adamant about not letting the remains
return to Japanese territory … as an ultimate humiliation.”

Regardless of the U.S. and Allied intent, the international tribunal had rendered its verdict. The
sentence had been carried out. Humiliation? Perhaps. Retribution? Certainly.

—Michael E. Haskew 
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THE FOUR SHIPS THAT RACED INTO BATTLE ON DECEMBER 13, 1939, OFF THE
mouth of the River Plate were, as historian and novelist Len Deighton tartly observed, “three dif-
ferent answers to the question that had plagued the world’s navies for half a century: what should
a cruiser be?”

The British cruisers Ajax and Achilles were light ships with 32-knot speeds and 6-inch guns.
HMS Exeter hurled 8-inch broadsides, while the German “pocket battleship” Graf Spee traded
speed (26 knots) for armament (11-inch guns).

The newest of the three was Graf Spee, scuttled by its crew at the mouth of the River Plate.

I By David H. Lippman  I

Rivals of the River
Plate The survivors of the battle off the port of 

Montevideo stir the debate over the definition
of the “cruiser.”

Laid down in 1932, she had been commis-
sioned in 1936, the youngest of the three sister
pocket battleships. She displaced 16,020 tons at
full load, had a draft of 24 feet, and could reach
a top speed of 29.5 knots in a pinch. The size
of a heavy cruiser, she gained the name “pocket
battleship” for her six 11-inch guns, which gave
her a punch equal to a battlecruiser like Kriegs-
marine sisters Scharnhorst or Gneisenau. She
also had eight 5.9-inch guns as secondary arma-
ment, six 3.7-inchers, eight 37mm and 10
20mm flak guns. She also had eight torpedo
tubes astern.

In war, however, the other two pocket bat-
tleships, Deutschland and Admiral Scheer, were
less impressive. Deutschland sank only three
ships in her 1939 cruise in the North Atlantic
before running home. She was renamed Lüt-
zow by a nervous Adolf Hitler, who feared the
propaganda losses of a ship named Deutsch-
land being sunk. Both ships were sunk in their
slips by the RAF in 1945.

HMS Exeter also went to the bottom, but
not without a fight. Weighing in at 8,390 tons,
she was launched at Devonport on July 18,
1929, and spent most of her first 10 years
showing the White Ensign around the world.
Despite her snappy appearance, she had weak-
nesses. She carried only six 8-inch guns, in
accordance with 1920s disarmament treaties,
and could carry only 1,900 tons of fuel oil.
That limited her range to 10,000 miles at 11-
14 knots. Historian Dudley Pope’s harsh assess-
ment was that she had been built “so that she
could be sold to a potential enemy.”

Exeter returned home to England after the
River Plate and was a dockyard case for most
of 1940. During that time, she was given more
magazine stowage and ready-use ammunition
lockers. She also added elevation to her 8-inch
guns and gained new 4-inch antiaircraft guns
and pom-poms. Masts to hold radar equipment
were installed, but radar was never fitted. 

She was escorting a convoy to Rangoon
when Pearl Harbor was attacked and was
ordered to join the battleship Prince of Wales
and battlecruiser Repulse in Singapore. By the
time Exeter reached Singapore, both Prince of
Wales and Repulse had been sunk. She was
sent back to Ceylon, escorting a convoy with

The German pocket battleship Graf Spee
burns furiously off the mouth of the River
Plate near the harbor of Montevideo,
Uruguay.  The order to scuttle the warship
came in December 1939, after a running
fight with three British Royal Navy cruisers. 
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survivors of the two ships. Exeter then sailed
back to Singapore with reinforcements and
down to Java to join “ABDA Float,” the Aus-
tralian-British-Dutch-American naval com-
mand trying to fend off Japanese conquest of
the Dutch East Indies.

This polyglot force fought under Dutch
Rear Admiral Karel Doorman, a man of great
charm and determination, but had no time to
train together or even work out tactics or a
joint signal code. When a vast Japanese force
steamed down to invade Java, Doorman
hoisted “Follow me” from his flagship, the

light cruiser De Ruyter, and sailed out on the
afternoon of February 27, 1942, to attack the
Japanese, trailed by elderly warships manned
by exhausted crews. The night battle turned
into a nightmare.

With the advantages of coordination, night-
trained lookouts, and the superb Long Lance
torpedo, the Japanese tore apart the Allied
force. Exeter was first to be severely dam-
aged—an 8-inch shell tore through her B boiler
room, killing all 10 men and knocking out six
of eight boilers. Wreathed in steam and smoke,
she dropped speed to 10 knots and wobbled

out of line, depriving Doorman of one of his
two heavy cruisers. The Japanese charged, sink-
ing three destroyers and the two Dutch cruisers,
killing Doorman.

The next evening Exeter steamed out to head
for Ceylon for full repairs, escorted by the
American destroyer Pope and the British
destroyer Encounter. To fool the enemy, Exeter
was to sail east, then north, then double back
west. Exeter Captain Victor Gordon didn’t
think he had a chance. He told his men there
would be no air cover and that it was up to
them and their escorts to survive.

The following morning at 7:50, March 1,
1942, the three ships spotted warships’ masts.
Exeter changed course to avoid them, but it
was too late. The Japanese had intercepted
Exeter with four heavy cruisers and two
destroyers. Exeter cranked up her speed to 25
knots and the destroyers made smoke, but the
Japanese were good shots. They immediately
knocked out Exeter’s fire-control system and
battered her with shellfire and torpedoes. 

At 11:20 AM, the Japanese blasted open
Exeter’s boiler room, and she dropped speed to
four knots. Exeter was doomed. Gordon
ordered “abandon ship” at 11:35 AM and
opened the seacocks and flooding valves. While
the crew pushed boats and rafts into the water,
the Japanese continued their shelling. A Japan-
ese destroyer fired a salvo of torpedoes into
Exeter’s starboard side, and the veteran cruiser
rolled over—providing the Japanese with dra-
matic photographs—and sank at about 4
degrees 38 minutes South, 112 degrees 28 min-
utes East, leaving the crew to the horrors of
Japanese captivity.

By comparison, Ajax and Achilles had “good”
wars. HMS Ajax was launched by Vickers-Arm-
strong in Barrow in March 1934. She displaced
just over 9,000 tons and had a top speed of 32
knots. A sturdy-looking ship, she had one mas-
sive, single-trunked funnel, which meant that her
boiler rooms were interconnected and could be
destroyed by a single shell.

After the River Plate battle, Ajax spent most
of the war in the Mediterranean Fleet, seeing a
great deal of action. At the Battle of Cape Mat-
apan in late 1940, she helped sink three Italian
heavy cruisers. During the German invasion of
Crete, she intercepted a German-Italian convoy
headed for the island and evacuated British
troops from Heraklion. But the strain of con-
stant Luftwaffe bombardment wore down the
ship and crew. Sixty percent of her antiaircraft
ammunition was fired off, and 30 of her 800
men suffered nervous breakdowns from the
stress. Damaged by bombs, Ajax was pulled
out for repairs, then helped bombard Vichy-

10 WWII HISTORY DECEMBER 2021

ABOVE: Crewmen crowd the deck of the cruiser HMNZS Achilles, which was damaged during the
Battle of the River Plate in December 1939.  Later in World War II, Achilles participated in opera-
tions in the Pacific and was sold to the Indian Navy after the war. BELOW: Scuttled by its crew, the
pocket battleship Graf Spee lists heavily and settles during its death throes on December 17, 1939,
off the mouth of the River Plate and the harbor of Montevideo, Uruguay. After a battle with three
British cruisers, Captain Hans Langsdorff was convinced that an overwhelming Allied naval force
awaited his return to sea from Montevideo and ordered his crew to sink their own ship.
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controlled Syria in the British invasion of that
French territory.

Ajax’s last major appearance of the war came
on D-Day in Normandy, when her 6-inch guns
easily destroyed the German Longues Battery
off Gold Beach, impressing everyone with her
accuracy. However, Ajax’s gunnery director had
a competitive edge: the blind son of a French
resistance worker had paced off the distances
between the batteries and their control points,
memorized the numbers, and these were
radioed to England. When Ajax went into
action, her gunnery officer had all the infor-
mation he needed to send a 6-inch shell hurtling
through the battery’s embrasures and observa-
tion slits, killing the defenders and leaving the
guns relatively intact.

That proved to be a postwar boon to the
local inhabitants, who restored the guns and
turned the Longues Battery into a museum. The
guns themselves, among the few survivors of
Hitler’s Atlantic Wall, became standard features
for travel editors needing photographs of the
Normandy beaches. The guns Ajax silenced
have appeared in Time, Newsweek, National
Geographic, and many other magazine articles
on D-Day’s anniversaries.

HMS Ajax, however, didn’t make any of the
celebrations. She was scrapped in 1949.

HMNZS Achilles was launched on Septem-

ber 1, 1932, by Cammell Laird in Birkenhead
and was assigned to what was then the New
Zealand Squadron in March 1936. A sister of
Ajax, she replaced the older HMS Diomede,
whose crew transferred to Achilles. She sailed
to New Zealand and took part in the search for
Amelia Earhart in 1937.

After her encounter with Graf Spee, Achilles
spent most of 1940 and 1941 in the Pacific
escorting convoys and hunting for German
merchant raiders—freighters and liners that
had been converted into auxiliary cruisers to
prey on British shipping in waters distant from
the Fatherland. With concealed guns, torpe-
does, and mines, these ships cut a jagged swath
through Britain’s ocean lifelines. Achilles pur-
sued raiders named Atlantis, Pinguin, Orion,
and Komet for two years to no avail. 

These frustrating chases were ended in
December 1941, when Japan bombed Pearl
Harbor and the Emperor Hirohito’s men struck
south, heading directly for Australia and New
Zealand. Achilles spent part of 1942 escorting
liners and merchant ships full of American
troops headed for Australia and New Zealand,
even Britain’s massive new Queen Elizabeth.

She missed the battles of Coral Sea and
Midway, but escorted convoys to support the
invasion of Guadalcanal. She was placed
under American command in December 1942,

and operated with American cruisers in the
Solomons. 

On January 5, 1943, a Japanese bomber
blasted Achilles’ X turret, killing 11 Royal
Marines and wounding 10 others. The bomb’s
trajectory just missed exploding the cruiser’s
magazine. Despite the destruction of her X tur-
ret, Achilles continued in action until March
22, 1943, when she reached England for
repairs. She spent the next few months moored
near the historic HMS Victory. Her X Turret
was removed and replaced with flak guns.

But on June 22, while in dock, a gas explo-
sion ripped through Achilles, killing 29 sailors
at breakfast and injuring 60 more. Achilles was
gravely damaged. With HMNZS Leander out
of action from torpedo damage in the
Solomons, New Zealand no longer had any
cruisers in action.

12 WWII HISTORY DECEMBER 2021

ABOVE: The heavy cruiser HMS Exeter, mounting 8-inch main batteries, lies at anchor in Balboa
Harbor off San Diego, California, in 1934. Exeter was the largest of the three cruisers that faced
Graf Spee during the Battle of the River Plate. RIGHT TOP: Smoke billows from the stricken heavy
cruiser Exeter after an attack by Japanese forces in the Java Sea in March 1942.  Exeter had sus-
tained damage in earlier fighting and failed to reach safety in the harbor of Colombo, Ceylon.
RIGHT BELOW: The light cruiser HMS Ajax, mounting 6-inch main batteries, is shown at full speed
off the North African near the harbor of Tobruk, Libya, in November 1941. Ajax bombarded Ger-
man coastal defenses off the Normandy beaches on D-Day and was scrapped in 1949.

All: Naval History and Heritage Command
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So, Achilles’ crew was sent to commission
the light cruiser HMS Gambia, which was
loaned to New Zealand, and Leander’s crew
was sent from America to Britain to put
Achilles back in action with new tripod masts,
new radar, and new antiaircraft guns. The
cruiser left Portsmouth on June 2, 1944, slip-
ping past gigantic armadas of ships heading for
Normandy. When the Allies invaded France,
Achilles was heading for Stromness for
workup. She was ordered to the Mediterranean
to support the invasion of Southern France, but
by the time she reached Gibraltar the Germans
were on the run. Achilles was ordered on to the
4th Cruiser Squadron of the British Eastern
Fleet in Trincomalee, Ceylon.

Achilles sailed through the Mediterranean
and reached Ceylon on September 13, joining
a fleet that included British, Australian, French,
Dutch, American, and even Italian ships. After
a trip back to New Zealand to pick up a con-
voy of reinforcement, Achilles bombarded
Japanese installations at Sabang and then
joined Task Force 57, which was supporting
the American invasion of Okinawa.

Achilles escorted carrier forces that attacked
the Sakishima Group of islands off Formosa.
After that, the whole force sailed to Okinawa,
where Achilles and her cohorts came under
kamikaze attack. When the island was secured,
the British Pacific Fleet moved on to bombard
Japan with battleship shells and carrier-based
aircraft. Achilles provided antiaircraft cover
and shelled Honshu.

After Japan’s surrender she came home to
New Zealand for good on March 17, 1946,
released from the British Pacific Fleet, and did
a victory lap around the nation, with open days
for the public at every port she visited.

In 1948, Achilles was sold to the Indian Navy
and renamed HMIS Delhi. When India became
a republic in 1950, she became INS Delhi. As
Delhi, the cruiser took part in the Spithead
Coronation Review of Queen Elizabeth II, as
India’s representative ship, and served for a time
as flagship of the Indian Navy.

When India took over Goa from the Por-
tuguese, Delhi bombarded the port, her last
action. In 1971, she was converted to a train-
ing cruiser.

On June 30, 1978, INS Delhi’s commission-
ing pennant was hauled down, and the ancient
cruiser was paid off for the last time, having
outlived so many of her contemporaries and
junior sisters.

 Author David Lippman resides in New Jersey
and writes frequently on a variety of topics for
WWII History.  
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Hero of the 442nd 
Regimental Combat
Team

EARLY ON THE MORNING OF SUNDAY, OCTOBER 15, 1944,
a platoon of the U.S. 442nd Regimental Combat Team’s 100th
Infantry Battalion (Separate) waited on a hill for its first action in the
rugged Vosges Mountains of eastern France.
The 1st and 2nd Platoons of E Company had already advanced about
200 yards toward their objective, the town of Bruyeres, and the 3rd
Platoon was awaiting orders. As daylight began to filter through the
cold mist, the young Japanese-American GIs—many of them recent

replacements—were “all nervous and on edge.” Artillery rumbled in the distance.
One of the bantam-sized Nisei soldiers decided to relieve the tension. Leaning against a tree next

to another rifleman, he was the platoon’s good-natured “tiny runt,” Private George T. “Joe”
Sakato. He jumped up, put two fingers under his nose, raised his right hand in a stiff salute, and
shouted, “Sieg heil—in case we lose!” He thought his imitation of Nazi dictator Adolf Hitler

I By Michael D. Hull  I

would draw a few laughs, but the platoon
leader was not amused.

The sound of artillery suddenly became
louder, and Sakato shouted, “Incoming!” A
blast blew him 10 feet through the air, and a
shell fragment cut his wrist. But his buddy was
dying from a neck wound. Sakato “hollered for
the medics,” who “gave him some plasma, but
he died on the way down the hill.”

The riflemen looked around anxiously for
their lieutenant to issue orders, but he had dis-
appeared. “He ran down the hill back to head-
quarters,” Sakato recalled, “or so the captain
said on the radio.” Although shaken and
“aching all over,” Sakato then moved forward
with his platoon on the first day of the Battle
of Bruyeres.

Up and down the steep, forested ridges of the
Vosges Mountains during the bitter campaign
of September-November 1944, Sakato and his
comrades adapted quickly to the rigors of com-
bat and fought hard against stubborn German
defenses. As it had at Cassino and Anzio, the
battalion took heavy losses, and its reputation
became legendary in the U.S. Army. Five-foot,
four-inch Sakato, who was so puny that he had
to run around the walls on obstacle courses

14 WWII HISTORY DECEMBER 2021

Profile
U.S. Army

Private Joe Sakato

Nisei soldiers of the 442nd
Regimental Combat Team
take on German tanks dur-
ing their successful effort to
rescue the Lost Battalion in
France in October 1944.

Joe Sakato exhibited tremendous courage in
action, his Distinguished Service Cross upgraded
to the Medal of Honor half a century after
World War II ended.
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during basic training, was awarded the Distin-
guished Service Cross, later upgraded to the
Medal of Honor.

Born in 1921 in the town of Colton in Cali-
fornia’s San Bernardino County, where his fam-
ily ran a butcher shop and fruit stand, George
Sakato was known as “Joe” while he was grow-
ing up. Fascinated by aviation, he liked to visit a
nearby airfield, where a World War I veteran
took youngsters for rides in a rickety Curtiss JN-
4D Jenny biplane. Young George paid for his
flights by selling newspapers and delivering The
Saturday Evening Post magazine. He yearned to
become a pilot but was later turned down when
he volunteered for the Army Air Forces.

He was working in a grocery store when he
first heard about the 442nd Regimental Com-
bat Team. The young man tried to enlist in the
Army but was rejected because of his Japanese
heritage, so he returned to the grocery store.

When President Franklin D. Roosevelt lifted
induction restrictions, thousands of young
Nisei men of the Hawaii National Guard
signed up for federal service. Formed in Hon-
olulu and activated in Oakland, California, in
June 1942, the 100th Infantry Battalion—ini-
tially comprising 29 officers and 1,277 enlisted
men—was trained at Camp McCoy, Wiscon-
sin. The battalion’s motto was “Remember
Pearl Harbor.”

Shipped to the Mediterranean theater in Sep-
tember 1943, the battalion fought with dis-
tinction at Salerno, Monte Cassino, and Anzio.

The unit’s performance, meanwhile, encour-
aged the Army to form another Nisei outfit, the
442nd RCT, made up of Hawaiians and main-
land Japanese-Americans. Some of its volun-
teers were under five feet tall and weighed
barely 100 pounds. Its shoulder insignia fea-
tured the liberty torch on a red-white-and-blue
background, and its motto, chosen by craps
players from Hawaii, was “Go for Broke”
(shoot the works). 

Almost as self-sufficient as a division, the
442nd RCT comprised an infantry regiment,
field artillery battalion, medical detachment,
and combat-engineer, antitank, cannon, and
service companies. It was commanded by
Colonel Charles W. Pence, a quiet, steady tac-
tician and World War I veteran. The Nisei GIs
grew to love him.

The 442nd RCT landed at Naples on May
28, 1944, and the 100th Battalion was inte-
grated as its new first battalion. The 442nd
went into action on June 26 and captured sev-
eral key cities and towns, including Livorno
and Pisa. The “little men of iron” melded into
a topnotch fighting unit.

Although he still dreamed of going to a fly-
ing school, George Sakato, meanwhile, 
was drafted into the Army in March 1944 and
sent to Fort Douglas, Utah. From there, he
went to sprawling, swampy Fort Blanding, 
Florida, for basic training. After learning to
fire the M-1 Garand rifle, he was sent to
Camp Shelby for further training with 671

other 442nd RCT replacements.”
After less than a month at Camp Shelby,

Sakato and his comrades boarded an Italy-
bound troopship with field packs, duffel bags,
and rifles.

On September 18, 1944, the replacements
reached Naples and joined the 442nd RCT.
Eight days later, the Nisei troops filed aboard
Navy transports. They had no idea where they
were going, but when the ships turned east-
ward, they knew they were heading toward
southern France, where Operation Dragoon
had been launched on August 15.

After landing in Marseilles, the “Go for
Broke” regiment—attached to Major Gen.
John E. Dahlquist’s 36th (Texas) Infantry Divi-
sion—followed Highway 7 up the Rhone Val-
ley, traveling by truck and rail to the Vosges

Mountains, where the Allied armies planned to
launch an offensive toward Strasbourg and
across the River Rhine into Germany. 

On October 14th, led by French scouts, the
Nisei moved northeast to the thick Helledraye
Forest, beginning a two-month ordeal of com-
bat in chilling rain, fog, and snow. When their
trucks broke down, they hiked through the
mud. Accustomed to sub-tropical weather, the
Hawaiians shivered. “Our coats were all wet
and getting heavy,” Sakato recalled. “We had
our backpacks on and our rifles, slogging in the
mud.” Each of the diminutive soldiers was bur-
dened with about 40 pounds of equipment and
a 9.5-pound M-1 rifle.

On the morning of October 15, the 442nd
RCT launched its attack on Bruyeres, a trans-
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Both: National Archives

ABOVE: Manning a .30-caliber Browning machine gun, a Nisei soldier of the 442nd Regimental
Combat Team wears a raincoat for protection against the harsh, wintry weather of November
1944 in the Vosges Mountains of France. RIGHT: A squad leader from F Company, 442nd Regimen-
tal Combat Team holds tightly to his rifle and scans a valley 200 yards away for German move-
ment.  This photo was taken in November 1944, and the troops of the 442nd were engaged in a
bitter fight with the Germans in the mountainous Vosges region of France.  
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portation and communications hub nestled in a
valley. Aided by the 143rd Infantry Regiment,
the Nisei troops led the assault because the Texas
Division had been depleted by casualties, desert-
ers, and stragglers, and, according to Dahlquist,
was “very low in spirits and determination.” 

The 442nd RCT’s 100th, 2nd, and 3rd Bat-
talions soon ran into stiff opposition from well-
entrenched German artillery, machine-gun
nests, and powerful Mark V Panther tanks. The
100th Battalion suffered 39 casualties on the
first day, and for Sakato, the advance on Bruy-
eres was a brutal introduction to warfare; the
replacements quickly became combat veterans,
and a number of them earned Distinguished
Service Crosses for heroism.

Enemy resistance increased on the first day,
but the GIs struggled on and made steady
progress through cold winds, rain, and artillery
barrages. They took 21 prisoners along with
documents revealing enemy troop dispositions
and learned to survive under deadly tree bursts
in the dark forests by burrowing. “We cut
down small trees,” said Sakato, “made logs of
them to put over our foxholes, then spread pine
boughs over them, and threw sand and mud
over everything.” They then wrapped them-
selves in blankets and pup tents.

Pinned down by artillery salvos and fire from
German tanks and infantry as they approached
their objective, the Nisei soldiers swallowed
their fears and stood their ground. As shells
burst overhead and enemy infantry attacked his
ridge, Sakato blazed away with his rifle “scared
as hell … crying and praying at the same time.”
He recalled, “I tried to crawl back into my hel-
met, hoping I could get out of this hell hole.”

Crawling, crouching, firing, digging in, and
then starting all over again, yard by yard, the
men of the 442nd RCT advanced barely two
miles in three days before reaching Bruyeres on
the cold, rainy morning of October 18. After
more than six hours of fierce fighting, during
which fortified houses and machine-gun nests
were silenced, L Company of the 3rd Battalion
pushed into the town and linked up with C
Company of the 36th Division’s 143rd Regi-
ment, which had entered from the south. By
nightfall, the town was in American hands.

Colonel Pence’s tenacious soldiers pushed
on. Near Belmont, the GIs were pinned down
by German infantry and self-propelled guns.
Crawling through bushes and ducking 
behind a fallen log, Sakato fired his Thomp-
son submachine gun at enemy soldiers in the
distance. To his astonishment, two Germans
hidden on the other side of the log popped up
and surrendered.

“I was stunned in terror,” he reported. But he
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came to his senses and took charge of the pair.
Sakato had captured the first of several
machine-gun nests and earned the nickname of
“Machine Gun Joe.”

Besides emerging as one of the 442nd RCT’s
heroes, he gained a reputation as a master
scrounger. He confiscated a P-38 pistol from
one of his prisoners and had taken the Tommy
gun from a wrecked Sherman tank to replace
his M-1 rifle. Sakato believed that a subma-
chine gun was a more effective weapon on the
tangled Vosges ridges. He collected bandoliers
of extra ammunition when he got the chance.

After a two-day breather, the Nisei battalions
embarked on one of the most challenging oper-
ations of World War II and their most famous
exploit. They were ordered to try and relieve
the 1st Battalion of the Texas Division’s 141st
(Alamo) Regiment, isolated for a week on a hill
nine miles inside enemy territory south of St.-
Die. Surrounded by about 700 German troops,
the “Lost Battalion” was in a desperate situa-
tion, with its men exhausted and low on ammu-
nition, rations, and medical equipment. Relief
efforts had failed, and supplies dropped by air
fell into enemy hands.

The men of the 442nd RCT moved out in
predawn darkness on Friday, October 27,
1944, advancing through dense underbrush
beneath 60-foot pine trees as German artillery,
mortar, and small-arms fire opened up. Bran-
dishing their rifles, .30-caliber machine guns,
bazookas, and Browning automatic rifles, the
Nisei troops pushed steadily forward. They had
five miles to go, and there was no turning back.

While the regiment’s 522nd Field Artillery Bat-
talion zeroed in on enemy positions, the tena-
cious riflemen charged ahead with hand
grenades and bayonets. They disabled tanks,
threaded their way carefully through nine mine-
fields, and took more prisoners.

The GIs struggled on, trying to find their way
up and down the steep, forested ridges. They
each grabbed the straps on the backpack of the
man ahead in order to keep together in the
dense brush. “If someone in front suddenly
stopped,” Sakato recalled, “there was a chain
reaction all the way back.” The Nisei troops
lacked winter clothing, and many suffered from
trench foot.

As the going got tougher and German resis-
tance increased, losses mounted. One of the
casualties was the admired Colonel Pence, who
was wounded in the back and had to be evac-
uated. Lt. Col. Virgil R. Miller took command.
But the weary soldiers never faltered, and still
more Silver Stars and Distinguished Service
Crosses were earned by many acts of gallantry.

In the midst of an enemy counterattack, one
of Sakato’s friends made the mistake of standing
up and getting shot. “Mad as hell and crying,”
Machine Gun Joe jumped out of his foxhole,
grabbed his P-38 handgun and Tommy gun, and
charged toward the Germans, disregarding their
fire. “I’m going to get the SOB who shot him or
die trying,” he told himself. He estimated that
he took down “two or three guys,” but in fact
he killed a dozen enemy soldiers.

Sakato was ahead of his platoon and dan-
gerously exposed to enemy fire, so the Germans

zeroed in on him with grenades. The diminutive
hero kept firing until he ran out of ammuni-
tion. Left with only his pistol, he calmly “fired
carefully,” killing three Germans and wounding
another as they ran toward him from less than
10 yards away.

Sakato’s heroic dash encouraged his platoon
to reorganize and start attacking the enemy
strongpoint. The fighting was close and savage.
The Germans shot a medical corpsman who
was tending a soldier who had been wounded
in the leg. Sakato reported, “The bullet hit the
side of his helmet and spun around inside, then
dropped out.” The medic’s skull was creased,
but “he was fine otherwise.”

After his squad leader was killed, Sakato
took charge and helped the platoon turn back
an organized enemy assault and complete its

mission. Besides killing a dozen Germans that
day, he wounded two, personally captured four,
and assisted the platoon in taking 34 prisoners.

The Nisei soldiers struggled on through
intense enemy mortar and small-arms fire as
they neared the Lost Battalion’s position on
Monday, October 30. Machine Gun Joe hit the
ground twice when mortar rounds exploded
nearby, and a third blast just behind him hurled
him six feet. Disoriented, he had to hurriedly
dig a foxhole. He pulled his shovel from his
backpack but could not raise his arm. There
were holes in his pack and jacket, and blood
was oozing down his back. 

His tour of duty was about to end, but he
would survive. He learned later that his life had
been saved because he had stuffed his folded
overcoat into his backpack. It had absorbed the
shock of exploding shrapnel, which would have
severed his spine.

Finally, after enduring great hardship and
suffering 814 casualties, the 442nd RCT man-
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ABOVE: Slogging their way along a road in the Chambois sector of the Vosges Mountains in Octo-
ber 1944, soldiers of the Japanese-American 442nd Regimental Combat Team advance toward the
front lines during their heroic effort to rescue the Lost Battalion of the 36th Infantry Division.
RIGHT: Joe Sakato received the Medal of Honor for gallantry in France but asserted, “I’m no
hero.” He died in 2015 at the age of 94.

National Archives

U.S. Army

W-Dec21 Profile CUT_Layout 1  8/13/21  10:13 AM  Page 18



aged to break through to the Lost Battalion
early that evening. Its surviving 211 men stum-
bled out of their foxholes in disbelief when they
saw their rescuers, and many broke into tears.
“The chills went up our spines when we saw
the Nisei soldiers,” reported Lieutenant Marty
Higgins, the commander of A Company of the
141st Regiment. “Honestly, they looked like
giants to us.” The GIs shared K-rations and cig-
arettes, and the men of the 442nd RCT were
dubbed “honorary Texans.”

The regiment—exhausted and reduced to
half strength—was relieved on November 9th
and ordered south to the Maritime Alps. 

Because of their heroism and esprit de corps
in the Vosges Mountains, Sakato and three
comrades were recommended for the Medal of
Honor, but several months later the honors
were downgraded a level to Distinguished Ser-
vice Crosses. Machine Gun Joe, who had
reached the rank of sergeant, spent several
months recovering from his wounds at hospi-
tals and rehabilitation centers in Birmingham,
England, and San Diego, California. 

With the end of the European war on May 8,
1945, praise was showered on the Nisei troops
for their performance in seven major cam-
paigns. The 100th/442nd casualty toll
amounted to 9,486, and 19 Distinguished Ser-
vice Cross awards were later upgraded to the
Medal of Honor. The regiment was the most
decorated unit in American military history. 

After his discharge, meanwhile, Sakato mar-
ried his sweetheart, Bess Saito, and drove a truck
at night to supplement his disability pension.
Sakato eventually passed a civil service exami-
nation and got a job with the U.S. Post Office.
A postman for 30 years before retiring in 1980,
he also found time to lecture at schools, civic
groups, and the U.S. Military Academy about
the 442nd RCT and the forcible 1942 “reloca-
tion” of Japanese-Americans.

The Nisei hero answered a telephone call
from the Pentagon in the spring of 2000, invit-
ing him to Washington to be awarded the
Medal of Honor. On the White House South
Lawn on June 21 that year, Sakato received the
coveted pale blue ribbon from President Bill
Clinton, who paid tribute to the “extraordi-
narily brave” Sakato and his comrades. 

Approached by a Washington Post reporter,
the humble Sakato said simply, “I’m no hero,
but I wear it for the guys that didn’t come back.”

The Nisei hero died at the age of 94 on
December 2, 2015.

The late Michael D. Hull, author of this and
many other articles for WWII History, resided
in Enfield, Connecticut.
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Insight

AT HIGH TIDE ON THE NIGHT OF MARCH 28, 1942, AN AMERICAN-BUILT BRITISH
destroyer disguised as a German torpedo boat steamed boldly up the estuary of the Loire River
in occupied France. Her target was the Normandie dry dock near the town of St. Nazaire.

Built for the French ocean liner Normandie, the dock was the only facility on the German-
occupied Atlantic coast large enough to accommodate the Kriegsmarine battleship Tirpitz, sister
of fabled Bismarck. 

Tirpitz had only recently left her German base and sheltered in a Norwegian fiord. There was
a very real fear at the British Admiralty that she would soon commerce raiding in the North
Atlantic using St. Nazire as a base.

The British designed Operation Chariot to neutralize the French docking facilities, and for the
rest of their lives the survivors of the raid would be known as “charioteers.”

The American built “four piper” HMS Campbeltown was chosen to lead the raid to destroy
the dock at St. Nazaire. She was stripped of three of her smoke stacks in order to
resemble a German torpedo boat. Her innards were gutted to reduce weight, and
her bow was packed with a nasty surprise. Three tons of high explosives, hidden
beneath false bulkheads, were time-delayed to explode some six hours after her
crew of commandos had abandoned her.

Flying the German naval ensign, Campbeltown and a flotilla of gunboats fooled
the German shore batteries long enough to make a final run for St. Nazaire. Then
all hell broke loose. The defensive batteries opened up, and under heavy and
close-range fire the destroyer rammed the gates of the target dry dock and wedged

I By Glenn Barnett  I

Lend-Lease on the High Seas
When the United States ‘loaned’ Great Britain 50 over-aged destroyers in exchange 
for bases, the British put them to good use.

fast. British commandos scuttled the ship on
the spot. They evacuated their wounded under
fire and went ashore to join other comman-
dos who were engaged in destroying the
dock’s pumping house. 

Five Victoria Crosses would be awarded for
this night’s work.

The next morning, when the British invaders
had been repulsed, a German boarding party,
surveying the damage, went aboard Campbel-
town to determine how best to move her away
from the damaged dock. At 11:20 in the morn-

ing, the time-delayed explosives
blew up, destroying Campbel-
town, killing over 350 Germans,
and completely wrecking the
dock’s gate. The Germans would
never attempt to repair it, and
Tirpitz would spend the rest of
her short life in Norway.

The raid at St. Nazaire high-

German shells churn the
water off the docks at
the French port of St.
Nazaire on the night of
March 28, 1942 as the
old destroyer HMS 
Campbeltown makes a
suicide run to disable the
Normandie dry dock.
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lighted the importance of the “Bases for
Destroyers” deal worked out between President
Franklin D. Roosevelt and the new British
Prime Minister Winston Churchill in the sum-
mer of 1940. In exchange for long-term leases
on British Commonwealth islands in the
Caribbean, the United States turned over 50
World War I vintage destroyers, which the
British desperately needed to replace their
growing losses and to provide protection for
the all-important North Atlantic convoys.

This limited exchange became the blueprint
of the Lend-Lease program, which enabled the
Arsenal of Democracy to share her wealth of
production, both agricultural and manufac-
tured, with her hard-pressed allies.

HMS Campbeltown had been built too late
to fight in the last war. Launched in 1919 at the
Bath Iron Works in Maine, she was commis-
sioned as the USS Buchanan after Franklin
Buchanan, the first superintendent of the
United States Naval Academy. She had a flush
deck, sloping toward her stern, and the dis-
tinctive four smoke stacks common to Ameri-
can destroyers at the time.

In the years following the war, there was not
much for America’s fleet of new destroyers to
do. Some were sent to the Balkans to help with
food distribution and refugee evacuation. Oth-
ers were strung out between Newfoundland
and the Azores in May 1919 to serve as bea-
cons for the first transatlantic flight of U.S.

Navy seaplanes. 
As a result of the Washington Naval Treaty

of 1921, Buchanan and dozens of other “four
pipers” were taken out of commission the next
year and given a rust-resistant paint job.
Moored side by side in naval backwaters at San
Diego and Philadelphia, the collection of over
120 destroyers became known as “Red Lead
Row.” Most of them would spend the next 17
years in suspension.

Red Lead Row would be called back to ser-
vice abruptly in December 1939 in response to
the beginning of hostilities in Europe. Naval
planners were aware that the bulk of America’s
destroyer fleet was woefully outdated. Design-
ers worked overtime to create the new Fletcher-
class destroyers to replace them. But for the first
years of the war, the “four pipers” would have
to make do. They all needed to be modernized
and refitted. Many were in such bad shape that
they were just scraped.

Immediately after rejoining the service, they
were sent to patrol the vast American coastline
as well as the Caribbean and Central American
waters as part of a “Neutrality Patrol.” The
patrol’s primary mission was to protect the
approaches to the Panama Canal. While the old
destroyers were being brought out of retire-
ment, the world stage was not dormant. Ger-
many launched her blitzkrieg against the West
that spring, overrunning France and the Low
Countries. At sea, the Royal Navy had its hands

full with the German Kriegsmarine.
Once Germany occupied Norway and

France, the Royal Navy’s problems were greatly
compounded. U-boats and air attacks took a
fierce toll on merchant ships and the destroyers
that guarded them. By July 1940, the British
had lost 28 destroyers to all causes, as well as
a battleship, two aircraft carriers, and three
cruisers. These losses were unsustainable.

Churchill appealed personally to President
Roosevelt for help.

The American president was uniquely quali-
fied to understand the problems the British faced.
He had been Assistant Secretary of the Navy
from 1913-1920, at a time when Churchill was
Lord of the Admiralty. It was on his watch that
the “four pipers” were designed and built. 

On September 3, 1940, the White House
announced that the president had signed an
executive order turning over the 50 destroyers
to the British in exchange for leases of land in
Antigua, British Guiana, Jamaica, St. Lucia,
Bermuda, Trinidad, and Newfoundland. The
leases were for 99 years and envisioned the con-
struction and utilization of military bases.

So many of the four-stacker destroyers had
been built and stored that the United States
Navy was still able to retain 80 of them for its
own use.

The 50 chosen destroyers steamed for Hali-
fax, Nova Scotia, where their crews would train
their new owners. American style equipment
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After the nocturnal raid, the destroyer HMS Campbeltown lies wedged into the Normandy dry dock at St. Nazaire. Hours after the fighting subsided,
explosives aboard the old Lend-Lease destroyer detonated and severely damaged the surrounding facilities.
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was removed and replaced with British gear. All
of the ships were stricken from the U.S. Navy
list and assigned new names.

The 50 new acquisitions were given names
of towns in the British Isles that had similarly
named towns in the United States. It was an
effort to stress the common heritage and cause
of the two countries. Collectively these old
boats became known as the Town-class
destroyers.

Only now did the British sailors begin to
learn of the shortcomings of their new charges.
The Town-class boats had a large turning cir-
cle, which made them difficult to steer, and
there would be several accidents because of it.
Their narrow sterns exposed their propellers to
damage when docking. They also rode high in
the water when their fuel was consumed. This
made them pop like corks in high seas. 

The American solution was to flood the fuel
bunkers with seawater to maintain balance and
an even keel. Before refueling, the oil-fouled
seawater was pumped out, a practice that
would shock modern day conservationists. The
British were loath, however, to do anything that
might threaten to contaminate their fuel oil.

The Town-class destroyers were also small.
Weighing in between 1,000 and 1,200 tons, they
were half the size of destroyers coming off the

ways in 1940. Their standard complement was
between 110 and 120 men. Their firepower was
also diminutive. Each boat was fitted with four
4-inch guns. The only enemies that could be
intimidated with these were U-boats and E-boats
(the German version of the PT boat). Fortu-
nately, that was all these destroyers ever had to
face. Because of their odd size, the Royal Navy
would think of them all as frigates.

The Campbeltown was one of the worst in
terms of structural stability. Her bow needed

replacing, she needed new propellers, and her
electronics malfunctioned. Even after an over-
haul in October 1941, she was in such poor
condition that she was selected for the suicide
mission against St. Nazaire.

Almost immediately upon delivery to the
Royal Navy, the Towns became an interna-
tional force. Eight of them were turned over
straight away to the Canadians for escort and
anti-submarine duties in their home waters.
Another nine would go to the Soviet Navy for
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The destroyer HMS Stanley, formerly the USS McCalla, amassed an impressive record while serv-
ing on convoy duty in the Atlantic, participating in the sinking of the German submarines U-131 and
U-434. Stanley, however, was later sunk by torpedoes fired from the U-574.
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protection of convoys in the North Sea. The
Royal Norwegian Navy in exile would man five
of them, while other crews would be composed
of Dutch and Free French sailors. Some of these
well-used ships would serve in the navies of
four different nations.

For the most part, the Towns were used for
convoy duty in the North Atlantic. They would
be stationed in Canada, Iceland, and in Britain
as part of the Western Approaches command.
Some of them provided escort for Operation
Torch and the invasion of North Africa, push-
ing into the Mediterranean. Their other pri-
mary function would be as minelayers. 

In battles with the U-boats, the Towns actu-
ally came off second best. They are credited
with sinking four U-boats while losing seven of
their own to German torpedoes. These losses
include the Russian boat Dyatelni (formerly
HMS Churchill), which was torpedoed in the
White Sea in January 1945 while protecting a
Baltic convoy.

Several U-boats felt the sting of the Towns’
depth charges. The “four pipers” must be
credited with foiling countless attacks against
Allied merchant shipping by keeping the U-
boats at bay.

HMS Broadway (USS Hunt) participated in
the capture of U-110 and its priceless cache of
German naval codebooks. Hundreds of Allied
seaman owed their lives to the “four pipers”
when, their own ships sunk, they were plucked
from the frigid waters of the North Atlantic by
the Towns.

One of the most successful of the destroyers
in the anti-submarine role was HMS Stanley
(USS McCalla). On December 17, 1941, while
on convoy duty in the Mediterranean, Stanley
and four other destroyers responded to the
report of a U-boat sighting from the air. They
managed to find and sink U-131 while rescu-
ing 55 German submariners. 

The next day, Stanley and HMS Blankney
sank U-434. Then her luck ran out. The fol-

lowing day Stanley’s lookouts spotted U-574
and gave chase. In the desperate fight, she was
struck by a torpedo and blew up. Only 25 of
her crew survived.

In September 1943, St. Croix was hit by three
torpedoes and sunk. Hard action made it
impossible to pick up her survivors until the
next day. The crew of HMS Itchen pulled 81 of
St. Croix’ crew from the water. The following
day, the Itchen was torpedoed and sunk. There
were only two survivors of Itchen and one from
St. Croix.

As the war progressed, newer and more capa-
ble destroyers became available in quantity, and
the Towns were gradually replaced. Only in the
Soviet navy did they remain on frontline duty
until the Nazi surrender. After the war, all of
them were scrapped. In a bizarre gesture of
friendship, the Soviet navy actually returned
their surviving four pipers to the Royal Navy in
1949. These were immediately broken up.

The last Town-class destroyer to be retired
from active duty was HMS Leamington (USS
Twiggs), another return from the Soviet navy.
She still steamed under her own power until
December 1951.

The desperate days of the early war called for
desperate measures. The Towns were no match
for modern destroyers, but they packed enough
punch to help convoys get through at a time
when every ton of supplies was vital to a flag-
ging war effort in Britain.

The over-aged destroyers were a stopgap
measure to be sure. Yet they were the right
thing at the right time for the right reason.

Author Glenn Barnett is a retired college
instructor and aerospace engineer. He worked
on the Apache helicopter, B-1B bomber, and
Space Shuttle. He is a frequent contributor to
WWII History.
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TOP: Originally the destroyer USS Twiggs, HMS Leamington was later leased to the Soviet Navy
and served until 1951. Leamington was the last of the Lend-Lease destroyers to be retired from
active duty and one of few warships to serve under three flags. ABOVE: Formerly the USS
McCook, the destroyer later known as HMS St. Croix served as a convoy escort in the Atlantic,
sinking two German U-boats. However, St. Croix was later sunk by torpedoes fired from a U-boat.
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TO THE CREWS OF THE ROYAL AIR FORCE BOMBER STREAM DRONING TOWARD
Germany in the early morning hours of December 3, 1942, this mission seemed indistinguishable
from the countless others that had preceded it.

A total of 112 aircraft—48 Handley Page Halifaxes, 27 Avro Lancasters, 22 Short Stirlings, and
15 Vickers Wellingtons—were headed for Frankfurt as part of Bomber Command’s continuing
effort to take the war to Germany. Since February 1942, Bomber Command, operating under the
leadership of Air Chief Marshal Arthur Travers Harris, had been tasked by the British Air Min-
istry’s Air Bombing Directive with the primary objective of focusing “attacks on the morale of
the enemy civil population, and, in particular, of the industrial workers.” Initially, this was to be
achieved by destroying the cities in the industrial Ruhr valley as well as 14 other industrial cities
scattered across the rest of Nazi Germany.

In the months since, Bomber Command had increased the scale and strength of its bombing
campaign. As the bombing campaign intensified, so too did the loss rate among the participating
British forces. Although the RAF had moved to nighttime area bombing due to the heavy losses
suffered in daylight attacks on German targets, the German defense force—employing searchlights,
ground-based radar, and night fighters—was still able to exact an increasingly heavy toll during

I By Neil Taylor  I

Reading Nazi Radar
A valorous Canadian air crew executed its duty during a 
fateful mission to decode the Luftwaffe’s Lichtenstein radar.

the summer and fall of 1942. Clearly, Bomber
Command could not sustain these high loss
rates, and something had to be done to combat
the German air-defense network. 

In secret, scientists on both sides of the con-
flict were racing to create innovative systems
that would revolutionize both aircraft detection
and deception.

This technological race involved most of the
world’s major powers in a struggle to exploit
the rapidly evolving scientific fields of electro-
magnetism, radio transmission, and radio
detection. By the 1930s, eight countries—
France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Japan,
the Netherlands, the Soviet Union and the
United States—were actively researching the
use of radio echoes for aircraft and ship detec-
tion (the acronym RADAR—for Radio
Acquired Detection and Ranging—was first
used by the United States Navy in 1940). 

Within the British Air Ministry many out-
landish and ineffective schemes were examined,
but one suggestion, advocating a “death ray”
that could shoot down enemy aircraft, received
considerable attention in the press. Anxious to
put such a claim to rest, the Air Ministry
offered £1,000 to the first person who could
kill a sheep at 100 yards distance using such a
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ABOVE: Sergeant W.W. Bigoray, radio oper-
ator aboard the harrowing flight to learn the
properties of the Germans’ airborne Lichten-
stein radar, though wounded, continued to
perform valiantly. TOP: Royal Air Force Vick-
ers Wellington bombers on their way toward
a target in Nazi-occupied Germany. When
the Luftwaffe began equipping night fighters
with airborne interception radar (AI), an air-
crew of Canadian heroes embarked on a
highly dangerous mission to unlock the sys-
tem’s secrets.
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ray. There were no takers.
By June 1935, however, they had a workable

radar system, and in May 1936 established the
first operational radar station at Bawdsey
Manor. Expansion followed; by 1937, the
Chain Home (CH) system of radar stations
could detect aircraft 100 miles away. The CH
system, along with an extensive network of
manned observer stations, was instrumental in
ensuring Fighter Command forces were placed
where they were most needed during the Battle
of Britain.

Unfortunately, the ground-based CH system
was nearly useless at night. British scientists
recognized the need for miniaturized airborne-
Interception (AI) radar systems carried inside
individual aircraft that could detect the enemy
at ranges of five miles and then vector the
interceptor closer until reaching the point of
visual contact. 

It took until June 1940 to develop an effec-
tive AI radar unit, designated the Mk. IV. Once
fitted into the heavily armed Bristol Beaufighter
twin-engine night fighter, with its deadly 20mm
cannon and .303-inch machine-gun combina-
tion, the potential of the AI Mk. IV was real-
ized. The first AI-assisted Beaufighter kill took
place on the night of November 19/20, 1940,
when a plane from No. 604 Squadron RAF
successfully brought down a Junkers Ju-88.

German scientists had not been idle while

their British counterparts rushed to develop
their range- and detection-finding equipment.
Their first-generation radar system, named
“Freya” after the Norse goddess of love and
war, was completed in February 1936. It could
detect approaching Allied aircraft at ranges of
60 miles. Still, a purpose-built airborne inter-
ception radar was required.

In early 1941, such an AI system was devel-
oped, code-named Lichtenstein. An array of
antennas projected forward from the nose of a
night fighter, connected to a cockpit indicator
unit that displayed range, azimuth and eleva-
tion of the target relative to the interceptor.

A Dornier Do 217Z night fighter equipped
with an experimental Lichtenstein AI radar set
recorded Germany’s first AI victory when it
downed an RAF Wellington participating in a
Bomber Command attack on Hamburg on the
night of October 16, 1940.

Soon, several squadrons of Me-110s, Do-
217s and Junkers Ju-88s were equipped with
AI radar. Although the antennas caused signif-
icant drag on the aircraft, the radar system
proved much more effective in vectoring Ger-
man fighters onto British bombers than chasing
searchlight beams.

As the loss rate of British bombers to night
fighters rose steeply in 1942, British authorities
suspected a new form of targeting system was
being employed. Soon they detected a trans-

mission pattern coming from moving objects.
Definitive evidence that these transmission

patterns originated from German AI radar was
required. This would necessitate the use of a
British bomber, equipped with the appropriate
receivers, as bait to prompt a German night-
fighter attack. The task was assigned to No.
1474 Flight, an RAF unit flying nine Vickers
Wellington twin-engine bombers equipped with
signals-intelligence equipment.

No. 1474 Flight was involved in collecting
data on enemy radar frequencies, signal
strengths, pulse repetition frequencies, and
types of scan equipment. Each Wellington car-
ried a special receiver coupled to an oscillo-
scope continually monitored across a range of
frequencies by a Special Duty Operator aboard
each flight.

Planners decided to embed one of No. 1474
Flight’s Wellingtons into a bomber stream
headed for Germany. Indistinguishable from
the dozens of other aircraft taking part in the
raid, the Wellington would play the part of a
straggler falling behind the main stream, pre-
senting an irresistible target for a roaming
night fighter. At least, that was the logic behind
the operation. Whether or not the Wellington
and its crew survived was secondary to the
mission and a risk worth taking as long as it
led to discovery of the appropriate radar fre-
quency setting.
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This destroyed German Wurzburg radar installation was photographed by an Allied soldier shortly
after D-Day. Introduced in 1941, Wurzburg was capable of identifying a target with three-dimen-
sional coordinates and was used in sighting heavy guns.

The British radar named Chain Home was the
first operational network of its kind in the
world and served as a vital early warning
system during the Battle of Britain.
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And that is how it came to be that on Decem-
ber 3, 1942, Flight Sergeant Edwin Amos
“Ted” Paulton, of Windsor, Ontario, found
himself, along with the other Canadian mem-
bers of his crew and an English special elec-
tronics expert, lifting off at 0202 hours (2:02
AM) from the concrete runway at RAF Grans-
den Lodge in their “special duties” Wellington,
DT-G. As the aircraft climbed into the night,
the fens and low ridges of the Cambridgeshire
countryside faded into darkness. After consult-
ing his maps, navigator William Renton “Bill”
Barry, a former printer from Russel, Manitoba,
gave Paulton a heading that would insert their
aircraft into the RAF bomber stream heading
for Frankfurt, Germany.

By 0430 hours (4:30 AM), the Wellington had
penetrated German air space and was within
50 miles of Frankfurt. Seated in front of his
receiver mounted mid-fuselage, special operator
Pilot Officer Harold Jordan, a former school-
master from Croyden, Surrey, monitored the
wave patterns dancing across his scope. He had
detected a signal pattern likely originating from
a German night fighter. Jordan notified the
crew of his suspicions, and Paulton commenced
a shallow banked turn onto a north-north-
westerly course, moving his aircraft obliquely
away from the main bomber stream—simulat-
ing an aircraft experiencing difficulty and turn-
ing back toward Britain.

The electronic signals monitored by Jordan
grew stronger, and again he warned the crew to
expect a fighter attack. At the same time, he
prepared a coded message noting the frequency
(492 megahertz, or megacycles/second) of the
strange signals. He passed the message up to
the wireless operator, Sergeant William Walter
“Bill” Bigoray, a farmhand and general laborer
from Redwater, Alberta, who immediately
began tapping out the message on his radio
transmitter.

Electronic signals were now saturating Jor-
dan’s receiver. No sooner had he barked out a
warning than a burst of cannon fire tore
through the side of the fuselage, striking Jor-
dan in the arm. Ignoring his wound, Jordan
continued to man his post and prepared a new
message for transmittal confirming that the fre-
quency signaled was the right one.

At the rear of the Wellington, Flight Sergeant
Everett Thomas Vachon, a farm worker from
Ayer’s Cliff, Quebec, swung his turret with its
twin .303-inch machine guns into action, keep-
ing up a steady stream of fire at the enemy—a
Ju-88 night fighter. Return fire from the Ju-88
on its second attack run slammed into the tur-
ret, wounding Vachon in the shoulder and
knocking out the turret’s power source. Farther

up the fuselage, Jordan was struck in the jaw
but continued to monitor his equipment. 

Despite Paulton’s violent evasive actions, the
Ju-88 bore in for a third attack, this time head-
on. Cannon shells pounded into the front tur-
ret, wounding Flight Sergeant Frederick Percy
“Fred” Grant, a Brockville, Ontario, grocery
clerk, in his right leg. Seeing his friend trapped
and wounded, Bigoray left his wireless station
to attend to Grant just as the Ju-88 commenced
another attack run. At least one shell penetrated
the nose of the Wellington and exploded, shrap-
nel striking both of Bigoray’s legs. Badly
wounded, Bigoray staggered back to his seat
while the navigator, Flight Sergeant Bill Barry,
worked to free Grant. Back in his compart-
ment, Jordan was hit for a third time, sustain-
ing a severe wound to his right eye.

Weak and nearly blind from his head
wound, Jordan tried to stay at his post. Fear-
ing he would pass out, Jordan convinced
Barry to come to his station so Jordan could
show the navigator how to operate the equip-
ment, but his efforts were futile. Meanwhile,
Vachon had vacated the shattered rear turret
and was standing, his head peering out the
dorsal-mounted Astro Dome, shouting out
evasive maneuvers every time the night fighter
swung in for another attack. This worked for
a time, until he was struck in the hand. Barry
then replaced him.

So far, Paulton’s violent corkscrews had kept
his airplane aloft, but he had drastically lost
altitude, dropping from 14,000 feet down to
about 500 feet above ground. They had sur-
vived 10 or 11 separate attacks from the Ju-88,
and Paulton doubted they could weather
another punishing attack. Then suddenly, the
night fighter was gone, leaving the battered
Wellington and its wounded crew alone in the
darkness. Had it run out of ammunition? No
one knew, but at least now they had a fighting
chance of getting home. 

The Wellington was little more than a flying
wreck, but thanks to its sturdy geodesic con-
struction it was still in one piece. The star-
board throttle control had been shot away and
the port throttle was jammed, leaving the
engines roaring and shaking. The starboard
aileron had disintegrated from cannon fire, the
trim tabs no longer functioned, and all
hydraulic pressure was gone, rendering the
flaps useless. The pitot head had also been
blown away, leaving Paulton with no airspeed
indication. To keep the plane flying level, he
resorted to turning the wheel over hard. Both
turrets were out of action, and a large patch
of fabric had torn away along the starboard
side of the fuselage. Four crew members were
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wounded, and Paulton himself had only nar-
rowly escaped injury thanks to the armor plate
behind his back. Despite all these problems,
Paulton managed to gain altitude to 5,000 feet
and nursed the battered Wellington back
toward England.

At his wireless station, Bigoray continued to
hammer out the coded message containing the
frequency of the night fighter’s airborne inter-
ception radar, but he received no acknowl-
edgement from base. Undeterred, he remained
at his post, and at 0645 hours (6:45 AM) the
shattered Wellington, avoiding the searchlights

seeking it out, crossed the French coast near
Dunkirk. 

At 0720 hours (7:20 AM), Paulton’s Welling-
ton reached the English coast. Initially planning
to ditch the aircraft in the dark water, Paulton
turned on the landing lights, but they failed to
adequately illuminate the wave crests below.
Instead, he decided to wait for daylight. While
circling over the coastline, Paulton asked if any-
one preferred to bail out instead of ditching.
Sergeant Bigoray, his bleeding legs now stiff and
painful, opted for jumping, as he feared he
would not be able to crawl out of the aircraft

once it was down.
Jordan helped Bigoray into his parachute

gear and got him to the rear escape hatch when
the wireless operator suddenly changed his
mind. Remembering he had not clamped down
the transmission key on his wireless set, Bigo-
ray painfully dragged himself back to his sta-
tion. He tapped out the message “ditching,”
then depressed and strapped the key down so
anyone listening could fix their position.

His task completed, Bigoray worked his way
back to the escape hatch and maneuvered him-
self into position, his feet dangling through the
opening. Paulton brought the flaming aircraft
around once more and began a run toward the
coast. Barry calculated the drift and at precisely
the right moment gave the signal to drop. Big-
oray hesitated. Below, all he could see was
water. Keeping his wits, he quickly pulled the
ripcord as he fell, and to his crewmates’ relief,
he drifted ashore near Ramsgate, where res-
cuers immediately rushed him to hospital.

With Bigoray safely away and flames spread-
ing through the aircraft, Paulton eased the
nearly uncontrollable plane down into the
waves 200 yards off Walmer Beach near Deal.
The aircraft shuddered and groaned as it settled
in the water but remained afloat. 

Vachon pulled the release mechanism for the
dinghy, and the crew scrambled onto the wing
of the Wellington. The dinghy inflated but, rid-
dled with holes from the attack, was  unsea-
worthy. 

The crew abandoned the sinking dinghy and
scrambled back onto the wing of their plane to
await rescue. Fortunately, two local fishermen
had observed their ditching. Cutting their lines,
the men rowed over to the floating wreck,
pulled alongside, and helped each of the five
men into the boat. Carefully the men pulled
away from the slowly sinking aircraft and
worked their way to shore.

It had been a near-run thing, but Paulton and
his crew had survived, although four of the six
men had been wounded. Pilot Officer Jordan
had sustained serious injury to his face and
back and would lose the sight in his right eye;
Sergeant Bigoray had been injured in both legs,
the right leg quite severely; Flight Sergeant
Vachon had sustained wounds in his shoulder
and right hand; and Flight Sergeant Grant had
been wounded in the leg.

Their message had gotten through, however,
and with the frequency of the German night
fighters’ airborne interception radar confirmed,
British scientists were now able to work on
countermeasures, developing at least three of
particular importance.

The first of these was window, or chaff—
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ABOVE: This Bristol Beaufighter is equipped with the RAF Mark IV airborne interception (AI) radar.
Mark IV AI radar was introduced in June 1940 and could identify potential targets aloft from 450
feet to 10,000 feet. BELOW: The Luftwaffe Do-217 night fighter pictured has been equipped with
FuG 202 airborne interception (AI) radar. The distinctive antennae protruding from the aircraft’s
nose were components of the apparatus that allowed the night fighters to efficiently locate and
attack bomber formations.
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strips of black paper with aluminum foil
attached to one side—which had already been
developed as an anti-radar countermeasure.
Packaged into bundles, then dropped from
Allied bombers, window swamped the Ger-
man radar with false echoes. The British now
knew that strips cut to a length of 30cm by
1.5cm (11.8” x .6”) were most effective for
jamming purposes. 

The second was Boozer, a passive receiver/
detector tuned to the same frequency as Licht-
enstein and installed in British bombers, which
could detect approaching night fighters
employing AI radar. 

Third was Serrate, an Allied radar detection-
and-homing device installed in night fighters.
This device could detect and track Lichtenstein
radar impulses, allowing Allied pilots to home
in on their German counterparts. 

The No. 141 Squadron RAF initiated use of
Serrate on the night of June 14/15, 1943, when
a Beaufighter Vlfs equipped with the detector
successfully downed a Messerschmitt 110 night
fighter while escorting nearly 200 Lancasters
on a bombing mission to Oberhausen, Ger-
many. This started a string of German night-
fighter losses that eventually forced the Luft-
waffe to alter the frequencies used in their
newest radars. 

In recognition of their valiant actions during
the attack, Paulton and Barry received back-
dated commissions and were awarded the Dis-
tinguished Flying Cross. Sergeants Bigoray,
Vachon, and Grant received the Distinguished
Flying Medal, and Special Operator Jordan was
awarded the Distinguished Service Order. 

William Bigoray was the only member of the
crew not to survive the war. After recovering
from his wounds, Bigoray returned to action,
joining No. 7 Squadron RAF in January 1944.
On April 28, 1944, while flying as a wireless
operator/air gunner, his Lancaster was shot
down over Reichenbach, Germany. All seven
crew members were killed. 

While the December 3, 1942, electronic
eavesdropping mission could be regarded as
near-suicidal in design, the six daring men of
Wellington DT-G persevered against all odds.
Through their selfless efforts, which repre-
sented but one small facet of the cat-and-mouse
electronic warfare being waged over Europe,
they ultimately rendered the night skies over
Nazi Germany just a little safer for the thou-
sands of airmen participating in the Allies’
strategic bombing offensive.

Author Neil Taylor has contributed to WWII
History on a variety of topics. He writes from
his home in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada.
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Lieutenant General
George S. Patton watch-
es American tanks from
his II Corps advance
against Axis forces in
Tunisia. He had taken
command of the corps,
defeated at Kasserine
Pass, twelve days earlier
and sent it into battle. 

AKG Images

Lieutenant General George S. 
Patton, Jr., led the American II 

Corps though Tunisia and 
defeated the Germans in the 

first American victory since the 
debacle at Kasserine Pass.

L ieutenant General George S. Patton, Jr., looked forward
to fighting German Field Marshal Erwin Rommel, his
North African nemesis. But it would not be Rommel who

faced Patton on the battlefields of Tunisia in the spring of 1943. 
Patton had started the war in Morocco with Operation Torch

on November 8, 1942. As the commander of the Western Task
Force, he had landed a force on the beaches on French Morocco
and, after three days of fighting, accepted the surrender of the
Vichy French. While Patton attended to administrative duties
in Casablanca, the war continued in Algeria and Tunisia. It was
there that German forces under General Jurgen von Arnim
smashed into the American II Corps under Major General
Lloyd Fredendall at Sidi Bou Zid on February 14, 1943. Rom-
mel followed up von Arnim’s attack two days later, driving the
Americans back some 50 miles to Kasserine Pass. At least 300
Americans had been killed, 3,000 wounded, and nearly 3,000
were missing in action, not to mention the tons of lost equip-
ment. The attack had badly shaken American confidence. 

General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the overall Allied comman-
der in North Africa, needed a new commander to take over II
Corps. After offering the job to generals Ernest Harmon and
Mark Clark, both of whom turned it down, Eisenhower sent
for Patton, who arrived on March 5. Eisenhower simply
explained II Corps’ mission: help to squeeze the Germans
between the British Eighth Army, approaching from the south,
and the British First Army, attacking from the west. Patton’s
two objectives were to tie up as many German units as possi-
ble until British General Bernard Law Montgomery’s Eighth
Army pushed through Rommel’s Mareth Line, and to capture
the port town of Gafsa, which Montgomery could then use as
a supply base.

The famous Field Marshal Rommel had departed North Africa
on March 9, eight days before Patton attacked the German line.
He had been promoted to commander of Army Group Africa,
but the new position was merely a charade. In the previous weeks
and months, he had clashed with his superiors and his Italian
allies, his negative assessments of the situation having displeased
Hitler. In addition, Rommel’s heart, nerves, and rheumatism were
dragging him down. That morning he boarded a plane and flew
to Rome to assume his new command. 

General von Arnim took command of all forces in Tunisia,
now called Army Group Afrika. Rommel or no, there was still
a German army fighting in North Africa. Neither Patton nor
any of the Allies realized Rommel had left for good, and all of
them believed that they were still fighting the Desert Fox. Nev-
ertheless, Patton appreciated his new task. “I suppose it is an
honor to be given all the tough nuts to crack,” he boasted to
his wife Beatrice. “I hope my teeth hold out.”

With Montgomery’s offensive stalled at Rommel’s Mareth
Line, Patton hoped his offensive in western Tunisia would draw
off German reserves, creating a weakened force for Montgomery
to overwhelm and continue his northern drive. If things went
well, Patton might even drive to Gabès, splitting the enemy in
two in the process. 

BY KEVIN M. HYMEL
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For the offensive, Patton planned to send
Major General Terry Allen’s 1st Infantry Divi-
sion south from Feriana to attack and hold
Gafsa, some 45 miles away. Once completed,
Major General Orlando Ward’s 1st Armored
Division, supported by elements of Major Gen-
eral Manton Eddy’s 9th Infantry Division,
would head out of Kasserine Pass and attack
southeast past Gafsa, driving some 25 miles
east to Maknassy. Defending the passes to Pat-
ton’s rear would be other elements of the 9th,

as well as Major General Charles Ryder’s 34th
Infantry Division. 

It was a simple plan, but Patton knew there
was nothing simple about combat. The day
before he got II Corps rolling, he assessed his
divisions. Of the four, he considered only Allen’s
1st Infantry ready for battle, Ward’s 1st Armored
too “timid,” and Ryder’s 34th Infantry too
defensive-minded. He reserved judgment about
Eddy’s 9th Infantry, which had yet to experience
any real fighting, still blessed with, in Patton’s

words, the “valor of ignorance.” Patton consid-
ered Eddy, a World War I veteran, an excellent
tactician but too cautious.

Patton wanted to start forward on March 15,
but heavy rains forced him to delay until March
17. He fancied a whimsical idea to control the
moving parts of the offensive: he wished he
were triplets so he could command the two
attacking divisions and the corps himself. He
visited Allen on March 16 to make final prepa-
rations before the offensive. Allen’s troops
would be up against the Italian Centauro Divi-
sion, which defended Gafsa, but Patton wor-
ried that the German 21st Panzer Division
might join the fight. 

When Patton noticed that one of Allen’s
infantry regiments lacked anti-tank support, he
ordered Allen to remedy the situation. Allen
tapped the 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion,
composed of 34 lightly-armored M3 half-tracks
armed mostly with 37mm guns, with a few
75mm guns, as opposed to thicker-armored
M10 tank destroyers, which ran on a tank
chassis and sported a 76.2mm gun. It proved an
important decision.

Later that day, Patton addressed his staff.
“Gentleman, tomorrow we attack. If we are
not victorious, let no one come back alive.”
Then he retired to his bedroom to pray. That
evening, as the troops of II Corps moved to
their assembly areas, Patton hosted Eisenhower
and British General Harold Alexander, the
commander of 18th Army Group, and their
staffs at his Feriana headquarters for what he
dubbed Operation WOP, a politically incorrect
name, since the Americans were facing Italian
troops. Tension hung in the air as the com-
manders worried that the Germans might strike
first, before II Corps made its move. Alexander
paced back and forth in front of Patton’s fire-
place, still concerned about the Americans’
fighting prowess. “We might get in trouble,”
he stressed, if II Corps found itself in a pitched,
indecisive battle. 

At the designated hour, the troops started for-
ward. Whenever Patton received a battlefield
update, he would whisper it to Eisenhower,
who listened intently with his hands behind his
back, and then Alexander, who continued to
pace. A large map on the wall depicted Allied
and enemy positions, but the generals ignored
it. Outside, soldiers shoveled sand through a
window to set up a sand table map. Patton later
wrote that he “radiated confidence,” despite
one genuine worry. “The only trouble I have is
a cold-sore on my lip.” That night, as Patton
prepared for bed, he received reports that there
was fighting north of Gafsa. “Well,” he wrote,
“the battle is on.”
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ABOVE: German General Jurgen von Armin talks to troops in Tunisia, where he replaced General Erwin Rom-
mel, Patton’s nemesis. Von Arnim’s force, as Army Group Afrika, consisted of all Axis forces in North Africa.
BELOW: The crew of an M3 Lee medium tank, part of Major General Orlando Ward’s 1st Armored Division,
takes a break from combat. Patton worried that Ward’s men were too timid, anathema to a tank commander.

National Archives
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As the sun rose on March 17, Patton went
out to observe the 1st Infantry Division enter
Gasfa. When he saw no movement on the bat-
tlefield, he stormed up to Allen and asked,
“What the hell is this? When are you going to
move?” Allen surprised him with, “General, we
are already on our first objective,” adding that
he had not been given permission to make a
night attack. In fact, he had been told expressly
not to launch a night attack. 

When Allen tried to explain his actions by
mentioning Knute Rockne, the renowned
Notre Dame football coach from the 1920s
who popularized the forward pass, Patton
asked, “What the hell does a Swede football
coach have to do with night attacks?” Allen
answered, “Why beat your brains out for a
yard and a half when you can throw for 40
yards?” Allen’s attack had been a forward pass
for the infantry. Patton now knew he had a cre-
ative, aggressive commander in charge of the
1st Infantry Division. 

Later in the day, Patton drove to the front,
where he climbed a large rock outside Gafsa
and uneasily surveyed the town, not convinced
it was yet in American hands. He watched as
artillery shells burst in the distance and Amer-
ican troops advanced. “Go down that track
until you get blown up,” he told his aide, Dick
Jenson, “then come back and report.” Jenson
took off in his jeep with a bevy of curious
reporters following. The town was deserted; the
Italian Centauro Division, which had been
defending the city, had pulled out, and the 21st
Panzer Division never showed itself. It was a
bloodless victory.

Patton climbed into the back of his command
car. As he neared Gafsa, he ordered his driver to
stop next to a reporter-filled jeep. He smiled,
pointed at his command car and, wanting to
defend his warrior image, explained, “I’m using
that because the tank I usually move around in
hasn’t caught up with me yet.” Then he looked
through his binoculars at some soldiers walking
up a hill toward the town. He handed the binoc-
ulars to a reporter. “That’s the 16th Infantry
[Regiment] going up that hill ahead. Looks as
though they’re going right into Gafsa.”

When a reporter asked him how the battle
was going, Patton told him, “Oh, fine, fine. But
I’d feel happier if I knew where the Germans
were. As long as I know where they are, I don’t
mind how hard they fight. But I’d like to know
where they are.” With that, he climbed back
into his vehicle and sped into the city. That
night, in a letter to his wife, Patton admitted
his feelings about the advance. “When I started
forward, I was really scared of an air attack but
soon got used to it and stopped worrying.”

Patton had won his first victory as II Corps
commander. More important, his attack had
forced von Arnim to commit two-thirds of his
mobile reserve to his western front on the eve
of Montgomery’s offensive. Both Eisenhower
and Alexander visited Patton to tell him they
were pleased with his progress, albeit against
nothing. Eisenhower later informed Army
Chief of Staff George C. Marshall, “The offi-
cers and men of both divisions are in fine shape
and eager to fight. Patton, assisted by Bradley,

has done a splendid job in a very short time.”
Eisenhower was right; II Corps had come a
long way since the Kasserine Pass debacle. 

Despite Patton’s success, he chaffed at
remaining in his headquarters during a battle,
even if it was the right thing to do. “When one
is fighting Erwin [Rommel] one has to be near
the radio.” But his advance was about to slow.
For the next two days it rained incessantly, bog-
ging down everything in a sea of mud. Alexan-
der ordered Patton to halt while Montgomery

35DECEMBER 2021 WWII HISTORY

ABOVE: Early in the war, the U.S. Army relied heavily on M3 halftracks armed with 75mm cannon as tank
destroyers. The vehicles had virtually no armor and were vulnerable to both enemy cannon and machine-gun
fire. BELOW: The Italian Centuro Division retreated from Gafsa instead of fighting the Americans on March 17,
1943, giving Patton his first victory, however hollow. 

Both: National Archives
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pressed north. Patton had little choice. He still
worried that Rommel would hit II Corps before
he could continue his attack or before Mont-
gomery assaulted the enemy’s Mareth Line,
scheduled for the next day. “I feel that if I strike
first Erwin will have to parry.”

Patton hated to pause and give the enemy time
to regroup. With nothing else to do, he checked
on the 1st Armored Division, visiting Brigadier
General Paul Robinette, commanding Ward’s
Combat Command A. An English-speaking Ger-
man prisoner was with Robinette when Patton
found him. “The poor son-of-a-bitch must be up
to some trickery,” Patton told him. 

Once Robinette updated him on the situa-
tion, Patton began laying scorn on the Ger-
mans, finally exploding with, “We will kick the
bastards out of Africa!” As Patton left, Robi-
nette told him it was an honor to have the corps
commander visit. Patton slapped him on the
back, saying, “By God, it will not be the last
time you see me.” Yet, Patton’s mood changed
when he wrote in his diary that night about
Robinette: “He is defensive and lacks confi-
dence.” Patton next visited General Ward, who
complained that his tanks could not advance in
the rainy conditions. Patton told him to use his
armored infantry and move their weapons in
half-tracks. 

Patton returned to his headquarters to find
Alexander, who explained II Corps’ follow-up
objectives, telling him his 9th Infantry Division
would be transferred to the British. Worse, as
Montgomery pushed up from the south, Pat-
ton was to stay at Gafsa and Maknassy and let

Montgomery pass in front of him, leaving the
American forces out for the rest of the cam-
paign and negating Patton’s scheme to drive the
Germans to the sea. “I kept my temper and
agreed,” Patton recorded in his diary. “I hope
I will be back in Morocco on another job before
we get pinched out.” 

The next day, Patton’s aide Captain Jenson
wrote Mrs. Patton, updating her on her hus-
band’s well-being. His recent promotion to
lieutenant general and new command had
changed him, Jenson reported. “He is years
younger in feeling and appearance … If he gets
any more good news, we will have to sit on
him to keep him down.” But Patton was far
from happy. His fear of seeing II Corps left
behind while Montgomery pursued the Ger-
mans even made it into the II Corps Operation
Report. “This plan apparently envisaged
pinching out the II Corps after the capture of
FONDOUK heights.” Patton sent Bradley to
Alexander to argue against the plan. 

Alexander’s staff told Bradley that the slight
was not intentional, just that their logisticians
calculated that II Corps could not be resupplied
over the existing roads. Bradley then visited
Eisenhower, who had no idea of Alexander’s
plans. Bradley recommended moving II Corps
north to attack Bizerte, the last key city of the
campaign. Eisenhower studied Bradley’s rec-
ommendation on a map, then called Alexan-
der, telling him he wanted to keep II Corps in
the fight. He followed it up with a letter insist-
ing that the unit should remain on the line
“right up the bitter end of the campaign.” Pat-

ton’s plan worked; II Corps would remain on
the battlefield with all of its units intact.

Meanwhile, Patton continued pushing east.
On March 21, Ward’s 1st Armored Division
captured Sened Station, the halfway mark
between Gafsa and Maknassy, while Allen’s 1st
Infantry Division pushed east from Gafsa. The
forces they attacked were mostly Italian
infantry supported by German reconnaissance
and artillery. Patton visited Allen at a company
command post set up in a farmhouse. There,
the two generals, accompanied by a captain,
watched a heavy artillery barrage, followed by
Allen’s infantrymen maneuvering deftly over
rocky terrain and punching into the Italians. 

After watching several hundred prisoners
pour through the American lines (one of his
aides called them “additional Roman ruins”),
Patton, Allen, and the captain walked forward
until they found a hill to perch on and watch
the action close-up. Suddenly, a salvo of enemy
artillery screeched in. The captain, Allen, and
Patton all jumped into a foxhole on top of each
other. “It’s too damn hot,” said Patton. “Lets’
get the hell out of here.” As Patton left, he
noticed an enemy barrage explode right where
he had been sitting. 

Things were not going as well for the 1st
Armored Division. Patton visited Sened Station,
where he determined Ward was moving too
slowly—a sin for the branch that was supposed
to slash into the enemy. He ordered Ward to
drive harder and move his command post
closer to the action. When that did not work,
he sent General Hugh Gaffey to prod him,
again without result.

When Ward mentioned in a phone call to
Patton that he had the good fortune of not los-
ing any officers that day, Patton exploded.
“Goddammit Ward, that’s not fortunate. That’s
bad for the morale of the enlisted men. I want
you to get more officers killed.” When a
stunned Ward asked Patton if he was serious,
Patton shot back, “Yes, Goddammit, I’m seri-
ous. I want you to put some officers out as
observers well up front and keep them there
until a couple get killed.”

The next day, March 22, Patton received
word that the Germans and Italians were slug-
ging it out with Montgomery along the Mareth
Line. Obviously, he was not drawing enough
enemy troops away from Montgomery.
Alexander now wanted Patton to make an
armored thrust through Maknassy and head
for the sea between Sfax and Gabès. But Ward
called to say he had captured Maknassy but
failed to assault the enemy-occupied heights
east of the town. 

While Ward’s lack of aggressiveness angered
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German soldiers fire a 150mm cannon in Tunisia. Long-range artillery salvos almost caught Patton in the open,
forcing him, Major General Terry Allen, and a captain to pile into a foxhole. 

Bundesarchiv Bild 101I-554-0865-17A; Photo: Dr. Stocker
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Patton, he blamed himself. “If I had led First
Armored Division we would have taken the
heights.” Patton ordered Ward to capture the
heights immediately, since intelligence reported
the German 10th Panzer Division was heading
toward him. Ward obeyed the order but failed
in the mission. 

A furious Patton then called Allen to check on
the 1st Infantry Division’s progress. When Allen’s
intelligence officer told him they had not yet cap-
tured a hill named Djebel Berda to their right,
Patton exploded, “Well goddamn it, get moving,

and get there right away!” and hung up the
phone. It took Allen’s men most of the day to
capture the objective, but they got it done.

Patton braced for the attack on Ward. He
went to bed that night fully clothed, ready to
jump into action, but the attack on Maknassy
never materialized. Instead, the 10th Panzer
Division smashed into Allen’s 1st Infantry Divi-
sion at El Guettar. Allen reported the attack to
Patton at 6:30 AM, and Patton immediately
pushed infantry, artillery, and tank-destroyer
battalions to him. 

Allen ordered the 601st Tank Destroyer Bat-
talion, the unit he picked after Patton told him
to bolster his anti-tank capability, forward to
defend his artillery units. The lightly armored
halftracks slugged it out with the German
tanks until what was left of them were forced
to pull back. The Germans cut through one
regiment, captured two artillery batteries, and
penetrated to within two miles of Allen’s head-
quarters, but in the process they lost a host of
tanks and infantry. 

Allied air forces took more than an hour to

reach the battlefield, but once they did they
flew 340 sorties, hitting the German supply
lines. The Germans attacked again five hours
later, but this time the Americans intercepted
the attack order, and the men of the Big Red
One were ready. While the Americans sacri-
ficed many of their anti-tank guns, trading
space for time, the Germans sent in their
infantry in front of their tanks, only to be cut
down by American artillery airbursts. The Ger-
mans suffered more than 300 casualties.
Allen’s men knocked out 37 enemy tanks, with
much of the tank killing done by the 601st
Tank Destroyer Battalion. 

Patton worried about his lack of artillery
pieces and shells. When two artillery battalions
ran out of ammunition, the Germans overran
them. An opportunity to smash a German tank
unit had been lost when another U.S. artillery
unit ran low and had to conserve ammunition.
Patton rushed the 7th Field Artillery Battalion,
then supporting the 1st Armored Division, to the
battlefield. It arrived in the nick of time to turn
back the Germans’ morning assault. According
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LEFT: Patton visited Terry Allen on the front lines at El Guettar, where Allen had driven back a German
armored attack the day before. BELOW: Officers of the 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion review a map near El
Guettar on March 23, 1943. General Terry Allen added the battalion to his division at General George Pat-
ton’s recommendation. The unit played a key role in the coming battle.
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to Brigadier General Clift Andrus, the 1st
Infantry Division’s artillery commander who wit-
nessed the 7th in action, its rounds hammered
into the German unit until “the battalion broke
from cover and started to run for another wadi
in the rear. But none ever reached it.” 

As for ammunition, Brigadier General Reese
Howell, the artillery commander for the 9th
Infantry, trucked shells to the front from Tebessa,
some 65 miles away, despite a lack of air cover.
The shells, like the 7th Field Artillery, reached
the front in the nick of time. Months after the
campaign ended, Patton told Andrus, “You
know, Andrus, you really made a God-damned
horse’s ass out of me? But you also taught me
something.” Patton then explained he had
almost lost El Guettar because of his artillery
ammunition shortage. Andrus explained about
Howell’s actions, and Patton, ever the student of
war, had Andrus write up a report on artillery
resupply ideas. According to Andrus, “We
always had ammunition after that.” 

Patton spent part of the battle watching from
an observation post. As the enemy lines thinned
and wavered under American artillery and anti-
tank fire, he shook his head. “They’re murder-
ing good infantry,” he said to no one in partic-
ular. “What a helluva way to expend good
infantry troops.” He only called Allen once
during the battle. When Allen complained

about the lack of air support, Patton changed
the subject and wondered, “I don’t understand
the loss of so many tank destroyers,” not appre-
ciating how vulnerable half-tracks were to tank
fire. When Allen explained their contribution to
the battle, Patton merely hung up. 

Patton got one break from the tension. When
he saw a soldier sporting a green beret walking
down the street outside his headquarters, he
asked Lieutenant Colonel William O. Darby,
the head of the 1st Ranger Battalion, “What
the hell is that?” Darby explained he was a
British chaplain assigned to the Rangers “and
about the only man I know who can get away
with not wearing a helmet.” Patton laughed
uncontrollably at the situation.

Patton and Allen’s fighting spirit filtered down
to the soldiers in the trenches. A half-written let-
ter by one of Allen’s soldiers, penned during a
lull in the battle, opened, “Well folks, we stopped
the best they had.” But El Guettar was a defen-
sive battle, not the slashing, flanking pursuit of
victory Patton sought. In other words, it was no
Second Manassas. Patton had spent the battle
working the phones from his corps headquar-
ters, just like Eisenhower had ordered. That
night, before going to bed, he penned in his diary,
“I hate fighting from the rear.”

While the Germans were unable to capture
Djebel Berda, the hill Patton personally told

Allen to capture, they did cut off the regiment
defending it and kept their distance so the
Americans could not knock out their tanks.
When it was over, however, Allen’s troops had
held their ground and the Germans had
retreated. It marked the first clear American
victory against the Nazi war machine.

The next day, March 24, Patton visited the
battlefield. On the way, his column passed a
group of 1st Infantry Division soldiers, one of
whom was not wearing leggings. Patton
stopped his vehicle and ordered the man to put
them on, despite the man’s nasty leg sore. As he
approached Allen’s headquarters, a German
shell exploded nearby, pelting his vehicle with
metal shards. The Germans had retreated but
were still firing at the Americans. 

The shelling continued as Patton climbed a
rocky hill to Allen’s command post, using a sil-
ver-tipped cane to keep his balance. At the top,
he dropped into a foxhole to discuss the situa-
tion with Allen and Brigadier General Teddy
Roosevelt, Jr., namesake of his father, the 26th
president and Allen’s deputy commander, who
explained the various phases of the battle.
When Patton learned that Allen’s men had sent
a message to the Germans daring them to
attack, he asked Allen, “When are you going to
take this damned war seriously?” 

Patton took in the battlefield’s devastation:
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An M3 halftrack tank destroyer is shown in action in the Tunisian desert. Despite their success at El Guettar, Patton questioned their effectiveness after heavy losses.
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crippled enemy tanks, ruined American tank
destroyers, and the corpses of the German
infantrymen cut down by artillery fire. The
tank-destroyer losses disappointed Patton.
Only 10 of the 34 howitzer-armed M-3 half-
tracks survived, while four of the 12 M-10 tank
destroyers survived. Instead of exercising cover
and concealment, the various tank- destroyer
crews maneuvered, exposing their inferior
armor protection and guaranteeing their
destruction. The crews had little choice as they
rushed to engage the enemy tanks. Although
the Germans had lost 31 tanks, they managed
to retrieve 16 of them that night. Their bravery
in tank removal impressed Patton.

An enemy artillery round exploded nearby
and everyone ducked. When Patton spied
another soldier without leggings far below the
hill, he dispatched a runner to order the soldier
to put them on. His conference over, Patton
climbed out of the foxhole and started down
the hill amid the shelling. As he passed a pri-
vate, the soldier told him, “Pretty heavy
artillery barrage they’re putting up.” Patton
answered, “That’s not a real barrage. That’s
just some German gunners ranging their guns.”
Unimpressed, the private snapped back, “Well
General, all I can say is if those Germans are
just ranging, they are certainly ranging like
hell.” The two men laughed. 

A group of soldiers brought in an Arab and
a donkey. In the donkey’s saddlebags were Ger-
man Teller mines, which the man had planned
to plant behind the Americans. Patton asked
why the GIs hadn’t just “buried” him. When
the men explained that he was still alive, Pat-
ton replied, “Obviously, you can’t bury him
while he is alive, now do what I told you.” Pat-
ton later called the Arabs “dirty bastards” to
his wife Beatrice. The incident made him look
forward to Sicily, where everyone would be
considered the enemy.

While Patton oversaw the El Guettar battle,
it was really Allen’s victory. Patton gave Allen
everything he could spare, but it was Allen who
expertly positioned his men and weapons on
the battlefield and fought aggressively. When
the Germans closed in on his headquarters and
a staff officer suggested Allen withdraw, he
snapped back, “I will like hell pull out, and I’ll
shoot the first bastard that does.” Patton con-
sidered Allen a fighter and gave him enough of
a free hand to exchange blows with the enemy. 

Patton never faced his nemesis, Rommel, but
he had defeated the Germans in battle and
restored faith in the American soldier that he
could face the enemy and best him on the bat-
tlefield. Patton had turned the II Corps around,
and, in the process, American fortunes in North

Africa. One of Allen’s officers later commented
that after Patton took command of II Corps,
“We knew he was there to win even if he had
us killed doing it.” 

Frequent contributor Kevin M. Hymel is a
contract historian for the U.S. Army. This arti-

cle is an adaption from Mr. Hymel’s latest
book, Patton’s War: An American General’s
Combat Leadership, Volume 1: November
1942 – July 1944, published by University of
Missouri Press. He also leads tours of Patton’s
European battlefields for Stephen Ambrose
Historical Tours.
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ABOVE: An M3 Halftrack rolls past El Guettar before the battle. Terry Allen successfully defended the town
while Patton provided him with desperately needed supplies and armor. BELOW: Patton’s II Corps on the
offensive. While Orlando Ward’s 1st Armored Division found capturing Maknassy difficult, Terry Allen’s 1st
Infantry Division successfully defended El Guettar from the Germans, giving the Americans their first taste of
victory in the Tunisian desert.
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Epic 
Stand at 
Midway
BY MICHAEL E. HASKEW

Painting © Jack Fellows;  www.jackfellows.com

In this painting by artist Jack Fellows, U.S. Navy Lieutenant “Syd”
Bottomley pilots his Douglas SBD-3 Dauntless dive bomber in a
steep descent, dive brakes extended on the trailing edges of the
plane’s wings, during a bombing run against the Japanese aircraft
carrier Kaga, the largest of four carriers the Imperial Japanese
Navy deployed during the Battle of Midway. Bottomley scored a
direct hit during the pivotal action of June 4, 1942, but found his
own carrier, USS Yorktown, damaged upon his return. 

On May 2, 1942, the eve of the Battle of
the Coral Sea, a Consolidated PBY-5A
Catalina flying boat skimmed the

water’s surface and touched down in the
lagoon of Midway Atoll, 1,137 miles west of
Oahu. Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, Com-
mander-in-Chief of the U.S. Pacific Fleet, had
come to inspect the preparations for the
defense of the atoll—and he had given little
notice of his impending visit.

Preparations for the defense of Midway
against a probable Japanese assault had been
underway for about two years, and a sense of
urgency prompted Nimitz to see the progress
for himself. The admiral greeted U.S. Navy
Commander Cyril Simard, overall comman-
der at Midway, and Lt. Col. Harold D. Shan-
non, commander of the 6th Marine Defense
Battalion and other assigned ground troops.
Nimitz inspected the prepared defensive posi-
tions and the barbed wire that glinted in the
sun, wreathing the beaches of the atoll’s two
islets, Sand and Eastern. He informed the
officers that they could expect a Japanese
attack at the end of the month and followed
up with a pointed question. What else did the
defenders of Midway need to repel a major
enemy landing?

Shannon produced a list of the men and
equipment. Nimitz looked him in the eye and
asked a pointed question: “If I get you all these
things you say you need, then can you hold
Midway against a major amphibious assault?”

Shannon did not hesitate and replied,
“Yes, sir!”

Maintaining control of Midway was the
key to American victory in the Pacific. The
fall of the Philippines was imminent, and
after the Japanese had taken Wake Island and
Guam, Midway became the westernmost
American outpost in the Central Pacific. In
1938, a survey presented to the U.S. Congress
and titled the Hepburn Report had identified
Midway as second only to Pearl Harbor in
importance to American security in the
Pacific. The atoll stretches only about six
miles across and consists of Sand and Eastern
islets, a coral reef, and a shallow lagoon. A
U.S. possession since 1867, it had been devel-
oped slowly through the years.

In 1903, the Commercial Pacific Cable
Company established a station on Sand Island.
Pan American Airways built a seaplane base
there in 1935 to service its China Clipper fly-
ing boat. Still, Midway remained a remote,
quiet speck in the immense Pacific; its most
famous inhabitants were large, ungainly alba-
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AMERICAN FORCES INFLICTED A CRUSHING 
DEFEAT ON THE JAPANESE IMPERIAL 
NAVY AND CHANGED THE COURSE OF 
WORLD WAR II IN THE PACIFIC DURING 
THE DECISIVE BATTLE OF MIDWAY.
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trosses, or gooney birds. By the late 1930s, the
prospect of war with Japan changed all that.

On December 20, 1939, Admiral Harold
Stark, Chief of Naval Operations, ordered the
establishment of a Marine garrison on the atoll.
Elements of the 3rd Defense Battalion were there
initially, and then followed by the 1st Defense
Battalion and the 6th Defense Battalion. Even-
tually the Midway contingent came to be for-
mally known as the Midway Detachment, Fleet
Marine Force. Construction of a naval air station
was begun in the spring of 1940, and the project
was completed in August 1941.

At 6:30 AM on December 7, 1941, news of
the Pearl Harbor attack flashed from Oahu.
The Midway garrison went on high alert. At

dusk that evening, a lookout spotted a blinking
light southwest of Sand Island. Two Japanese
destroyers, the Akebono and Ushio, were
maneuvering offshore.

At 9:35 PM, the first Japanese 5-inch shells
fell. The Marines responded with 3-inch and 5-
inch guns. Japanese shells set the large seaplane
hangar afire. Another round scored a direct hit
on an air intake on the concrete housing of the
Sand Island powerplant. The blast wounded
1st Lieutenant George H. Cannon, who
refused to be evacuated until communications
were reestablished and the damage assessed.
Cannon later died and received a posthumous
Medal of Honor.

Midway gunners and subsequent reports sug-

gested that the Marines had hit one of the
destroyers, starting fires aboard the vessel, but
the damage was never confirmed. The half-
hour duel left two Marines dead and 10
wounded. Two sailors at the naval air station
were also killed.

Within days of the first encounter with the
Japanese, the garrison on Midway grew
steadily. On December 17, 17 Vought SB2U
Vindicator dive bombers of Marine Scout
Bombing Squadron 231 (VMSB-231) arrived
from Hawaii. The 5-inch seacoast guns of Bat-
teries A and C, 4th Defense Battalion came
ashore at mid-month along with additional 3-
inch guns and old seven-inch weapons. Hours
later, 14 obsolete F2A-3 Brewster Buffalo fight-
ers, the vanguard of Marine Fighter Squadron
221 (VMF-221) originally intended to reinforce
Wake Island, landed at Midway. On the day
after Christmas, the seaplane tender USS Tang-
ier brought the 5-inch guns of Battery B, 4th
Defense Battalion to Midway along with 12
antiaircraft machine guns from the battalion’s
special weapons group.

Nimitz was true to his word, and within days
of his visit three additional 3-inch antiaircraft
batteries, a 37mm antiaircraft battery, and a
20mm antiaircraft battery of the 3rd Defense
Battalion stationed at Pearl Harbor were
assigned temporarily to Midway. In addition, a
platoon of five light tanks and two rifle com-
panies of the 2nd Marine Raider Battalion were
sent to bolster Shannon’s infantry command.
The Midway air component, designated
Marine Air Group 22 (MAG-22), under Lt.
Col. Ira Kimes, was augmented with 16 Dou-
glas SBD Dauntless dive bombers and seven
new Grumman F4F Wildcat fighters.

Meanwhile, Simard and Shannon were pro-
moted to the ranks of captain and colonel
respectively and were notified that the date for
an expected Japanese invasion was revised to
the first week of June, allowing a few more days
of preparation.

By then, Midway was defended by 3,652
men of the 6th Marine Defense Battalion sup-
plemented by elements of the 3rd Marine
Defense Battalion and the two companies of
the 2nd Marine Raider Battalion. Its air group
included six operational Wildcat and 21 Buf-
falo fighters of VMF-221 commanded by
Major Floyd B. “Red” Parks, and the 18
Dauntlesses and 21 Vindicators of VMSB-241
(the squadron had split and been renamed)
under Major Lofton R. Henderson. Lieutenant
Colonel Walter Sweeney led a flight of 15 Army
Air Corps four-engine Boeing B-17 Flying
Fortress bombers. Four Army Martin B-26
Marauder bombers modified to carry torpe-
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The extent of the Japanese advance against Midway Atoll is visible as the curving dotted lines in this
representation of the action during the Battle of Midway, the turning point in the carrier war in the Pacif-
ic. American naval forces won a great victory, sinking four Japanese aircraft carriers during the June
1942 engagement, and retained possession of the strategically vital atoll, just 1,200 miles from Hawaii.
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does, six brand new Grumman TBF Avenger
torpedo bombers, and 29 long-range Consoli-
dated PBY and PBY-5A Catalina patrol planes
rounded out the hodgepodge of aircraft.

Just a week after Admiral Nimitz visited the
atoll, Japanese territorial ambitions in the
Pacific experienced their first major setback at
the Battle of the Coral Sea. An invasion force
sent to take Port Moresby at the southeastern
tip of the island of New Guinea had turned
back after American and Japanese aircraft
clashed in the first naval battle in history in
which the opposing surface ships never sighted
one another.

The fleet carrier Lexington had been sunk
and the carrier Yorktown seriously damaged.
The Japanese light carrier Shoho was sunk, but
more troubling to the Imperial Navy were the
temporary loss of the 26,000-ton fleet carrier
Shokaku, which had taken three bomb hits and
would be out of action for several months, and
her sister Zuikaku, which had sustained such
heavy losses to her air group that the lack of
available planes and trained pilots kept that
carrier out of action temporarily. 

Despite the disappointment at Coral Sea,
Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, Commander-in-
Chief of the Imperial Japanese Navy’s Com-
bined Fleet, chose to maintain the initiative
with the seizure of Midway. A Japanese victory
was expected to achieve three key strategic
objectives. The defensive perimeter of the
empire would be expanded, improving security.
The threat to Hawaii would intensify. The
Americans would be compelled to fight for

Midway, committing their precious carriers to
the effort, and the battle would result in their
destruction. 

Considerable uncertainty existed among the
Americans as to exactly where the next enemy
blow would fall. The intelligence coup that
gave Nimitz the valuable knowledge that the
target was Midway came from a somewhat
remarkable source. At Station Hypo on Oahu,
Lieutenant Commander Joseph J. Rochefort
ran the crew of cryptanalysts that had suc-

ceeded in cracking much of JN-25B, the Japan-
ese Navy operations code. Although a change
in the code had been approved, delays kept JN-
25B in common use prior to Midway, and
Rochefort’s people were soon reading up to 85
percent of Japanese radio communication.

As the clock ticked toward a showdown at
Midway, Nimitz had been in command of the
U.S. Pacific Fleet for only five months. A Texan,
he possessed the even temperament and quiet
optimism that were critically needed at such a
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ABOVE: In this November 1942 aerial photograph, Midway Atoll and its surrounding coral reef are visi-
ble. Eastern Island with its vital airstrip is shown in the foreground, while Sand Island is seen in the
distance. TOP: Oil tanks on Sand Island, one of two spits of land that make up Midway Atoll, burn furi-
ously on the morning of June 4, 1942, following an attack by Japanese carrier-based aircraft. A pair of
albatrosses, nicknamed gooney birds, for which the atoll was well known prior to the battle, are seen
in the foreground.
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desperate hour. He was also aggressive to the
extent that he felt it was absolutely necessary to
fight the Japanese as soon as conditions were
reasonably favorable. 

While the Japanese possessed a substantial
quantitative edge in aircraft carriers, other war-
ships, and planes, two factors weighed on
Nimitz’s decision to commit to a fight for Mid-
way. The atoll was of such strategic value that
it had to be defended, and Rochefort’s intelli-
gence triumph offered the element of surprise,
a significant equalizer against a superior force.

The crippled Yorktown limped into Pearl
Harbor after Coral Sea, and early estimates
indicated that the damage would take weeks to
repair. Nimitz had two operational carriers,
Enterprise and Hornet. The availability of a
third was critical to any hope of victory. He
ordered work to begin immediately aboard
Yorktown and ordered that the carrier be bat-
tleworthy within 72 hours. Workmen swarmed
aboard and performed something of a miracle
in accomplishing the task.

Nimitz ordered two task forces to ren-
dezvous 325 miles northeast of Midway at a
location appropriately named Point Luck.
From there, they would hopefully maintain the
element of surprise and attack the Japanese car-
riers while their planes were engaged in soften-
ing up Midway in preparation for the landing
of 5,000 troops. 

Task Force 16 included Hornet and Enter-
prise, five heavy cruisers, a single light cruiser,

and nine destroyers under Admiral Raymond
A. Spruance in his first carrier command since
Admiral William F. “Bull” Halsey was hospi-
talized with severe dermatitis. Admiral Frank
Jack Fletcher’s Task Force 17 included York-
town, two cruisers, and six destroyers.

Yamamoto’s tendency for complex planning
was evident with the Midway operation. Offen-
sive action would begin on June 3 with an air
raid on the U.S. base at Dutch Harbor in the
Aleutian Islands far to the north. The Ameri-
cans would either rush northward to defend
Alaskan territory or remain at Pearl Harbor. In
either case, Yamamoto did not expect much
opposition to the capture of Midway. He
believed that two American carriers had been
sunk at Coral Sea and that American air power
had been substantially weakened.

Yamamoto believed Nimitz would be slow to
respond, and when the American admiral did
that it would be too late. Japanese Marines
would already have occupied Midway. The
naval forces involved in the Aleutian thrust
would be positioned to intercept any move
northward, while the warships covering the
Midway landings could assert their overwhelm-
ing strength. Their aircraft would sink any
American ships within range, while the big guns
of their battleships and cruisers would finish off
any survivors in a potential surface action. 

Historian Samuel Eliot Morison com-
mented on Yamamoto’s Midway blueprint.
“The vital defect in this sort of plan,” he

wrote, “is that it depends on the enemy’s
doing exactly what is expected. If he is smart
enough to do something different—in this case
to have fast carriers on the spot—the opera-
tion is thrown into confusion.” 

Nevertheless, Yamamoto’s naval power was
formidable. No fewer than eight carriers, 11
battleships, 20 cruisers, 60 destroyers, and 15
submarines, along with transports and other
support vessels were involved. 

The Japanese commander divided his forces
into numerous major components, some of
which were subdivided into smaller units with
specific tasks. In the absence of Shokaku and
Zuikaku, the heart of the fleet consisted of four
of the six aircraft carriers of the Kido Butai, or
Striking Force, that had attacked Pearl Harbor
the previous December. Under the command of
Admiral Chuichi Nagumo, these were the flag-
ship Akagi, Kaga, Soryu, and Hiryu. The car-
riers were accompanied by two battleships,
three cruisers, and 11 destroyers.

The Japanese Main Body included three new
battleships, a light carrier, a cruiser, and eight
destroyers. Yamamoto assumed overall com-
mand aboard the super battleship Yamato, dis-
placing more than 68,000 tons with a main
armament of massive 18.1-inch guns. The
Guard Force, under Admiral Takasu Shiro,
sailed with Yamamoto to take up station to
support the Aleutian forces if necessary with
four battleships, two cruisers, and 12 destroy-
ers. The Midway Invasion Force, commanded
by Admiral Nobutake Kondo, included a car-
rier, troop transports, and battleships and cruis-
ers for fire support. The Northern Force, under
Admiral Boshiro Hosogaya, included two car-
riers, three cruisers, and the troops that would
occupy Attu and Kiska. A cordon of sub-
marines, intended to detect the departure of any
U.S. ships from Pearl Harbor, arrived too late
to catch either American task force.

On May 27, Navy Day for the Combined
Fleet, Yamamoto’s Main Body and the Kido
Butai under Nagumo sailed from their anchor-
age at Hashirajima, in the Inland Sea south of
the naval base at Kure and the city of
Hiroshima. Commander Mitsuo Fuchida, the
naval aviator who had led the attack on Pearl
Harbor, was aboard Akagi. The most accom-
plished air leader in the Japanese Navy, Fuchida
was in the carrier’s sick bay with appendicitis
for much of the encounter. Commander
Minoru Genda, planner of the tactical element
of the Pearl Harbor attack, was aboard Akagi
but suffering from pneumonia. His contribu-
tion as the Midway battle developed was
greatly diminished.

The four carriers of Nagumo’s striking force
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An obsolete Vought SB2U-3 Vindicator dive bomber takes off from the airstrip on Eastern Island at Mid-
way during a training flight a few days before the battle. This Vindicator was flown during the fighting
of June 4, 1942, by 2nd Lt. James H. Marmande and disappeared approximately 10 miles from Midway.
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mustered more than 240 Mitsubishi A6M Zero
fighters, Aichi D3A1 Val dive bombers, and
Nakajima B5N Kate torpedo bombers. Aboard
the three American carriers was a roughly
equivalent number of Wildcat fighters, Daunt-
less dive bombers, and Douglas TBD Devasta-
tor torpedo bombers. 

At 3 AM on June 3, the pilots of the 22 Mid-
way-based Catalinas detailed to fly recon-
naissance missions in search of the approach-
ing Japanese were roused from their bunks.
Little more than an hour later, they were air-
borne. The pilots were assigned search areas
of 700 miles, arcing from the atoll like the
hands of a clock and covering thousands of
square miles of ocean.

For several hours, nothing was visible but
the expanse of an empty Pacific. Then, as the
Catalinas reached the limits of their range that
morning, Ensign Charles R. Eaton and his crew

spotted several Japanese ships and radioed the
first confirmed sighting of the enemy during the
Battle of Midway: “Two Japanese cargo ves-
sels sighted bearing 247 degrees, distance 470
miles. Fired upon by AA.”

Minutes later, the PBY piloted by Ensign Jack
Reid, already extending the outward leg of its
search, was about to turn for home when three
men almost simultaneously spotted the wakes
and dim silhouettes of Japanese ships. Reid
dashed off a somewhat cryptic message:
“Sighted Main Body.” This was quickly fol-
lowed by “Bearing 262, distance 700.” 

Back at Midway, Captain Simard asked for
ship types, course, and speed. Reid turned and

trailed the Japanese. After an agonizing inter-
val, Reid confirmed 11 ships, including a small
aircraft carrier, a seaplane carrier, two battle-
ships, cruisers, and destroyers. The ships below
were the battleships and cruisers of the Mid-
way Invasion Force under Admiral Kondo.
Eaton had discovered the Minesweeper Group,
also a part of the Invasion Force.

Until the exhilarating moment that the enemy
was sighted, the Americans defending Midway
had been in the dark as to what was unfolding
around them. They were under no illusions that
further reinforcements were coming. If Midway’s
radar detected an incoming Japanese air raid, the
fighter pilots would rise to meet them. If an inva-

RIGHT: Following its attack against the Japanese
aircraft carrier Kaga on June 4, a damaged Dou-
glas SBD-3 Dauntless dive bomber rests on the
flight deck of the carrier USS Yorktown. This dive
bomber, one of several that landed with their
fuel tanks nearly empty, belonged to Bombing
Squadron 6 (VB-6) and was lost when the York-
town was sunk later in the battle. BELOW: Dou-
glas TBD Devastator torpedo bombers crowd the
flight deck of the aircraft carrier USS Enterprise
in preparation for takeoff on the morning of June
4, during the battle. These aircraft of Torpedo
Squadron 6 (VT-6) were launched moments later,
with nine of the 14 Devastators lost during
attacks against the Japanese fleet.
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sion force appeared offshore, the ground troops
would repel the enemy on the beaches. If an
opportunity presented itself to strike a blow
against the enemy ships, the bomber pilots
would attack. For days, there had been nothing
to do but work, watch, and wait.

Lieutenant Colonel Robert C. McGlashan,
the operations officer of the 6th Defense Bat-
talion at Midway, remembered the evening
prior the arrival of Japanese planes above Mid-
way. “Of course, there were a thousand things
more that could have been done; but all the
essential things had been done—and not a day
to spare. As I turned in that night knowing that
the Japs would arrive by morning, I felt that,
come what may, we had done all we could.”

Meanwhile, the Japanese had already struck
the first blow of the battle as 14 bombers and
three fighters attacked Dutch Harbor in the
Aleutians in the early morning hours of June 3,
destroying a barracks, fuel tank farm, and other
installations and killing 25 Americans.

Suddenly, the waiting was over at Midway.
Captain Simard and Colonel Shannon knew
that within hours they would probably be
under air attack—and after the enemy planes
softened up Midway’s defenses a Japanese
amphibious assault would follow. The Ameri-
can air group swung into action. At approxi-
mately 12:30 PM, nine B-17s of the 431st Bom-
bardment Squadron took off to attack the
Japanese. About four hours later, the big
bombers spotted the Japanese Transport
Group, under Admiral Raizo Tanaka, dropped
their 600-pound bombs from altitudes of 8,000
feet or more, and headed home. Reports of hits

proved inaccurate. No casualties were sus-
tained on either side, but the Japanese knew
that they had been discovered. 

At 1:30 AM on June 4, three of Midway’s
Catalinas armed with torpedoes attacked the
Transport Group again. This time, one put a
torpedo into the tanker Akebono Maru, killing
or wounding 23 Japanese sailors. 

Nagumo was still unaware that three Amer-
ican aircraft carriers were in the vicinity of Mid-
way and had turned to the northwest, the most
likely approach route of the Japanese carriers if
they were intent on launching air strikes against
Midway. He turned his own carriers into the
wind and began doing just that. A successful
raid would render the atoll’s airstrip useless,
eliminate the threat of further air attacks from
Midway, and pummel its defenses in prepara-
tion for the amphibious landing. 

As Sweeney’s B-17s were taking off before
dawn to renew their attacks on Tanaka, 108
Vals, Kates, and Zeros rose from the decks of
the Japanese carriers under the command of
Lieutenant Joichi Tomonaga, a veteran pilot
from the Hiryu replacing Fuchida as strike
leader. These aircraft carried high-explosive
bombs, and Nagumo retained roughly half his
aircraft armed with torpedoes to meet the
threat of any American surface ships.

At 5:20 AM, Midway reconnaissance again
hit paydirt as Lieutenant Howard F. Ady
reported sighting a Japanese aircraft carrier and
followed that with a report that enemy aircraft
were approaching the atoll. Another search
plane, piloted by Lieutenant (j.g.) William A.
Chase, spotted the inbound Japanese raid at

5:45 and radioed in plain language, “Many
planes heading Midway, bearing 320 degrees,
distance 150.” 

The B-17s were redirected to attack the carri-
ers rather than the landing force, and within min-
utes Midway’s antiaircraft defenses were on the
alert. Every aircraft, its pilot already in the cock-
pit and its engine running, was sent aloft. Mid-
way radar picked up the Japanese 93 miles out.

Flying at 14,000 feet about 30 miles from
Midway, the pilots of VMF-221 spotted a large
number of Vals flying in V-formations with
Zeros buzzing around them. Major Parks’
fighters were divided into two groups. Flying a
Buffalo, Parks led the first group of eight F2As
and five Wildcats. The second group, under the
command of Captain Kirk Armistead, con-
sisted of 12 Buffalo fighters and a single Wild-
cat. Parks led his fighters directly into the
Japanese formations, while Armistead’s group
flew slightly to the west, acting as a reserve.

Captain John F. Carey, flying a Wildcat,
shouted “Tally-ho!” and screamed down on the
enemy bombers followed by his wingmen, Cap-
tain Marion E. Carl and 2nd Lt. Clayton M.
Canfield. Carl and several other pilots engaged
in a swirling dogfight with the Zeros. The
Americans were astounded by the agility of the
enemy fighters. In his after-action report, one
VMF-221 pilot remarked, “I saw two Brew-
sters trying to fight the Zeros. One was shot
down, and the other was saved by ground fire
covering his tail. Both looked like they were
tied to a string while the Zeros made passes at
them. I believe that our men with planes even
half as good as the Zeros would have stopped
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Two Japanese Nakajimma B5N “Kate” torpedo bombers fly past the aircraft carrier USS Yorktown after releasing torpedoes during an attack at mid-after-
noon on June 4. These Kates had taken off from the deck of the carrier Hiryu earlier that day.
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the raid completely.”
Carey and Canfield slashed through the

Japanese bombers, but little is actually known
of the results. The single firing pass was prob-
ably followed by a brief but desperate fight with
the Zeros. Parks was shot down and killed.
Only three pilots of his group survived. Within
10 minutes, Armistead’s fighters were in the
thick of the unequal struggle.

“At about 0620, I heard Captain Carey trans-
mit ‘Tally-ho’ followed by ‘Hawks at angels 14,
supported by fighters.’ I then started climbing
and sighted the enemy at approximately 14,000
feet at a distance of five to seven miles out, and
approximately two miles to my right,” wrote
Armistead, who survived the melee. “I immedi-
ately turned to a heading of about 70 degrees
and continued to climb. I was endeavoring to get
a position above and ahead of the enemy and
come down out of the sun. However, I was
unable to reach this point in time. I was at
17,000 feet when I started my attack. The target
consisted of five divisions of from five to nine
planes each, flying in division V’s … I was fol-
lowed in column by five F2A-3 fighters and one
F4F-3 fighter, pilot unknown. I made a head-on
approach from above at a steep angle and at very
high speed on the fourth enemy division, which
consisted of five planes. I saw my incendiary bul-
lets travel from a point in front of the leader, up
through his plane and back through the planes
on the left wing of the V. I continued in my dive,
and looking back, saw two or three of those
planes falling in flames …

“After my pullout,” Armistead continued, “I
zoomed back to an altitude of 14,000 feet; at
this time I noticed another group of the same
type bombers following along in their path. I
looked back over my shoulder and about 2,000
feet below and behind me I saw three fighters
in column, climbing up toward me, which I
assumed to be planes of my division. However,
they climbed at a very high rate, and a very
steep path. When the nearest plane was about
500 feet below and behind me I realized that it
was a Japanese Zero fighter. I kicked over in a
violent split S and received three 20mm shells,
one in the right wing gun, one in the right wing
root tank, and one in the top left side of the
engine cowling. I also received about twenty
7.7mm rounds in the left aileron, which man-
gled the tab on the aileron and sawed off a por-
tion of the aileron. I continued in a vertical dive
at full throttle, corkscrewing to my left, due to
the effect of the damaged aileron. At about
3,000 feet, I started to pull out and managed to
hold the plane level at an altitude of 500 feet.”

During the sharp aerial battle, 24 American
fighters were either shot down or seriously

damaged. The pilots of VMF-221 fought
bravely but could not turn back the Japanese
onslaught. 

The Japanese aircraft flew relentlessly on,
and at 6:30 AM, Colonel Shannon barked,
“Open fire when targets are in range.” One
minute later, Sand and Eastern islands erupted. 

Tomonaga led his planes into withering fire
from Midway. Bombs destroyed the seaplane
hangar, and the fuel dump 500 yards to the
north was in flames. The freshwater process-
ing facility was blasted, and two bombs

destroyed the powerhouse on Eastern Island.
Major William Benson, in charge of the 6th
Defense Battalion’s Eastern Island command
post, was killed when a direct hit demolished
the position. Twenty-four Americans were
killed and 18 wounded. 

However, the Japanese paid a substantial
price as 11 attacking planes were either shot
down or failed to return to their carriers and
more than 40 were damaged, some beyond
repair. The Marine antiaircraft fire had been so
accurate that it disrupted the attempts to crater
the airstrip. Only a couple of small holes had
been made, and it remained functional. Tomon-
aga radioed that a second strike was necessary.

When the Japanese planes were gone, the Mid-

way air controller sent a message: “Fighters land.
Refuel by divisions, 5th Division first.” The only
response was a crackle of dead air. The message
went out several times, and finally a general
recall was broadcast. With “All fighters land and
reservice,” only 10 VMF-221 planes came in. Of
these just two remained airworthy. 

Ady’s sighting of a lone Japanese carrier had
fixed the enemy’s location for Fletcher and
Spruance while also alerting Midway of the
Striking Force’s presence. Lieutenant Colonel
Kimes threw every available Midway-based air-

craft at Nagumo’s carriers. More than 50
planes without fighter escort mounted no fewer
than five separate attacks against Nagumo’s
warships during a roughly 90-minute period
from 7:05 AM to just after 8:30. 

Captain James F. Collins led the four Army
Air Corps Marauders, which mounted attacks
on the Japanese carriers almost simultaneously
with the six Navy TBF Avengers under Lieu-
tenant Langdon K. Fieberling. No hits were
scored.

These were followed less than an hour later
by the 16 Marine Corps Dauntless dive
bombers of VMSB-241. At 7:55 AM, Major
Henderson ordered, “Attack two enemy CV on
port bow!” Most of the Dauntless pilots were
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Sailors repair a sizable hole in the flight deck caused by an enemy bomb after the initial Japanese strike
on the Yorktown. The bomb caused numerous casualties, while another temporarily caused the carrier to
lose power. The deck was repaired, and flight operations resumed, but a second raid later in the day
resulted in torpedo damage. As the battle neared its end, Yorktown was sunk after being torpedoed by
a Japanese submarine.
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inexperienced, and Henderson elected a glide
bombing run rather than a steep dive-bombing
attack. Zeros pounced on the squadron com-
mander, whose plane was seen spiraling into
the sea with one wing afire.

Captain Richard E. Fleming took command
of the squadron, and the pilots pressed home
their attacks with great courage. A pair of
bombs bracketed the Hiryu, and three more
exploded near the stern of the Kaga, cascading
water and steel fragments across the fantail.
However, no direct hits were achieved. Flem-
ing was reported to have killed or wounded sev-
eral Japanese sailors in a strafing run across the
flight deck of the Hiryu, which was emblazoned

with a large rising sun emblem. Half the Daunt-
lesses were lost during the raid, and of the eight
that returned to Midway two were shot to
pieces, unfit for further service.

A few minutes later, Lt. Col. Sweeney led his
B-17s, diverted from their original target of
Tanaka’s transports, in a high-level attack from
20,000 feet. The bristling .50-caliber machine
guns of the B-17s and their extreme altitude
kept the Zeros at a distance, but the Japanese
ships took no hits. 

Around 8:20 AM, 11 lumbering VMSB-241
Vindicators led by Major Benjamin W. Norris

found the Japanese carriers. Norris knew the
Zeros were likely to slaughter his old dive
bombers and observed that the Japanese escort
ships were putting up a curtain of antiaircraft
fire. He elected to attack the closest targets, the
enemy battleships. Near misses rocked the
Haruna, and one American bomb narrowly
missed the fantail of the Kirishima, but not a
single hit was scored. 

At least 19 American planes were shot down
during the raids by Midway’s aircraft, while
three Zeros were downed. However, the gal-
lant attacks were not in vain. The Marine,
Army, and Navy pilots had stretched the Japan-
ese combat air patrol nearly to the limits of

their endurance. More Zeros had to be
launched, and those in the air needed to be
rearmed and refueled. It was a difficult propo-
sition, particularly considering the larger
dilemma facing Nagumo.

The Japanese commander worried that the
surviving Midway-based aircraft continued to
pose a threat. They had to be neutralized to
capture the atoll. When he received Tomonaga’s
request for a second Midway strike at about
7:15 AM, he was convinced that Midway should
be hit again. The Kates of the first Midway raid
had been supplied by Soryu and Hiryu, while

the dive bomber contingent had taken off from
Akagi and Kaga. Nagumo ordered that the
Kates aboard Akagi and Kaga have their tor-
pedoes replaced with high explosive bombs.
The Vals sitting on the hangar decks of Soryu
and Hiryu had not yet been armed, and he
ordered them equipped with high explosive
bombs for land targets on Midway rather than
armor piercing bombs suitable for attacks
against enemy ships.

At this critical time, the failure of the Japan-
ese to deploy sufficient numbers of reconnais-
sance aircraft came back to haunt Nagumo.
The launching of some of the Japanese scout
planes had also been delayed, and one of these,
Number 4, had taken off late from the heavy
cruiser Tone. As the plane reached the end of its
300-mile search radius, the pilot spotted the
wakes of several ships. There was little doubt
that these were American, and a message was
dashed off to Tone and forwarded to Akagi:
“Ten ships, apparently enemy, sighted. Bearing
010 degrees, distant 240 miles from Midway.
Course 150 degrees, speed more than 20 knots.
Time, 0728.”

Fuchida remembered the absolute consterna-
tion that gripped the officers aboard Akagi when
the news was received. “When it reached Admi-
ral Nagumo and his staff on Akagi’s bridge,” he
wrote, “it struck them like a bolt from the blue.
Until this moment no one had anticipated that an
enemy force could possibly appear so soon,
much less suspected that enemy ships were
already in the vicinity waiting to ambush us.
Now the entire picture was changed.”

At 8:20, Scout Number 4 transmitted a new
warning: “Enemy force accompanied by what
appears to be aircraft carrier bringing up the
rear.” 

The rearming of the planes for the second
Midway raid would take an hour to complete.
At about the same time, Tomonaga’s planes
would be returning from the first Midway
strike, low on fuel and some of them damaged.
These planes would have to be recovered
quickly. To complicate matters, the intermittent
air attacks by Midway’s planes had prevented
deck crews from adequately preparing to
launch or recover large numbers of aircraft
since their immediate concern was keeping
enough Zeros of the combat air patrol aloft to
fend off the attackers.

According to Fuchida, when American ships
had been sighted Nagumo quickly ordered the
rearming of his attack planes switched again to
torpedoes and armor piercing bombs to strike
the enemy naval task force. While this rearm-
ing took place, he assessed that he could recover
Tomonaga’s planes as his thinly stretched com-
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The Japanese aircraft carrier Hiryu maneuvers violently to escape bombs dropped from high altitude by
an American Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress heavy bomber. No hits were scored during this raid. 
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bat air patrol managed to deal with any spo-
radic American air attacks from Midway. Once
the planes of the first Midway strike were
recovered, he would turn northeast, racing at
30 knots to close with the enemy carrier. He
estimated that 89 planes would be available for
launch at approximately 10:30 AM. Time,
though, was running out for Nagumo and the
Striking Force.

On the evening of June 3, hours after Reid first
sighted Japanese warships, Task Forces 16 and
17 had closed their distance from Midway to
only 200 miles and maintained a course north of
the atoll. Already alerted by Nimitz in far-off
Hawaii that Reid’s sighting was not the Japan-
ese Main Body, Fletcher and Spruance still
expected the Japanese carriers to approach Mid-
way from the northwest. Radio operators
aboard Enterprise picked up Ady’s message iden-
tifying a Japanese carrier early on the morning
of June 4. Moments later, another message from
Chase confirmed the presence of at least one
more carrier. Fletcher weighed his options.

Although Fletcher’s role at Midway has been
somewhat minimized given the scope of Spru-
ance’s triumph later on the morning of June 4,
the senior admiral made a significant contribu-
tion to the American victory. At 4:30 AM, about
an hour before Ady’s contact was reported, the
Yorktown had launched search planes to cover
a 100-mile arc to the north. 

At that time, Nagumo was steaming west of

the American task forces, slightly more than
200 miles away and launching his first Midway
air strike. Fletcher was decisive. He had to
recover Yorktown’s search planes, but time was
critical. Surprise might still be achieved, but the
Japanese were surely looking for the Ameri-
cans. At 6:07 AM, just four minutes after receiv-
ing the latest report on the Japanese carriers,
Fletcher ordered Spruance with Enterprise and
Hornet to “proceed southwesterly and attack
enemy carriers when definitely located. I will
follow as soon as planes recovered.”

Fletcher intentionally gave up tactical con-
trol of the battle to Spruance, setting the stage
for Spruance to make the most momentous
command decision of the carrier war in the
Pacific. Spruance calculated that within three
hours his carriers would be approximately 100
miles distant from Nagumo—but how long
could he remain undetected by the Japanese? 

Aware that Japanese planes had already
attacked Midway, Spruance decided to launch
every available plane from Enterprise and Hor-
net. Launch time was 7:02 AM, and the distance
of about 170 miles was the extreme limit of the
range of the carrier planes. 

It was risky, but Spruance knew that the
Japanese carriers would be required to steam
toward Midway for some time to recover their
planes returning from Tomonaga’s raid. If he
made the right call, American planes could be
positioned to attack the Japanese carriers while

their decks were filled with aircraft.
Spruance became impatient due to delays and

finally ordered the 37 Enterprise Dauntless dive
bombers of Bombing 6 and Scouting 6 under
Lieutenant Commander Clarence W. “Wade”
McClusky to proceed without waiting for the
torpedo bombers. The opportunity for a coor-
dinated attack would be lost, but Spruance was
also aware by 8:15 that Enterprise had picked
up a Japanese scout plane’s radio message. This
was the alert from Tone’s Number 4 plane that
electrified Nagumo. By the time Nagumo was
aware that at least one American carrier was
present, Enterprise and Hornet were already
launching their aircraft. When launch opera-
tions were completed, 67 dive bombers, 29 tor-
pedo planes, and 20 fighters were in the air.
Eighteen Wildcats remained on combat air
patrol above Task Force 16.

Fletcher followed Spruance on a course of
240 degrees and held his planes aboard York-
town for nearly two more hours, a wise deci-
sion should a second Japanese carrier group be
spotted. By 8:40 AM, Fletcher had received no
new reports of Japanese activity and turned
Yorktown into the wind to launch 17 dive
bombers, 12 torpedo planes, and six fighters. 

The last Japanese plane returning from the
Midway strike landed a few minutes after 9:00
AM, and Nagumo ordered his ships to execute
the predetermined change of course to the
northeast. The decks of the four Japanese car-
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Smoke billows from the stricken aircraft carrier Hiryu shortly after sunrise on June 5, 1942. Hiryu had been heavily damaged during a raid by American dive
bombers the previous day, and a portion of the carrier’s forward elevator stands upright just forward of the island, where it had been blown after a tremen-
dous explosion on the hangar deck below.
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riers were beehives of activity, some planes
being raised and lowered on elevators while
others were armed and fuel lines stretched to fill
empty tanks.

Nagumo’s course change did pay one divi-
dend. The 35 Dauntlesses and 10 Wildcats of
Hornet’s Bombing 8, Scouting 8, and Fighting
8 reached the anticipated point of interception
and found nothing but empty ocean. Com-
mander Stanhope Ring led the planes toward
Midway in search of the enemy fleet but came
up empty. The entire flight missed the battle,
and several planes landed at Midway to refuel.

McClusky also flew toward the expected
position of the Japanese carriers and found
nothing. Low on fuel, the Enterprise air group
commander chose to maintain course for
another 35 miles. Rather than turning back
toward Midway or his carrier, McClusky
headed north at 9:35 AM. Twenty minutes later,
he spotted the wake of a Japanese destroyer,
the Arashi, just coming off a depth charge

attack on the snooping submarine USS Nau-
tilus. McClusky figured that the speeding
destroyer was hurrying to catch up with
Nagumo and followed it. At 10:02, he spotted
the enemy carriers 35 miles to the northeast. 

Within seconds, Lieutenant Commander
Maxwell F. Leslie, leading Yorktown’s Bombing
3, also made visual contact. McClusky and the
Enterprise Dauntlesses were at 19,000 feet.
Leslie’s Yorktown dive bombers were at
14,500. In the distance, they saw the black
puffs of antiaircraft fire and streaks of flame as
burning planes fell from the sky. These were the
telltale signs of the valiant but futile attacks car-
ried out by the American torpedo squadrons.

Lieutenant Commander John C. Waldron led
Hornet’s Torpedo 8 in the first attack against
Nagumo by U.S. carrier planes. At 9:20 AM, Wal-
dron picked out the nearest Japanese carrier,
Soryu, and began his run. During the next 20
minutes, all 15 Devastators of Torpedo 8 fell to
Zeros. Ensign George Gay was the lone survivor

among 30 naval aviators. Gay floated in the
water until the following afternoon when he was
picked up by a patrolling Catalina. The heroism
of the men of Torpedo 8 has become legend.

Fourteen Devastators of Torpedo 6 from
Enterprise, led by Lieutenant Commander
Eugene E. Lindsey, pressed home attacks with-
out fighter cover, and the Zeros slashed like
wolves. In a flash, Lindsey’s and nine other
American planes were shot down. Four torpedo
bombers survived, probably because the Japan-
ese pilots were so busy with new reports of
incoming American planes.

At 10:00 AM, Lieutenant Commander Lance
E. Massey, leading Torpedo 3 from Yorktown,
sighted the Japanese warships. Zeros jumped
their six escorting Wildcats of Fighting 3, under
Commander John S. Thach, and a wild dog-
fight ensued. Accounts of the battle differ as to
Massey’s intended target; however, it was most
likely Hiryu, which presented the best angle for
a torpedo run. Five torpedoes were launched at
the carrier from starboard, but no hits were
scored. Torpedo 3 lost 10 of its 12 Devastators. 

Forty-one American torpedo planes had
attacked Nagumo’s carriers, and 35 were shot
down. Of the 81 pilots and rear gunners that
flew into action, 69 were killed. However, their
valor was key to the drama yet to unfold. In
their frantic maneuvering to avoid the attacks,
the Japanese carriers had been unable to move
their own aircraft to the flight decks for a strike
at the American carriers or to relieve their com-
bat air patrol. The Zeros still in the air had been
heavily engaged and were critically low on fuel
and ammunition. While chasing the slow Dev-
astators they had been pulled down to the
wavetops and could not regain altitude quickly
enough to defend against the American dive
bombers plummeting toward their carriers
moments later.

Just before Massey’s ill-fated torpedo attack
on Hiryu, McClusky and the Dauntlesses of
Scouting 6 and Bombing 6 pushed over into
steep dives, descending like avenging angels
toward Kaga. Although their intent had been to
split the squadrons and attack Kaga and Akagi
simultaneously, a mistake in communications
sent all the dive bombers hurtling toward the
same target. Lieutenant Richard “Dick” Best,
commander of Bombing 6, realized the error
and aborted his dive along with two other VB-
6 Dauntlesses. The three diverted to Akagi. At
the same time, Leslie’s dive bombers from York-
town approached Soryu from the northeast.

In just five minutes, the course of the war in
the Pacific abruptly changed. Three Japanese
aircraft carriers became flaming wreckage.

Fuchida remembered the flight deck of Akagi
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ABOVE: This enlarged frame from a color 16mm motion picture film became one of the most famous
photographs of World War II in the Pacific. It depicts two Douglas SBD Dauntless dive bombers from
the aircraft carrier USS Hornet bearing down on the stricken Japanese heavy cruiser Mikuma on the
afternoon of June 6, 1942. Mikuma, already seriously damaged during earlier raids by dive bombers
from the carriers Hornet and USS Enterprise, sank later in the day. OPPOSITE: The Japanese heavy
cruiser Mikuma, a blackened hulk following air attacks by dive bombers from the aircraft carriers Hornet
and Enterprise, is pictured on June 6, 1942, shortly before sinking during the final hours of the Battle of
Midway. The roof of one of the cruiser’s eight-inch gun turrets has been blown completely off, while the
barrels of the main batteries point in odd directions. The emblem of the rising sun is emblazoned atop the
forward gun turret, while the superstructure is a mass of twisted steel.
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packed with aircraft, armed, fueled, and ready
for takeoff to attack the American carriers.
“The Air Officer flapped a white flag, and the
first Zero fighter gathered speed and whizzed
off the deck,” he wrote. “At that instant a look-
out screamed: ‘Hell-divers!’ I looked up to see
three black enemy planes plummeting toward
our ship … The plump silhouettes of the Amer-
ican ‘Dauntless’ dive bombers quickly grew
larger, and then a number of black objects sud-
denly floated eerily from their wings. Bombs!
Down they came straight toward me!”

The first bomb was a near miss, its splash
drenching everyone on the bridge. Best’s bomb
then hit squarely on the amidships elevator and
penetrated to the hangar deck. In their haste,
crewmen had not secured the bombs that had
been removed earlier. As these cooked off,
Akagi was wracked by internal explosions. The
third bomb was reported to have struck along
the edge of the flight deck’s port side. Nagumo
transferred his flag to the light cruiser Nagara.
Fuchida broke both ankles, barely escaping
with his life.

Akagi lost power and was finally abandoned
at 5 PM. Yamamoto ordered destroyers to scut-
tle the demolished hulk the following morning.
Remarkably, only 263 men were killed.

McClusky’s dive bombers screamed down on
Kaga at a near 70-degree angle. Lieutenant Earl
Gallaher dropped his 1,000-pound bomb on
the starboard flight deck, immediately turning
planes into flaming torches. Two more bombs
hit near the forward elevator, igniting a gasoline
truck that erupted, showering the bridge with
flaming shrapnel and killing everyone present.
A fourth bomb hit squarely amidships on the
port side. Torpedoes from Japanese destroyers
sent Kaga’s floating wreck to the bottom at
7:25 PM, and 811 men died. 

When Leslie’s 17 planes attacked Soryu, only
13 of them still carried bombs. Electric arming
switches had malfunctioned, and four bombs
had fallen into the ocean. Leslie peppered the
Soryu’s bridge with machine-gun bullets until
his guns jammed. Lieutenant (j.g.) Paul “Lefty”
Holmberg dropped his bomb from less than
3,000 feet and looked back at a hit amidships
that exploded on the hangar deck, catapulting
the forward elevator against the bridge. A sec-
ond bomb smashed into the flight deck and
blew a Zero into the sea as it was taking off. A
third bomb struck near the aft elevator. Fires
raged from bow to stern, and 20 minutes later
the order was given to abandon ship. With 718
of her crew dead, Soryu drifted and finally
plunged out of sight at 7:13 PM.

The American planes dodged Zeros and
headed back toward their carriers; only Hiryu

was left undamaged. By 10:58 AM, a retaliatory
strike of 18 dive bombers and six fighters was
in the air, heading toward Yorktown. Led by
Lieutenant Michio Kobayashi, the Vals put
three bombs into the carrier. The Yorktown
slowed to six knots and belched smoke, but
damage control parties performed magnifi-
cently. Four hours later, the carrier was making
19 knots. 

At approximately 2:30 PM, however, Tomon-
aga, flying a damaged Kate and aware that a
ruptured fuel tank sustained during his Mid-
way attack meant that he could not make the
return flight to Hiryu, led 10 torpedo bombers
against Yorktown. Two hits on the port side
knocked out the boilers again. Serious flood-
ing caused the carrier to list.

While Yorktown was under torpedo attack,
word was received from one of its scout planes
that Hiryu had been spotted. By 3:30, Spruance
had 25 dive bombers in the air and speeding to
the northwest. A half hour later, Hornet
launched another 16 Dauntlesses. Yorktown
damage control had been so effective that sur-
viving Japanese pilots of the second strike from
Hiryu believed they had put a second American
carrier out of action. Admiral Tamon Yam-
aguchi aboard Hiryu issued orders to prepare
five Vals, five Kates, and 10 Zeros, all that
remained of the Striking Force’s once mighty
air armada, to attack what he believed was the
only operational American carrier left.

McClusky had been wounded earlier in the
day and could not take part in the mission
against Hiryu. Command of the strike that
included both Enterprise planes and refugees
from the Yorktown fell to Gallaher. The dive
bombers achieved surprise again and hit Hiryu

with four bombs on the forward section of the
flight deck, one of which blew the forward ele-
vator out of its well. Penetrating to the hangar
deck, bombs destroyed the handful of planes
being readied for the next Japanese mission. A
sheet of flame erupted and spread rapidly
throughout the ship. Hornet’s planes and B-17s
from Midway attacked other Japanese ships
but scored no hits. 

Yamaguchi ordered the crew to abandon the
Hiryu at 4:30 PM and went down with with his
ship. A torpedo from a Japanese destroyer
failed to finish off the blackened hulk, which
drifted until just after 9 the following morning
before sinking with 383 dead sailors aboard.

Despite the news that Akagi, Kaga, Soryu,
and Hiryu were on fire, Yamamoto tried to

snatch an improbable victory from devastating
defeat, possibly by bringing on a night surface
engagement. The situation, however, was too
chaotic, and Spruance refused to bite. 

After Yorktown was hit, Fletcher again
deferred to his junior admiral, and it was Spru-
ance who decided to retire eastward for several
hours on the night of June 4. Although his deci-
sion was criticized in some quarters, his rea-
soning was sound. The Japanese had suffered
shattering losses, but their surface strength was
greatly superior to his own, and Midway had
to be protected. By 11:30 PM, the Japanese had
made no contact with American surface ships.
Yamamoto cancelled the Midway operation.

That night, a report of a burning Japanese
carrier reached Midway, and Major Norris led
a flight of Vindicators in the direction of the
sighting. The planes took off in fading light at
7:00 PM. Norris had scheduled the departure’s
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A t the town of Schmidt in the Hürtgen
Forest, it was hard to see through the
thick mist and steady drizzle on the

cold and damp morning of Saturday, Novem-
ber 4, 1944. Bomb craters filled with rainwa-
ter dotted the bleak landscape. The spongy
ground sucked at soldiers’ boots, and thick
mud clung to their leggings and pants, adding
to the misery of fighting in the woods in the
rain with little sleep. 

Suddenly, rounds from German howitzers
whooshed downward and slammed into the

ground, causing it to shake like an earthquake.
For the next half hour, the Germans pummeled
the town with their heavy artillery. When the
big guns stopped, the American riflemen heard
the clanking of tanks. The woods were soon
alive with German infantry. The deadly krump
of mortars and the chatter of machine guns
filled the air. 

GIs armed with bazookas tried in vain to
stop PzKpfw.IV and PzKpfw.V Panther tanks.
Their shells bounced harmlessly off the steel
monsters. The tanks roamed at will through the

town, hunting Americans in houses or in fox-
holes. “The tanks ... had smashed through the
two forward company positions and broke
them all to hell,” said Captain Guy T. Piercey,
commander of a weapons company. “The sit-
uation was bad.”

Overwhelmed by the Germans’ staggering
firepower some of the GIs fled from their posi-
tions at 8:30 AM. Ninety minutes later, the rest of
the 3rd Battalion, 112th Infantry Regiment quit
Schmidt. They disappeared into the forest leav-
ing their dead and wounded to the Germans.  

The German counterattack at Schmidt was
indicative of the setbacks Lt. Gen. Courtney H.
Hodges’ First Army experienced in the Hürt-
gen Forest from mid-September 1944 to early
February 1945. The story of the battle begins
just before the capture of Aachen, the first large
city in Germany to fall to the Americans. Maj.
Gen. Maurice Rose’s 3rd Armored Division
had advanced in September into the Stolberg
corridor between Aachen and the Hürtgen For-
est, putting the Allies within 20 miles of the
Rhine River. 

The division’s right flank came to rest on the
northwest rim of the forest. On September 13,
the division made an incursion into the forest
in the vicinity of the town of Roetgen. The
crack armored division, however, was pointed
to the east beyond the Siegfried Line, or the
West Wall as the Germans called it, so it did
not become embroiled in the forest. As the divi-
sion advanced, it also took the small villages of
Schmidthof, Rott, and Brandt peripherally
located on the Hürtgen Forest’s northwestern
edge. As a result of the division’s eastward
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IN THE AUTUMN
OF 1944, THE 
U.S. FIRST ARMY
WAS CHEWED UP
IN THE HÜRTGEN
FOREST WHERE 
IT HAD TO 
CONTEND WITH
WELL-EXECUTED
COUNTERATTACKS
BY THE GERMANS.HELL IN A 

DARK WOOD
BY RAYMOND E. BELL

W-Dec21 Hurtgen REPRINT_Layout 1  8/12/21  12:38 PM  Page 52



attack, the incursion was a brief encounter with
a dense evergreen forest that soon completely
thwarted the troops of Hodges’ First Army.

On its way to the Battle of Aachen, Maj. Gen.
Clarence R. Huebner’s vaunted 1st Infantry Divi-
sion  had encountered the German defenses on
the northwestern fringes of the Hürtgen Forest.
Division troops attacked Aachen from the south,
which resulted in limited contact with the fore-
boding woods as they advanced north to encir-
cle the city. Just like the 3rd Armored Division,
it was to be saved the agony of the forest and its

elaborate defenses, but it suffered nevertheless.
The 1st Infantry Division, though, was not to
see the last of the forest. 

There were two striking characteristics about
the forest battle. The first was the nature of the
woods and the German defenses inside the
woods. The second was the complete inability
of Hodges and First Army Headquarters to
appreciate the challenges of fighting in such an
environment. First Army troops would have a
horrific experience in the front line in the
woods, while the headquarters staff remained

in comfort, removed from the intense fighting
and great suffering.

The Hürtgen Forest is actually three woods:
Wenau, Hürtgen, and Rotgen. The dark ever-
green forest lies on the border of Belgium and
Germany and astride the West Wall. It occupies
a 50-square-mile, triangle-shaped area bounded
by the towns of Aachen, Duren, and Mon-
schau. Two ridges are angled southwest to
northeast through the forest toward the Roer
River. The village of Hürtgen is located on the
northern ridge, while the town of Schmidt is

Both: National Archives
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American riflemen of the 
28th Infantry Division advance
cautiously through the Hürtgen
Forest. The Germans benefited
substantially from the superb
cover offered by the close-packed
trees and tangled undergrowth.
OPPOSITE: The German infantry
had heavy firepower as shown 
by these camouflaged troops
armed with assault rifles and
panzerfausts.
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situated on the southern ridge. Between them
the Kall River flows through a forbidding
gorge. The ridges were bare of trees, which
made them good places for artillery and for
monitoring enemy movements at lower eleva-
tions. The dense woods would negate the
advantages the Americans enjoyed in mobility,
firepower, and technology when fighting in
open terrain. 

At the outset of the prolonged battle, the
dense forest canopy immediately caused orien-
tation problems for the Americans. The U.S.
combat units entering the forest had few maps
of the woods; those they did have were in Ger-
man and were difficult to interpret. From an
aerial point of view, it was confusing to orient
those existing maps with the ground configu-
ration. This had an adverse effect not only on
the provision of close air support but also on
field artillery attempting to respond to requests
for fire support. The absence of distinguishable
land forms in the Hürtgen Forest made it nearly
impossible for spotter aircraft to orient them-
selves and effectively direct fire for artillery
units. Bringing effective fire to bear was at times
a hit-and-miss affair as the U.S. artillery had to
shoot blind.

The Hürtgen Forest was not unlike other
forests in Germany. As the land has been
intensely cultivated over many centuries, so have
its forests. The Germans responsible for manag-
ing the forest’s resources over the years did so in
a way that would result in a maximum yield
from its fir trees. Before machines were devel-
oped to remove the logs, horses performed that
function. The trails, therefore, were at best cov-
ered with grass but more likely were simply soil.
When the logs were dragged along the trails
when the ground was hard, little damage was
done to the trail surface. But in rainy spells the
trails became muddy, and wheeled transport fre-
quently got bogged down, particularly when
extensive use was made of the trails. After sus-
tained rain, the trails resembled  creeks. 

The true test was whether a quarter-ton truck
could negotiate a trail that had turned to mud.
If the trail in an inclement state could not sup-
port a quarter-ton truck, then the trail failed
the test as a viable means of travel. The Hürt-
gen Forest, except for a few hard surface roads,
failed the test and contributed significantly to
logistics and communications failures. The Ger-
mans found that by felling one or two trees they
could easily block a trail, and they made good
use of this tactic to slow U.S. forces. 

Trails were not only easy to block, but the
maps often failed to show where they led.
Sometimes the trails did not even show up on
the map. It was easy to get lost following what

appeared to be a trail leading in a desired direc-
tion but which had no specific definition when
it came to leading to a military objective. The
resulting confusion was compounded by the
Germans’ expert use of the trails to form fields
of fire for direct-fire weapons, such as the
dreaded 88mm antitank artillery. American
troops often could not effectively call for
artillery fire using trails for orientation because
of the disparate directions the trails frequently
took. The best targets were villages and towns
located in cleared areas.   

The closely bunched trees in the Hürtgen For-
est served the German defenders well. Air bursts
from German mortars and artillery sent shards
of wood spiking into the forest floor or into the
heads and bodies of American soldiers. For this
reason, American soldiers attempting to advance
under such bombardment conditions were vul-
nerable to indirect enemy fire. While the Amer-
ican artillery and mortars could have the same
effect on the Germans, the German defenders
usually were protected by well-constructed field
fortifications or concrete bunkers.

The trees also worked their misery on unpro-
tected soldiers in tandem with the weather. A

large amount of rainfall, especially during the
autumn and winter action, meant that water
hung in the overhead foliage only to drip con-
stantly on soldiers without overhead cover,
whether moving through the forest or in their
open foxholes. American soldiers found them-
selves confined to waterlogged holes, which led
to immersion foot, or trench foot. Casualties
among soldiers who could not keep their feet dry
were extremely high and the cause for much con-
sternation among upper echelon command.

The Hürtgen Forest had other characteristics
associated with the weather that affected combat
operations. Dense fog and mist in the autumn
and winter tended to hang in the valleys and
among the trees. This hindered direct observa-
tion and posed a danger not only to patrols  but
also to any movement as it often proved diffi-
cult for a soldier to see more than a few feet. It
was easy to get lost and disoriented walking a
short distance or to accidentally stumble into an
enemy patrol. Since the Germans had a better
knowledge of the woods, they had a decisive
advantage over the Americans when it came to
moving through the forest.  

In spite of the poor quality of some of the
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The Battle of the Hürtgen Forest was fought in a 50-square-mile, triangle-shaped area bounded by the
towns of Aachen, Duren, and Monschau. The dense woods negated the advantages the Americans
enjoyed in mobility, firepower, and technology when fighting in open terrain.
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German infantry units at this stage of the war,
the Germans nevertheless managed to exploit
the full defensive potential of the Hürtgen For-
est. They could tell from the ring of an axe
being used to cut down a tree, and by the direc-
tion of the sound of the axe, just how to bring
fire to bear on the GI wielding the axe. The
Americans learned the hard way that when they
wanted to cut down a tree to build a protected
fighting position it was best to use a hand saw.
American vehicles operating in the woods
telegraphed their movement by their distinctive
sounds. The Germans had fewer vehicles, and
they used their horses effectively in the dense
woods to move artillery. 

The Hürtgen Forest stood at the northern
end of the 390-mile West Wall. The forest was
thoroughly integrated into the Germans’ for-
tification system. Even without fortifications
the forest posed serious threats, but the com-
bination proved to be a major obstacle to
American forces. 

The German defense of the Hürtgen Forest
made use of many different techniques that
stymied the American advance and com-
pounded the effects of the forest’s natural fea-
tures. The trails not only served as deadly fields
of fire but also were heavily mined and booby
trapped. The Americans had a difficult time
overcoming the mines. The Germans placed
thousands of personnel mines in about every
conceivable place. They could be closely
grouped and stacked one or more on top of
each other. When an American soldier went to
remove a mine, he had to be sure it was not
booby trapped or that there was not another
mine set to explode when the weight of the top
mine was removed. It soon became standard
operating procedure to blow up mines in place
rather than try to remove them.      

The Germans covered forest trails and paths
with weapons fire from well-concealed fighting
positions. They had a special knack for cam-
ouflage. It was not unusual for an American
soldier to be standing right beside a German
field fortification and not be aware of it. The
German positions not only were well located
to provide flanking fire, but also they provided
excellent overhead protection against Ameri-
can artillery fire.

Because the Hürtgen Forest was part of the
West Wall, there was an abundance of perma-
nent fighting positions located throughout the
forest. The Germans built elaborate concrete
bunkers that were often two or three stories
deep into the ground. They were perfectly cam-
ouflaged with leaves and pine needles and
blended seamlessly into the surrounding land-
scape in a way that made them almost invisible

to the American troops. They had to be reduced
by infantry and engineer troops using explosive
charges and small arms fire. Once captured, a
bunker or concrete position had to be secured
against recapture by the Germans. 

German tactics took full advantage of the
features of the terrain and weather while mak-
ing optimum use of their defensive expertise.
The Germans registered with mortars and
artillery the roadblocks they had established to
slow down the Americans. When the Ameri-

cans fired their artillery, the Germans would
fire their own behind the Americans to make
the Americans think that their own artillery
rounds were landing short. 

German soldiers cut American telephone
lines and effectively monitored the largely
undisciplined American radio transmissions,
which allowed them to eavesdrop on American
tactical operations and activities.  

If the terrain and German tactics and fortifi-
cations were not formidable enough, Hodges
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ABOVE: Heavy autumn rains turned forest roads into rivers of mud, making it nearly impossible for
wheeled vehicles to get traction. BELOW: American soldiers man a .30-caliber machine gun. The fighting
took its toll on U.S. forces, requiring units to be pulled out of line to refit and fresh units inserted into the
battle in their place.
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and his chief of staff, Maj. Gen. William B.
Kean, proved themselves to be insufferable
throughout the Battle of the Hürtgen Forest.
Hodges, who had an abrasive personality, held
the record for relieving the most corps and divi-
sion commanders in Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley’s
12th Army Group. He canned 10 of 13 gener-
als. He was quick to condemn others’ short-
comings, but he took umbrage if someone
insinuated that he might have contributed to
the failure of one of his units. During the pro-
tracted battle he was often sick, leaving much
of the combat direction to Kean.

Kean proved to be the key figure in the chain
of command and ran the staff in such a way as
to brook no opposition to command decisions.
The rest of the staff operated as if it knew the
answers to all challenges and projected a nega-
tive attitude to First Army units, which mani-
fested itself in a blind stubbornness and ulti-
mately resulted in heavy casualties. The First
Army staff was the least effective of Bradley’s
three armies.       

Hodges’ First Army had three corps, but only
two fought in the Hürtgen Forest. One was Maj.
Gen. J. Lawton Collins’ VII Corps, and the other
was Maj. Gen. Leonard Gerow’s V Corps. 

Collins’ VII Corps comprised the 4th Cav-
alry Group, 1st Infantry Division, 9th Infantry
Division, and the 3rd Armored Division.
Gerow’s V Corps was composed of the 102nd
Cavalry Group, 4th Infantry Division, 28th
Infantry Division, and the 5th Armored Divi-
sion. Collins’ VII corps would spearhead the
attack into the Hürtgen, and Gerow’s V Corps

would advance to the south to cover Collins’
right flank. 

Three factors in particular would contribute
to the agonizingly slow progress that Hodges’
First Army would make through the Hürtgen
Forest. The first factor was the dense nature of
the woods, which slowed the American
advance to a crawl. The second factor was the
Germans’ stubborn defense. The third factor
was First Army’s command shortcomings and
the adverse effect these problems had on front-
line combat units. 

The initial, relatively brief encounters in the
dark forest experienced by the U.S. 3rd
Armored Division and the U.S. 1st Infantry
Division were also experienced during Maj.
Gen. Louis A. Craig’s 9th Infantry Division’s
penetration of the West Wall on September 13.
Craig’s division would be the first of several to
experience the Hürtgen Forest’s death grip. 

The 1st Battalion of the division’s 39th
Infantry Regiment crossed the German border
from Belgium almost unopposed into the town
of Lammersdorf on September 14. Lammers-
dorf was situated just outside the southeast cor-
ner of the Hürtgen Forest abreast of the West
Wall fortifications. Hardly had the U.S.
infantrymen advanced beyond the town when
the German 98th Infantry Division sprang into
action. German gunners inside pillboxes
poured heavy fire into the advancing Ameri-
cans, pinning them down.  

This marked the beginning of the battle. The
battle began with tedious small unit combat
against a determined but understrength enemy.

By September 18, the Americans had managed
to carve only a 11/2-mile-wide path through
the German fortifications at the forest’s edge.
Frequent rain and thick cloud cover limited the
number of close air support missions that U.S.
ground attack aircraft could fly. 

The quality of the German forces the 9th
Infantry Division faced offered the Americans
some degree of solace, though. Colonel Karl
Roesler’s 89th Infantry Division, which by that
time was composed of only two grenadier regi-
ments, was badly depleted in manpower. Cre-
ated in January 1944 with conscripts from the
Replacement Army, the division had suffered
heavy losses in Normandy. By September, one of
its two remaining regiments was almost nonex-
istent as a result of attrition, and the other had
only 350 men. Roesler had scraped together his
artillerymen, engineers, and service troops and
put them on the front line. The German high
command had reinforced his division with a bat-
talion of reservists, three battalions of Luftwaffe
ground protection troops, and a battalion of
450 Russians pressed into German service. 

Deployed to the north on Roesler’s right flank
across the German LXXIV Corps boundary was
the German 9th Panzer Division. The panzer
division also was badly understrength. It had
2,500 grenadiers, 200 machine guns, and 13
Panther tanks. The Germans’ best hope lay in
the anticipated arrival from the Eastern Front of
Colonel Gerhard Engel’s 12th Infantry Division.
The division had 14,800 men organized into
three infantry regiments, each of which had two
battalions. It also had 12 batteries of artillery. 
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The lead elements of the 12th Infantry Divi-
sion began arriving in the northern part of the
Hürtgen Forest on September 16. Engel’s
troops initially engaged elements of Rose’s U.S.
3rd Armored Division and the 47th Infantry
Regiment. 

The arrival of Engel’s troops compelled Maj.
Gen. J. Lawton Collins, the American VII
Corps commander, to direct Huebner’s 1st
Infantry Division, Rose’s 3rd Armored Divi-
sion, and Craig’s 9th Infantry Division to con-
solidate their positions by shortening their lines.
Collins then ordered the 9th Infantry Division,
after a brief pause, to begin clearing the Hürt-
gen Forest to remove the threat the Germans
there posed to his right flank. 

The Schwammenauel and Urft dams, known
as the Roer dams, were becoming increasingly
important objectives to Hodges’ First Army.
The Roer dams had only belatedly been gain-
ing recognition as justification for a continued
advance. Bradley, Hodges, and Collins agreed
that the Americans needed to seize the dams to
prevent the possibility of the Germans releasing
the water and flooding the Roer Valley. If that
occurred, millions of gallons of water would
keep the river at flood stage for weeks, inun-
dating the entire valley. The Roer River at flood
stage might delay the passage of American
forces for several weeks. When Collins ordered
the 9th Infantry Division into the forest in Sep-
tember, the need to capture the dams had not
been considered a critical intermediate objec-
tive in First Army’s advance to the Rhine River.  

To accomplish the forest-clearing mission,
arrayed north to south in the Hürtgen Forest
were the 9th Infantry Division’s 47th, 60th, and
39th Infantry Regiments. Beginning on Sep-
tember 19, the division sought to capture the
key crossroads town of Schmidt on the eastern
edge of the forest near the dams. 

Schmidt, which was located just over a mile
west of the dams, lay behind the West Wall in
open terrain. Its seizure was essential to the cap-
ture of the dams. At that point, the progress of
the U.S. infantry began to be measured in yards
rather than miles.

American close air support was limited. Fog
and mist at ground level obscured observation
even if the skies above were clear. These condi-
tions precluded effective support. Within the
forest, tanks and tank destroyers had difficulty
maneuvering and bringing their guns to bear.
By the close of September, the 60th Infantry
Regiment had bludgeoned its way aimlessly
through a morass, almost reaching the Germe-
ter–Hürtgen–Kleinau Road in the forest. The
39th Infantry Regiment had reached the Lam-
mersdorf–Germeter Road on the 60th Infantry

Regiment’s south flank. But the Germans still
held Schmidt. 

By October 6, the 9th Infantry Division held
a nine-mile front. Before the division could cap-
ture Schmidt, it had to take other villages. The
39th Infantry on the left and the 60th on the
right received orders to capture the villages of
Germeter and Vossenack, cross the Kall River
valley, and advance through the hamlet of
Kommerscheidt to Schmidt. A narrow, twist-
ing path known as the Kall Trail led south from
Vossenack through the woods to the Kall gorge.
Beyond the gorge lay Kommerscheidt and
Schmidt practically adjacent to each other.

It was a tall order given the fierce German
resistance. General Hans Schmidt’s 5,000-
strong 275th Infantry Division opposed the two
American regiments. Although his division was
not at full strength, its troops nevertheless had
constructed log bunkers, foxholes, and road-
blocks. They also had laid mines, strung barbed
wire, and established interlocking fields of fire. 

On October 6, the two U.S. regiments
attacked. They immediately ran into tenacious
resistance. Although advance elements pushed
through the pillboxes of the West Wall,
progress was extremely slow. U.S. tanks and
tank destroyers arrived two days later to assist
the infantry.  The armor’s extra weight resulted
in a limited penetration of the West Wall.

The 1,200-strong German battle group
known as Regiment Wegelein, which was
named after its commander, Colonel Wolfgang
Wegelein, began moving south toward the

Hürtgen on October 11 to assist the 275th
Division. The following morning, Wegelein’s
men, who were well armed with submachine
guns, machine guns, and mortars, attacked the
northern flank of the 39th Infantry Regiment at
the village of Wittscheidt. The Americans held
onto the village, but the counterattack forced
them to halt short of Schmidt and consolidate
their positions.

Over the course of the next two weeks, the
tired, disillusioned, and bedraggled U.S. soldiers
were forced to withstand ever worsening
weather, constant enemy patrols, and wither-
ing artillery fire. On October 25, the 9th
Infantry Division, except for the 47th Infantry
Regiment, was allowed to pull out of the front
line for rest and rehabilitation. 

In less than four weeks, the 9th Infantry Divi-
sion had suffered 4,500 casualties. Moving up
to replace the 9th Infantry Division was Maj.
Gen. Norman D. “Dutch” Cota’s 28th Infantry
Division. It was known alternately as the Key-
stone Division or Bloody Bucket Division.
Hodges and his staff remained firmly convinced
that the best route to the Roer dams was through
Schmidt. Hodges ordered Dutch Cota to send
all three of his regiments against the Germans.
He reinforced Cota with three engineer combat
battalions, a battalion of towed tank destroyers,
and a chemical mortar battalion.

As October drew to a close, the Germans
began earnestly preparing for “Wacht am
Rhein,” the German codename for the Ardennes
counteroffensive. The preparations involved the
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ABOVE: GIs clear and inspect a German machine-gun nest in the Hürtgen Forest after a firefight. Felled
trees and evergreen branches augmented the strength of the position. OPPOSITE: An American recon-
naissance team takes cover as it goes into action against a German machine-gun nest concealed in the
forest. A mortar team at left shells the German position.  
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withdrawal and reconstitution of forces, some
of which were elite panzer formations, that had
been deployed near the Hürtgen Forest. Because
of this, the fighting against the Americans fell to
third-class German infantry divisions. 

The experience of Dutch Cota’s troops is
summarized in the division’s combat chronicle.
“The 28th smashed into the Hürtgen Forest
[on] 2 November 1944, and in the savage see-
saw battle which followed, Vossenack and
Schmidt changed hands several times.” Cota
deployed the 109th Infantry Regiment on the
left, the 112th Infantry Regiment in the center,
and the 110th Infantry Regiment on the right.

The regiments advanced in unison on
November 2. Lt. Col. Carl Peterson’s 112th
Infantry Regiment in the center initially had the
most success. Backed by M4 Sherman tanks,
the GIs managed to fight their way into Vosse-
nack. German grenadiers armed with panzer-
fausts knocked out five Shermans, but at least
the Americans had something to show for the
destroyed tanks. The following day, two bat-
talions of the 112th crossed the Kall River. The
3rd Battalion, 112th Regiment  fought its way
through Kommerscheidt and entered Schmidt.
The Americans caught the German garrison in
Schmidt by surprise. By nightfall the town was
squarely in the hands of three American rifle
companies and a weapons platoon. Exhausted
from the previous days’ march, they decided
not to send out any patrols that night. 

But the Germans launched a vicious coun-
terattack. The advancing enemy wiped out the
3rd Battalion. The Germans also retook Kom-
merscheidt before the counterattack ground to
a halt. 

By the end of the first week in November,
only Vossenack was still in American hands.
After the fighting on the Kall Trail ended, the
regiment held only the western slope of the
gorge. Cota’s 28th Infantry Division had suf-
fered the same heavy casualties that the 9th
Infantry Division had suffered. 

As the 28th Infantry Division was pulled out
of line for rehabilitation on November 16, First
Army prepared to make another major push to
reach the Roer River. By then three U.S.
infantry divisions were in the Hürtgen Forest.
They were deployed north to south as follows:
1st, 4th, and 8th. The primary responsibility
for clearing the forest at that point fell to Maj.
Gen. Raymond O. Barton’s 4th Infantry Divi-
sion. Barton had orders to clear the Germans
from the forest and then proceed northeast to
the Roer River at Dueren.

Combat Command R (CCR) of the 5th
Armored Division moved up to assist Barton’s
division in capturing the village of Hürtgen,

which lay north of Vossenack. Schmidt’s
grenadiers braced for the attack of a fresh
American division. Barton was promised air
support. Despite inclement weather at Allied
bomber bases in France and England, the
bombers conducted bombing runs against the
German positions in the Hürtgen in mid-
November. Unfortunately, the bombs had min-
imal effect on the German fortifications. The
Americans also unleashed the fire of nearly 700
artillery pieces against the German positions. 

The 4th Infantry Division soon became yet
another victim of the forest. Its 12th Infantry
Regiment suffered heavy casualties in nine days

of bitter fighting. Despite the heavy casualties
incurred, the regiment seized control of key
roads in the forest on November 16 that
allowed CCR’s tanks and tank destroyers to
launch a major assault against German forces
in the village of Hürtgen. But the Germans
mauled the 12th Infantry Regiment, which by
November 21 had suffered 1,600 casualties.
Adjacent U.S. infantry regiments had no better
luck in the forest as they struggled to clear the
stubborn German resistance.  

“As early as mid-September, the 9th Division
had demonstrated that to send widely separated
columns through an obstacle was to invite dis-
aster,” states the U.S. Army’s official history. “Yet
on a second occasion in October the 9th Division
had tried the same thing and in early November
the 28th Division had followed suit. Now the
4th Division was to pursue the same pattern.”  

In a number of actions in the eastern sector

of the forest both the 8th and 22nd Infantry
Regiments of the 4th Infantry Division strug-
gled forward having to confront not only
inclement weather and stiff German resistance,
but also supply difficulties. By December 2, the
regiments were on the verge of finally breaking
out of the forest when they halted. But in doing
so, they had suffered enormous losses. 

To the north, Huebner’s 1st Infantry Divi-
sion, after severe fighting in the northwest por-
tion of the forest, initially made enough
progress to give higher headquarters some
encouragement, but the intractable weather
combined with stubborn German resistance
kept the division from advancing out of the for-
est to drive to the Roer River.

One of the 1st Infantry Division’s key objec-
tives was the village of Heistern. With the
assistance of artillery and tank fire, a battal-
ion of the division’s 18th Infantry Regiment
succeeded in getting into the village the night
of November 21. That night Colonel Josef
Kimbacher, commander of the 104th Regi-
ment of the 47th Volksgrenadier Division, led
his troops in a counterattack. The Americans
repulsed the attack and took 120 prisoners
including Kimbacher.

Vicious fighting continued as both sides
fought to control key terrain. The Germans
launched an attack to retake Hill 203, and once
they captured it they fought tenaciously to hold
it because it afforded excellent observation over
the surrounding terrain. The U.S. 18th Infantry
Regiment drove the Germans from Hill 203 on
November 24. 

Meanwhile, the 8th Infantry Division, which
was assigned to V Corps, with the 5th Armored
Division’s CCR in support, engaged the Ger-
mans. The 121st Infantry Regiment engaged
four understrength battalions of the 275th
Infantry Division in the mud, fog, and rain for
control of the villages of Hürtgen, Kleinau,
Brandenberg, and Bergstein.

By December 9, American M4 Sherman tanks
had swept through the villages. The attached 2nd
Ranger Battalion advanced from Bergstein and
captured the excellent observation site of Hill
400.5, more familiarly known as Castle Hill. But
the Germans immediately counterattacked and
retook it. The 2nd Ranger Battalion suffered 25
percent casualties. Overall, the late November
and early December push resulted in more than
1,200 U.S. casualties. 

A hiatus occurred at that point as both sides
concentrated on the Ardennes campaign. Dur-
ing that time, the 83rd Infantry Division
relieved the battered 4th Infantry Division;
however, the 1st and 8th Infantry Divisions
remained in place. In two months of sustained

58 WWII HISTORY DECEMBER 2021

ABOVE: Medics of the 4th Infantry Division tend
to a wounded GI. Evacuating the wounded was a
difficult undertaking because they often had to be
carried long distances to aid stations. OPPOSITE:
Artist Ogden Pleissner captures the bleakness of
the forest in which artillery shelling shattered
trees, showering soldiers with deadly splinters.
Five American infantry divisions were committed
to the protracted battle before it was over.
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fighting in the Hürtgen Forest, five U.S. infantry
divisions (along with a ranger battalion and an
armored combat command) had suffered severe
casualties. Losses amounted to approximately
5,000 men per division. The main objective of
the battle, the Roer dams, would remain in Ger-
man hands until February 1945. 

Even at the outset of the Battle of the Bulge,
Hodges remained fixated on capturing the Roer
dams. He even launched yet another push to
capture them. But when it was realized that the
German counteroffensive in the Ardennes
threatened the entire Western Front, Bradley
compelled Hodges to switch to a defensive posi-
tion. From mid-December to January 31, 1945,
the action in the Hürtgen Forest was limited to
local patrolling.

On February 5, Maj. Gen. James M. Gavin’s
82nd Airborne Division and the 78th Infantry
Division launched an attack from the western
edge of the Hürtgen Forest to capture the Urft
and Schwammenauel Dams on the Roer River.
The paratroopers were shocked at what they
saw as they took up their position on the Kall
Trail to protect engineers clearing mines.
“Immobile tanks and trucks and the bodies of
dead American soldiers were everywhere,” said
Lieutenant John Cobb of the 505th Parachute
Infantry Regiment. “The snow and cold had
preserved the dead and they looked so life like
it gave one a very eerie feeling.” 

Gavin established his command post in the
Hürtgen Forest and saw firsthand the night-
marish conditions through which the Ameri-

cans had suffered 33,000 casualties. “All along
the sides of the trail there were many, many
dead bodies, cadavers that had just emerged
from the winter snow,” wrote Gavin. “Their
gangrenous, broken, and torn bodies were rigid
and grotesque, some of them with arms sky-
ward, seemingly in supplication.” Such was the
harvest of death in the Hürtgen Forest.

With orders to capture Kommerscheidt and
Schmidt, the 82nd Airborne fought its way
down the trail, across open terrain to Kom-
merscheidt, and continued on to Schmidt. The
next step was to seize the two dams and prevent
the Germans from flooding the area below the
dams. The capture of the dams came several
months too late, though, in some respects.
“Had we secured them early in November
[1944] and pushed across the Roer, the enemy
would never have dared counterattack us in the
Ardennes,” wrote Bradley.

The belated task of capturing the
Schwammenauel Dam was to be undertaken
by troops from the 309th Infantry Regiment of
the 78th Infantry Division. They approached
the dam from the south while the 82nd Air-
borne Division put pressure on the enemy from
its positions at Schmidt. Under German artillery
and mortar fire on the night of February 9,
American engineers and riflemen clambered
atop the 170-foot-high dam to find it intact
with no explosives attached. The Germans,
however, had used another method to thwart
the Americans. The American engineers soon
discovered that the gate house, power room,

and discharge valves controlling the flow of
water from the dam had been thoroughly
smashed. An immense of amount of water was
already rushing downstream. Furthermore, the
Germans had dynamited an outlet valve on the
smaller upstream Urft Dam, which released
additional water into the basin of the
Schwammenauel reservoir. The Battle of the
Hürtgen was over, but by flooding the Roer
River the Germans delayed the Americans from
crossing it for two weeks. 

The Hürtgen Forest debacle was a costly
one for the Americans in more ways than just
failing to accomplish a timely capture of the
two dams. From the beginning, the vague
objectives assigned to the American divisions
committed to the Hürtgen Forest resulted in
heavy casualties not only in personnel but also
in weapons and equipment. More than 8,000
First Army men suffered from combat exhaus-
tion, and another 23,000 men were killed,
wounded, missing, or captured. Multiple fac-
tors, including inclement weather, rough ter-
rain, and enemy counterattacks, together with
a corrosive command environment, combined
to take a heavy toll on the American forces
involved. 

“In retrospect, it was a battle that should
not have been fought,” wrote Gavin. The bat-
tle for the Hürtgen Forest stands as one of the
major mistakes of the war in Europe. On the
whole, the Battle of the Hürtgen Forest pro-
duced heavy casualties for very little strategic
benefit. 
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Crisis 
at Biak
MacArthur’s costly victory paved the way 
for his return to the Philippines.

BY MARC D. BERNSTEIN

In April 1944, General Douglas MacArthur’s Southwest Pacific forces took a giant 600-mile leap along the north
coast of New Guinea with their landing at Hollandia. That invasion took the Japanese completely by surprise,
and most of the few Japanese present near the invasion beaches melted into the jungle. The Hollandia opera-

tion cut off the Japanese 18th Army in northeast New Guinea.
MacArthur’s air commander, Lt. Gen. George C. Kenney, needed forward airfields in Dutch New Guinea to pave

the way for a return to the Philippines, scheduled to take place near the end of 1944. Kenney was anxious to
obtain the excellent airfields at Biak, a coral island 180 miles west of Wakde and 300 miles west of Hollandia. Biak
was the best airfield site between Hollandia and Mindanao, a major island of the Philippines, and its coral surface
would enable big bombers to operate without difficulty. The island is approximately 45 miles long by 20 miles
wide, and the Japanese had already recognized its usefulness, completing three airdromes there by May 1944.
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In this action-packed painting by artist Keith
Rocco, American troops slug their way forward
against well-entrenched Japanese defenders on
the island of Biak. Initial U.S. landings on Biak
began in the spring of 1944, and the island’s
airstrips were primary objectives.
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On April 28, B-24s of the 43rd and 90th
Heavy Bombardment Groups, flying from
Nadzab in eastern New Guinea, struck Mok-
mer airdrome on Biak in the first big daylight
raid designed to soften up the island’s defenses.
This was followed by additional raids against
the island by both the V and XIII Bomber Com-
mands during May. These raids hit gun
emplacements, supply concentrations, and air-
dromes, and Japanese aerial opposition over
Biak, though fierce at first, faded away entirely
after the first week of May.

The job of seizing Biak was given to the Hur-
ricane Task Force, commanded by Maj. Gen.
Horace H. Fuller. This task force initially would
consist of the U.S. 162nd and 186th Regimen-
tal Combat Teams, with the 163rd RCT in
reserve. These fighting units belonged to Fuller’s
41st Infantry Division, which had never before
fought as a full division, but rather as individ-
ual combat teams, as exemplified by the
163rd’s capture of Wakde. Biak would be a test
of Fuller’s ability to coordinate operations of a
large number of troops—the Hurricane Task
Force totaled about 28,000 men, including ser-
vice-and-support units not integral to the 41st
Division. Z-day was to be May 27, 1944.

As task-force commander, Fuller reported
directly to Lt. Gen. Walter Krueger, comman-
der of the U.S. Sixth Army and Alamo Force,
who in turn answered directly to MacArthur.
Lieutenant General Robert L. Eichelberger,
commanding the U.S. I Corps, remained at
Hollandia and had no initial responsibility for
Biak. MacArthur had pledged to support

Admiral Chester W. Nimitz’s Central Pacific
forces’ invasion of the Marianas from Biak’s
airfields. Nimitz’s landing on Saipan was sched-
uled for June 15. This meant Fuller would be
under intense pressure from Krueger and, indi-
rectly, MacArthur, to complete the capture of
Biak’s airdromes as soon as possible. Inexplic-
ably, however, Fuller failed to inform his regi-
mental commanders of the need for speed.

All of the airdromes were located on Biak’s
south coast, so on paper the operation did not
look particularly difficult. Krueger selected a
landing site near the town of Bosnek, east of
the airdromes. It appeared that Fuller’s men
could push along the coast road to seize the first
field, Mokmer drome, without great trouble,
thereby allowing engineers time to regrade and
improve the field sufficiently to handle the B-
24s needed to support Nimitz. But little was
known about the true state of Japanese defenses
on the island, since pre-invasion reconnaissance
had been scanty. Fuller was unaware that he
would be walking into a trap.

To the Japanese Imperial Navy, Biak was cru-
cial. Its airdromes were needed to provide sup-
port for the Imperial Navy’s grand design, Oper-
ation A-GO. That plan envisioned the Imperial
Navy luring the U.S. Pacific Fleet into a decisive
confrontation within range of Japanese land-
based airpower. On May 11, Vice Admiral Jis-
aburo Ozawa, commanding the First Mobile
Fleet at Tawitawi in the Philippines, was alerted
for the imminent launch of A-GO. 

The Imperial Army, on the other hand, had
decided by May 1944 that Biak would be

defended only as an outpost, no longer a part of
its primary defense line in Dutch New Guinea.
This meant that Biak would be held as long as
possible, but sacrificed if necessary as part of a
grand delaying action aimed at preventing
MacArthur’s return to the Philippines. Defend-
ing the island was the Army’s Biak Detachment,
under the command of Colonel Naoyuki
Kuzume, plus naval troops. The Biak Detach-
ment was built around the 222nd Regiment of
the 36th Division, a crack unit with combat
experience in China. By May 27, there were
12,350 Japanese personnel on Biak. But
MacArthur’s G-2 (inteligence officer), Brig. Gen.
Charles A. Willoughby, estimated there were
only 5,625. Willoughby assessed that Hurricane
Task Force would encounter “stubborn, but not
serious, enemy resistance” on Biak.

Unknown to Willoughby, Fuller, or Krueger,
the defenders of Biak anticipated an Allied
landing, and Kuzume had by late May erected
a formidable defensive network on the island.
As the 41st Division history recounts, Hurri-
cane Task Force’s principal area of operations
would be “bounded by an almost unbroken
ridge of … narrow, terraced coral reef, which
in places rises to 330 feet on the ocean side and
160 feet on the landward side. The reef is cov-
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ABOVE: Under covering fire from guns on a Landing Craft, Infantry (right), American infantrymen head
for shore on a makeshift wharf, May 27, 1944. Some of the toughest fighting in the Pacific awaited
them. RIGHT: Men of the 41st Infantry Division move inland on Biak, May 28, 1944. The American
commander briefly considered using captured poison gas to flush the enemy out of their caves.  

All photos: National Archives

W-Dec21 Biak REPRINT-CUT_Layout 1  8/13/21  12:11 PM  Page 62



ered with tall rain forests and frequently is
made up of parallel ridges which serve as addi-
tional obstacles in terrain already quite diffi-
cult.” Within this favorable topography,
Kuzume established extensive cave networks
that would provide more than adequate means
of subjecting any American push down the
coast road to a withering fire. If the Americans
somehow reached Mokmer airdrome, Kuzume
could render it unusable by directing heavy fire
onto that as well, from positions located in
caves just above the drome. 

Fuller’s landing force left Humboldt Bay
(Hollandia) on May 25. Fuller hoped at least
for tactical surprise, and to some extent he got
it, even though Japanese reconnaissance aircraft
sighted Rear Adm. William Fletcher’s invasion
fleet 24 hours before the actual landing.

The morning of May 27 broke bright and
sunny as the first wave of Fuller’s troops
headed toward shore at 7:15, preceded and
accompanied by a massive Allied air and naval
bombardment. Three American light cruisers,
Phoenix, Boise, and Nashville, fired a total of
a thousand 6-inch rounds into the airdrome
sector, while destroyers pounded the landing
beaches near Bosnek. Fifteen LCIs (Landing
Craft, Infantry) and 25 DUKWs (amphibious

trucks) transported the first four waves of
infantry. These vehicles had to negotiate a sub-
stantial offshore reef, and the pre-invasion
bombardment left a pall of smoke over the
beaches that obscured the selected landing
points.

At 7:30, the 2nd Battalion, 186th Infantry
was the first unit to hit the shore. It was sup-
posed to land near Bosnek but, because of the
current and bad visibility, the entire battalion
landed in a mangrove swamp near Mandon,
two miles west. The battalion nevertheless
moved inland until it reached the coast road. It
was soon joined by the 3rd Battalion of the
186th, and the two battalions reached their
respective initial objectives by noon without
difficulty. The 162nd Regiment, meanwhile,
which had been assigned the task of taking
Mokmer airdrome, landed to the east of the
186th and had to pass through its positions in
order to take the lead down the coast road. At
first, opposition was light, and by midmorning
Hurricane Task Force’s supporting artillery and
Fuller’s task-force headquarters were both
ashore and in position at Bosnek.

The Japanese first offered organized resis-
tance at the Parai Defile, about four miles west
of Bosnek. From a vertical coral and limestone

cliff, a small number of Japanese defenders
were able to hold up the American advance for
several hours, until tanks and naval gunfire suc-
ceeded in driving them out of their excellent
defensive positions. By nightfall on Z-day, the
162nd’s 3rd Battalion had established itself
midway between Parai and Mokmer Village,
well on the way to its objective of Mokmer air-
drome. The 2nd Battalion held positions
around Parai jetty, just to the east. The 186th
RCT had expanded its beachhead around
Bosnek and was probing the rough terrain
north of the town, meeting limited resistance.

On the afternoon of Z-day, the first Japanese
fighter aircraft appeared over the Bosnek
beachhead. P-47s of the U.S. 342nd Fighter
Squadron intercepted the raiders, shooting
down five while losing one of their own.
Between May 27 and June 3, the Japanese
mounted 10 air raids against the beachhead but
achieved negligible results. The Imperial Navy’s
air arm was slightly more successful operating
against the ships offshore, strafing the LSTs
(Landing Ships, Tank) unimpeded for over an
hour on June 2 and badly damaging the U.S.
destroyer Kalk on June 12. Contrasting with
the limited air reaction, however, was the
seaborne threat posed by the Imperial Navy.

63DECEMBER 2021 WWII HISTORY

W-Dec21 Biak REPRINT-CUT_Layout 1  8/13/21  12:12 PM  Page 63



On May 29, Imperial General Headquarters
had approved the Combined Fleet’s Biak rein-
forcement plan, code-named Operation KON.
As part of that plan, the combined fFleet
intended to “seek an opportunity for Opera-
tion [A-GO] by carrying out this operation and
inducing the enemy task force to come out.”
The Japanese were now looking to fight their
decisive naval battle off western New Guinea.
The date for delivering reinforcements to Biak
was June 3.

On May 31, Krueger’s Sixth Army Intelli-
gence Section stated flatly: “Enemy naval inter-
vention at this stage of the [Biak] operations is
impossible.” But this assessment proved fun-

damentally incorrect. Willoughby knew from
ULTRA intercepts that the Japanese were at
least planning to move the Imperial Army’s 2nd
Amphibious Brigade from Davao in the Philip-
pines to Biak. 

ULTRA allowed U.S. Navy patrol aircraft
operating from Wakde to anticipate the move-
ments of the KON force, and the Japanese knew
they had been discovered well before reaching
Biak. Accordingly, Admiral Soemu Toyoda,
commander-in-chief of the Combined Fleet, sus-
pended the operation on June 3. But he reacti-
vated KON the next evening. Opposing the

renewed effort would be a small Allied force
under Rear Adm. V.A. Crutchley, Royal Navy.

While the respective navies prepared to do bat-
tle, the situation on land was deteriorating
rapidly for Fuller’s Hurricane Task Force. On
May 28, the 162nd Regiment advanced as far
as Mokmer Village but was subjected to heavy
mortar and machine-gun fire from the cliffs
above. The Japanese launched a counterattack
that pushed through to the coast, cutting off Lt.
Col. Archie Roosevelt’s 3rd Battalion and pin-
ning down the 2nd farther east. The Japanese
fire was devastating. Colonel Roosevelt (one of
Teddy’s sons) desperately reported by radio:
“They’re plastering hell out of us. One of my

three tanks was knocked out by a lucky hit. The
other two are out of gas. Send me ammunition,
blood plasma, morphine and water. It’s urgent!”

LVTs of the 2nd Engineer Special Brigade
succeeded in getting supplies to Roosevelt and
evacuating his wounded. The 3rd Battalion was
forced to withdraw along the beach, but could
do so only when a combination of air, naval,
and ground artillery finally silenced a substan-
tial number of Japanese weapons that had kept
the Americans stymied most of the day. Fuller
was so distressed over these developments that
he radioed Krueger on the afternoon of May

28, requesting that he be reinforced immedi-
ately with the 163rd Regimental Combat Team
and an additional engineer battalion. In the first
two days of fighting on Biak, the 2nd and 3rd
Battalions of the 162nd had already suffered
casualties of 12 percent of their engaged troops.

The next day Kuzume launched three inde-
pendent counterattacks against the 162nd using
nine tanks in support of the infantry. This was
the first time MacArthur’s troops had encoun-
tered Japanese armor after two years of fight-
ing in New Guinea. But the Japanese tanks
were no match for the American Shermans,
which knocked them out with the support of
naval gunfire and aerial bombardment. The
Japanese did succeed in cutting off some for-
ward American troops, but a determined coun-
terattack by two companies of the 162nd dis-
lodged the Japanese, and by the end of the day
the 162nd alone had killed 400 more enemy
troops.

Fuller had by then learned, however, that he
could not expect to seize Mokmer airdrome by
simply pushing down the coast road. He also
needed to occupy the high ground to the north,
which would require sending a force over the
ridges at a point well east of the fortified Japan-
ese positions near Mokmer. In preparation for
launching such a concerted effort, the entire
162nd Regiment pulled back toward Mandon,
covered by a platoon of tank destroyers. Fuller
awaited the arrival of the 163rd RCT before
resuming the attack.

On June 1, the 163rd arrived at Biak and
assumed the defense of the Bosnek beachhead,
freeing the 186th Regiment to advance over the
ridges north of the town. On June 2 the 186th
turned westward, moving across the inland
plateau with the objective of coming in behind
the Japanese overlooking Mokmer airdrome.
Lack of water proved to be a problem, with the
186th’s troops “limited to three canteens per
man for the four-day advance in stifling heat.”
All supplies to the 186th’s units advancing
inland had to be hand-carried over the ridges
with considerable difficulty. Owing to the ter-
rain and heat, the regiment made slow progress,
though enemy resistance was light.

Krueger had sent observers from his staff to
Biak as soon as Fuller ran into trouble. These
observers noted a variety of deficiencies, most
importantly the fact that American reconnais-
sance was so poor the troops did not know
exactly where the Japanese were located. Addi-
tionally, “so few members of the task force staff
had visited the front lines that General Fuller
could not possibly have obtained complete and
accurate information concerning the fighting.”
In early June, Krueger considered relieving
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ABOVE: In one of the few tank-vs.-tank encounters during the Pacific War, a Japanese light tank
smolders after being knocked out by an American Sherman tank. Although the Japanese tanks only
mounted 37mm guns, they could still inflict serious casualties on troops in the open. OPPOSITE: A
Sherman tank crests a ridge as members of Company A, 186th Infantry Regiment move forward in
two columns behind it. 
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Fuller and replacing him with Eichelberger, but
deferred that decision for nearly two weeks.

Meanwhile, on June 2, a company of the
163rd had seized Owi Island, two miles off the
south shore of Biak, to be utilized as an alter-
native to Biak. Engineers began work at Owi
on June 7, and the first planes landed there on
June 17. But Owi soldiers suffered an outbreak
of scrub typhus, which soon spread to Biak and
caused serious illness in a large number of Hur-
ricane Task Force troops.

As the 186th Regiment, plus the 2nd Battal-
ion of the 162nd, made its laborious drive west-
ward across Biak’s inland plateau, the rest of
the 162nd began another advance down the
coast road toward the airdromes. Fuller was
now using regiments in the way he initially had
envisioned using battalions. Once again, the
162nd’s progress was blocked by strong Japan-
ese resistance at the Parai Defile, where the cliffs
come within 50 yards of the coastline. On June
3, Roosevelt’s 3rd Battalion of the 162nd was
forced to withdraw again on account of intense
enemy fire, and all efforts over the next three
days to force an advance through the defile
failed. Finally, on June 7, the engineers, using
amphibious craft, carried elements of the 3rd
Battalion around to Parai jetty. The Parai Defile
was not cleared of Japanese until June 12.

The 186th had been able to advance 3,500
yards on June 3 against only occasional sniper
fire, but owing to thick growth that reached 12
feet high the troops’ visibility was limited to
about 10 yards. The 186th spent several days
reconnoitering the trails leading over the ridges
toward Mokmer airdrome. Fuller was by this
time under ever-greater pressure from Krueger
to capture Mokmer drome as soon as possible.
He ordered Colonel Oliver P. Newman, com-
manding the 186th, to send his troops directly
over the ridges and onto the airfield from the
north, despite the fact that this move would
expose Newman’s men to enfilading fire from
the Japanese, who still held positions along the
ridges overlooking Mokmer airdrome.

“We are going to catch hell,” Newman
remarked, as he objected to Fuller’s order and
was supported in his objection by Fuller’s Assis-
tant Division Commander, Brig. Gen. Jens Doe.
Fuller overruled the objections, and the 186th
crossed the ridges and occupied the airfield on
June 7. Indeed, Kuzume’s men poured heavy
automatic fire down on the unfortunate Amer-
icans for four hours before counterbattery fire
finally silenced many of the Japanese guns.
They were determined to recapture the air-
drome and probed the American positions after
dark, even utilizing trained dogs.

By this time, Kuzume’s defenses were split
into three widely separated strongholds. North
of Bosnek he had his headquarters plus one bat-
talion of the 222nd Regiment. The East Cave
sector between that position and Mokmer was
held by elements of two battalions and service
units. In the very strongly held West Cave sec-
tor (also known as The Sumps), Kuzume had
most of one battalion plus airfield construction
units, other service troops, and naval troops.

At Mokmer airdrome Kuzume’s hand was
forced on June 9 by Lt. Gen. Takazo Numata,
chief of staff of 2nd Area Army, who was
trapped on Biak during an inspection visit May
27 and was therefore the ranking Japanese offi-
cer on the island. Despite generally leaving
operational matters to Kuzume, Numata
insisted on using all available units to retake
the airfield, and assumed personal command
of the troops in the West Cave sector.

Shortly before dawn on June 9, the 2nd Bat-
talion of the 222nd attacked and eventually
fought halfway across the airstrip before being
stopped by American fire. A company of naval
troops succeeded in infiltrating completely
across the airstrip, reaching the coast in the
American rear, but could not maintain this
position and had to withdraw west of the air-
field. The Japanese continued to pummel New-
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man’s troops with heavy fire from the heights,
but Numata’s major counterattack to retake
Mokmer airdrome failed. Numata himself left
the West Cave position on the evening of June
10 to return to 2nd Area Army Headquarters
at Menado in the Celebes, leaving Kuzume in
charge once again.

While the 186th suffered its ordeal at the air-
drome, the 162nd continued its operations to
reduce enemy positions in the Parai Defile. By
June 10, a linkage was established between the
186th’s position at the airdrome and the
162nd’s units to the east. U.S. Army construc-
tion engineers arrived at Mokmer drome on the
night of June 9 to improve the runway, but

found themselves under constant fire from
above, and on June 14 they suspended all work
on the airstrip until combat conditions allowed
a resumption of activity on June 20.

At sea, the Japanese continued to threaten
Admiral Crutchley’s small Biak covering force
until June 13. Crutchley had only three cruis-
ers and 14 destroyers at his disposal and could
expect no reinforcement. But the second
attempt at executing KON, under the direction
of Rear Adm. Naomasa Sakonju, ran into dif-
ficulty on June 8 when his barge-towing
destroyers were spotted off the Vogelkop Penin-

sula of Dutch New Guinea by 10 B-25s of the
U.S. 17th Reconnaissance Squadron. In the
encounter, three B-25s were shot down and the
remainder badly damaged, but the destroyer
Harusame was sunk and three more Japanese
destroyers were damaged. Nevertheless, the
reinforcement convoy continued toward Biak.
Crutchley was alerted and moved to intercept
the Japanese on the night of June 8. He later
described the engagement:

“The destroyers were moving out and the
cruisers about to deploy when the range of the
enemy from my flagship was 21,500 yards and
I had every hope of bringing a simultaneous
blow to bear. From that moment, the enemy

turned and fled at 32 knots and all that could
be done was a stern chase by the two most
advanced divisions of our destroyers. It was a
bitter disappointment.”

A small number of Japanese troops managed
to land at Korim Bay on the east coast of Biak.
Most of the troops in the convoy, however,
returned with the destroyers to their base at
Sorong on the Vogelkop Peninsula. A third
attempt at KON was quickly planned but two
days later was canceled, and the Imperial
Navy’s Biak reinforcement attempts ended for-
ever when its attention was diverted to events

in the Central Pacific.
Kuzume, however, did receive a trickle of

Army reinforcements into Biak, beginning the
first week of June. These troops arrived by barge
and small craft from Vogelkop and Noemfoor
Island. Kuzume made good use of them, but
their numbers were too small to affect the bat-
tle’s eventual outcome. The most he could hope
to achieve was delay, not defeat, of the Hurri-
cane Task Force. In this he was successful.

Fuller was increasingly feeling the pressure.
He came up with a plan to sweep the Japanese
from their ridge positions above Mokmer air-
drome while simultaneously moving on the two
airdromes west of Mokmer. Unfortunately, this
plan was too ambitious to complete during the
second week of June.

Subsequently, MacArthur fired off a radio
message to Krueger on June 14: “The situation
at Biak is unsatisfactory.” That finally forced
Krueger to take decisive action, and he sum-
moned Robert Eichelberger from Hollandia to
take charge of the Hurricane Task Force.
Krueger envisioned that Eichelberger would
now hold the top command at Biak but that
Fuller would continue to serve as 41st Division
commander. Fuller, however, had had enough,
and demanded immediate relief from all his
responsibilities and transfer out of MacArthur’s
theater. He vowed never to serve under Krueger
in any capacity again, upset over Krueger’s
aggressive questioning of his intentions during
nearly three weeks of operations on Biak.
MacArthur granted Fuller’s request, and the
relieved Hurricane Task Force commander
ended the war as deputy chief of staff in Admi-
ral Mountbatten’s South East Asia Command.

Eichelberger arrived at Biak the morning of
June 15, “in a foul mood. He was irked at
Krueger for sending him to such a tough com-
mand on such short notice.” As Eichelberger
began to sort out the situation, he realized that
a short suspension of offensive operations was
necessary to locate the enemy’s positions with
accuracy. He undertook a dangerous personal
reconnaissance of the front lines and “ordered
a day of rest and reorganization [June 18] so
everybody could find out what they were doing.
I then placed one battalion on the Japanese left
rear, and two battalions to cut across their rear
from the right. This attack took place on Mon-
day [June 19] and it broke their backs.”

Most of the 186th Regiment attacked the
West Cave position from the northwest, while
one of its battalions attacked from the east and
the 162nd engaged in a holding attack in front
of the caves. The arrival on Biak of the 34th
Infantry Regimental Combat Team from the
U.S. 24th Division on June 18 also enabled
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ABOVE: By attacking at numerous beachheads around Biak from May 27 to July 25, 1944, when Biak
was declared secure, U.S. forces finally overcame defenders holed up in a labyrinth of caves. OPPOSITE:
After retreating from a barrage of Japanese hand grenades, American combat engineers return to the
mouth of a fortified Japanese cave on Biak. Often the engineers used satchel charges to seal the
entrances to the many caves on the island, trapping the enemy occupants inside.
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Eichelberger to execute Fuller’s plan of seizing
Borokoe and Sorido airdromes west of Mok-
mer. Eichelberger’s operations’ officers repeat-
edly flew over the Japanese positions at low
altitude in unarmed observation planes to
locate the enemy’s cave entrances. The caves
proved too deep for the effective use of
flamethrowers, so Eichelberger’s men placed
dynamite charges in them to kill the occupants
with concussion.

The West Cave position had become the
linchpin of Biak’s defenses, especially since
Kuzume had by now moved his headquarters
there from the Bosnek sector. With the end near,
Kuzume burned the 222nd Regiment’s colors
in a ceremony in the caves on the night of June
21. He was later killed in action. Rations and
water were exhausted, so the West Caves were
finally abandoned on June 22. Five days later,
American troops entered the cave complex and
“discovered a chamber of horrors full of
decomposed and fried bodies or their various
components, and even a butcher shop for can-
nibalistic purposes.”

With the reduction of the Japanese cave posi-
tions above Mokmer airdrome, the airstrip
finally became usable, and P-40s and B-24s

began operating from Mokmer on June 22. The
34th RCT took Borokoe and Sorido airdromes
without difficulty. But all of this was too late for
MacArthur to meet his obligation to Nimitz of
supporting the Marianas operation from fields
on Biak. Fortunately, such support didn’t prove
necessary.

On June 25, Eichelberger notified Krueger
that his mission on Biak was accomplished. The
plan successfully executed by Eichelberger did-
n’t differ greatly from Fuller’s, but Eichel-
berger’s forceful combat leadership and solu-
tion for the operational difficulties on the island
proved decisive. Fuller was a worn-out com-
mander and needed to be replaced. 

Resistance in the East Cave sector and in the
Ibdi Pocket between Bosnek and Mokmer con-
tinued for some time after the fall of the West
Caves, but by the beginning of July the battle
had entered the mopping-up stage.

Looking back, Biak ranks as the most frus-
trating operation undertaken by MacArthur’s
troops during the last two and a half years of
the war. Eichelberger was called upon to correct
a confused situation, much as he had been at
Buna in 1942–1943, and he succeeded
admirably. But after the easy success of Hol-

landia in April, the fierceness of Japanese resis-
tance at Biak came as something of a shock to
MacArthur’s troops.

Krueger officially declared the Biak opera-
tion terminated on August 20, though
patrolling on Biak and neighboring Soepiori
Island continued thereafter. American casual-
ties through August 1944 totaled 530 killed,
2,570 wounded, and 54 missing. More than
6,000 additional American troops became
casualties from scrub typhus and other diseases.
As of the end of August, 4,970 Japanese had
been killed and 319 captured.

In the end, Biak was a victory for the Amer-
icans. But the battle there proved an ominous
portent. It foretold the kind of cave-based dev-
astating defensive tactics the Japanese would
use at Peleliu and Iwo Jima. Moreover,
MacArthur’s forces could expect their return to
the Philippines to be opposed with a similar,
grim determination.

Marc D. Bernstein is the author of Hurricane
at Biak: MacArthur Against the Japanese, May-
August 1944. He has written for a variety of
military history periodicals concerning World
War II, Korea, and Vietnam.
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Dressed in winter combat gear to provide camouflage across the snow-covered
countryside, German panzergrenadiers climb aboard halftracks in preparation
for an offensive against the Soviet Red Army in the early spring of 1945.
Operation Spring Awakening was devised as a means of defending access to
Hungarian oil fields, which were vital to the German armed forces.
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The winter of 1944-45 saw Nazi Germany
in a grim position. The Allies were well
established in Europe and advancing

quickly. Their main obstacle was logistics; to
maintain the offensive, huge quantities of
troops and supplies had to be brought up. This
required control of deep-water ports as close to
the front as possible. The capture of Antwerp,
Belgium, gave the Allies what they needed,
though it was not until November 1944 that it
became operational. With supplies flowing in
every day, Axis commanders could only wait
for the inevitable large-scale assault. It would
come when the Allies were ready and would
fall where they chose.

The German defenses of the Siegfried Line,
established in the 1930s, were theoretically for-
midable but were designed with 1930s
weapons and tactics in mind. Equipment had
been removed for use elsewhere, and parts of
the fortifications were in disrepair. An urgent
project, beginning in August 1944, was under-
taken to reactivate the defenses, but it was clear
the “Westwall” was not the impenetrable
obstacle Hitler had hoped it would be. He had
triumphantly declared himself the greatest
fortress builder of all time upon the completion
of the Siegfried Line, but now it was manned
with semi-invalids such as the “stomach” and
“leg” battalions.

With passive defense certain to bring eventual
defeat, the only option was to take the offensive.
The Axis plan was over-ambitious, but while a
more limited offensive might bring about a local
victory, it could not alter the strategic balance.
Thus, the Nazi offensive in the Ardennes region
would be an all-or-nothing affair. If German
forces could smash through the lightly held
Ardennes and advance as far as Antwerp, Allied
logistics would be thrown into chaos. 
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Desperate
Offensive for 

OIL

The German military
launched Operation
Spring Awakening 
in 1945 to preserve
access to oil fields 
in Hungary, but the
Red Army responded
decisively.

BY MARTIN DOUGHERTY
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Exactly what the Axis leadership thought
would be achieved is open to debate. So long as
the war was not completely lost, there might be
a chance for a negotiated peace, a falling-out
between the Western Allies and the Soviet Union,
or the deployment of some new weapon that
could alter the course of the war. Perhaps strate-
gic thinking came down to nothing more than
the choice between accepting defeat and trying
to win—no matter how slim the chances. Those
who argued for a more limited offensive were
brushed aside. Antwerp must be taken; any lesser
outcome was meaningless in the long run. 

The offensive was launched on December 16,
1944. It had the advantage of surprise, but few
others. Short of fuel, the armoured spearhead

would have to capture sufficient supplies to con-
tinue. Air support and even reconnaissance were
extremely limited. Despite significant successes,
the advance eventually stalled, and attempts to
get it moving again were unsuccessful. 

Having failed to achieve their strategic objec-
tive in the West, the Axis forces withdrew. Some
went into defensive positions along the
Siegfried Line while the best formations were
sent east in response to a new Soviet offensive. 

The Ardennes Offensive was a disaster for
the German forces. Large numbers of tanks and
armoured vehicles were lost, many of them
abandoned after running out of fuel. There

would be no further large-scale Axis operations
in the West, but fuel was the motivation for
their final offensive of the war—Operation
Spring Awakening.

The situation in the East was equally disas-
trous. The Red Army made rapid gains through-
out the summer of 1944, destroying some Axis
formations and forcing others into a hasty
retreat to avoid encirclement. A successful offen-
sive in Romania during August 1944 inflicted
further losses on Axis forces and triggered
Romania’s defection to the Allies. This deprived
Germany of its main source of oil. All that
remained was located in southern Hungary, and
its loss would leave only the operational syn-
thetic-oil production sites, which were high-pri-

ority targets for Allied air attacks.
The Soviet offensives made huge gains but

ultimately ground to a halt. Logistics, as
always, was a factor, and there may also have
been political considerations. It is probable that
the Soviets chose to slow down their advance
when they received word of the Warsaw Upris-
ing. If so, this was a cynical gambit which
granted the German occupation forces time to
put down the uprising before the Red Army
drove them out. Rather than arriving at a self-
liberated national capital the Soviets took pos-
session of occupied territory, with grave impli-
cations for the future of Poland.

After the advances of the summer, the Red
Army had paused to regroup and build up for
a renewed offensive in the winter. This may
have been a factor in the German decision to
launch the Ardennes Offensive. Operating on
interior lines of communication, it might be
possible to lunge against one threat then the
other, buying time for the transfer of forces with
victories in the field. 

The Soviet offensive opened on January 12,
1945, a little earlier than originally planned. The
extent of the German commitment in the
Ardennes offered a window of opportunity that
Soviet commanders were keen to exploit. The
operation was highly successful, with some Axis
formations effectively destroyed and others
forced into precipitate retreat. By the end of the
month, the Red Army had reached the River
Oder with no significant resistance between its
lead elements and the Nazi capital of Berlin. 

A halt to reorganize was again necessary, and
with significant German forces active in
Pomerania, the northern flank of the Red Army
advance was exposed. Further movement was
not possible for nearly two months, giving Axis
forces a chance to transfer reserves for the com-
ing Battle of Berlin. This was one reason for the
termination of the Ardennes Offensive—the
only available troops had to be first pulled out
of action on the Western front.

Despite the obvious threat to Berlin and
strong arguments for a concentration of forces
to counter it, access to fuel was the more press-
ing strategic concern. Plans to defend the capi-
tal were put into practice, focusing on a defen-
sive line at the Seelow Heights, and measures
undertaken to flood low-lying areas. 

It was logical that the best mobile and
armored forces should be sent to assist in this
defense, but instead they were deployed else-
where. An attack on the Hungarian oilfields
would spell the end of the German war effort,
whether or not Berlin was captured. Thus,
Operation Spring Awakening was conceived:
a bold counteroffensive to protect the vital oil
supplies.

In addition to the large gains made in the
north, Soviet forces pushed toward Hungary in
late 1944. By December, the Red Army had
reached the River Danube, which presented a
significant obstacle. A German counterattack
prevented an immediate crossing, buying time
to set up defensive lines from Budapest to Lake
Balaton. These were collectively known as the
Margarethe Positions.

The Soviet 2nd and 3rd Ukrainian Fronts
were tasked with taking Budapest. (A Front in
Soviet parlance was the equivalent of a German
Army Group.) This force succeeded in estab-
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The Hungarian capital of Budapest fell to the Red Army on January 12, 1945, and increased the vulnerability
of oil fields that were vital to the German war effort. In this photo, Soviet soldiers advance cautiously on the
outskirts of Budapest as black smoke from a recent explosion billows near their position.
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lishing a bridgehead across the Danube at Gran
and besieged Budapest, which fell on February
12, 1945. This opened the way for an offensive
toward Vienna and the Hungarian oil-produc-
ing region around Nagykanizsa. German senior
commanders hoped that Spring Awakening
would prevent this by destroying the 2nd and
3rd Ukrainian Fronts while liberating Budapest
in the process. 

The area chosen for Operation Spring Awak-
ening was the responsibility of Army Group
South, under the command of General Otto
Wohler. Army Group South had previously
been designated Army Group South Ukraine,
changing designation in September 1944.
Wohler took command in December 1944,
gaining control over a mix of German and
Hungarian army units. Many of these had suf-
fered heavy casualties in the previous fighting,
and the force as a whole was not up to the
requirements of the coming offensive.

The lead role in the Spring Awakening coun-
teroffensive was given to 6th Panzer Army,
under the command of Oberstgruppenfurher
Joseph “Sepp” Dietrich. Originally created as a
regular army formation, 6th Panzer Army was
composed largely of SS units, but even these
contained a great many regular army personnel.

The force as a whole was finally transferred to
the Waffen SS at the beginning of April 1945,
but is generally recorded as being an SS forma-
tion due to the presence of major Waffen SS
units and an SS commanding officer.

Sixth Panzer Army was pulled out of the
Western theater and hurriedly refitted with a
target finish date of January 30. It was not pos-
sible to bring the depleted formations back up
to full strength in the time available, but every
effort was made. Tanks and armored vehicles
were delivered as they came off the production
lines—echoing the desperate defense of Soviet
cities earlier in the war—and were available in
sufficient numbers to bring the panzer units
more or less up to strength. 

Personnel were scraped together from wher-
ever they could be found—rear-echelon forma-
tions, wounded who had recovered sufficiently,
and drafts “borrowed” from the navy and air
force. Integrating these with the elite veterans
of the existing force should have taken consid-
erable time, but time was not available. The
result was a force that looked formidable but
might have serious flaws.

The move to the jumping-off points for
Operation Spring Awakening was covered by a
comprehensive deception operation that played

to the Allies’ expectations. Some elements of
the army, including heavy tanks, were initially
moved in the direction of the defenses along the
Oder. All units were given cover names, identi-
fying them as formations unlikely to be associ-
ated with a major offensive. To prevent the
deception being revealed, identifying marks
were removed or covered. 

The redeployment, though rapid, would take
time, so preliminary operations were launched
with local forces. These were intended to
remove obstacles and lay the foundations for
the coming offensive. In particular, it was nec-
essary to counter the threat to Vienna and gain
control of Budapest.  To this end, the offensive
would take the form of a two-pronged attack
toward Budapest, cutting off Soviet forces in a
repeat of the successful “kesselschlacht,” or
battle of encirclement, of earlier campaigns. 

The preliminary offensive thrusts were
launched on January 18, 1945, and were ini-
tially successful. In the northern sector, rapid
advances were made against relatively light
opposition. This offensive reached a point
about 10 kilometers from Budapest before
being halted. In the southern sector, similar
gains were made, and large Soviet forces were
threatened with encirclement. The high point
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A column of Waffen SS soldiers slogs through snow during the Operation Spring Awakening advance in Hungary. The German offensive was hampered by snow, rain,
and deep mud, which bogged down tanks and other vehicles, requiring foot soldiers to undertake much of the fighting with limited mechanized support.
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of the operation was January 26, after which
Soviet counterattacks retook the lost ground.

On February 13, another offensive was
mounted, this time aimed at eliminating the
threat to Vienna. The I Panzer Corps was in
position in time to participate in the attack,
which was highly successful. Over the course
of eight days the offensive cleared the threat
and inflicted heavy casualties. This ensured the
safety of Vienna, which was both politically
and industrially important, but it revealed to
the Soviets the presence of I Panzer Corps.

Allied intelligence services worked hard to
keep track of major formations, and the impli-
cations of moving an elite force to Hungary
were unlikely to be missed. Thus, the Soviets
had some warning that a major offensive was
likely and also now knew that the corps was
not positioned to defend Berlin. A better
approach would have been to keep I Panzer
Corps out of this operation, concealing wider
intentions and providing additional time for
training. 

Operation Spring Awakening was to be a
pincer attack. The primary force, forming the
northern arm of the pincer, was 6th Panzer
Army supported by III Panzer Corps. This was
part of 6th Army, which was under the com-
mand of General der Panzertruppe Hermann
Balck and thus sometimes designated Armee-
gruppe Balck. The remainder of Balck’s force
was positioned to secure the flank of the oper-
ation and provide reinforcements. The southern
arm of the pincer was to be 2nd Panzer Army,
which despite its name contained only a small
proportion of armored units. 

Second Panzer Army was not well suited to
the task before it, as the majority of armored
vehicles available to its formations were assault
guns. These had proven effective in the right
circumstances and were much easier to produce
than tanks, but they were limited on the offen-
sive or in fluid combat. Success or failure very
much rested with 6th Panzer Army.

At this time the 6th Panzer Army was orga-
nized as two corps. The I SS Panzer Corps con-
tained 1st SS Panzer Division Leibstandarte and
12th SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend; II SS
Panzer Corps contained 2nd SS Panzer Divi-
sion Das Reich and 9th SS Panzer Division
Hohenstaufen. It was to be reinforced by I Cav-
alry Corps, containing the 3rd and 4th Cavalry
Divisions. While described as cavalry, these
were essentially mounted infantry units.

Various experiments during the war with
mounted troops had produced mixed results,
but on the Eastern front they had proven sur-
prisingly effective. The cavalry formations were
repeatedly reorganized and redefined, and

sometimes misused by commanders who did
not understand their particular style of warfare.
Nevertheless, they made a valuable contribu-
tion to the defensive fighting in 1944 and par-
ticipated in the attempt to relieve Budapest in
the early weeks of 1945.

The two cavalry divisions had been defined
as brigades until recently. Each comprised two
regiments with some supporting troops. Both
were redefined as divisions without receiving
any significant reinforcement, largely to place
their commanders on an equal level to infantry
and armored officers. Thus, 6th Panzer Army
nominally had six divisions, but two of these
were more properly mounted infantry brigades.

The I Panzer Corps was to launch the opening
movement of the offensive toward Dunafoldfar
from a point near Lake Balaton, with II Panzer
Corps on its left and the cavalry to the right. The
23rd Panzer Division, under Generalleutnant
Joseph von Radowitz, stood in reserve. Mean-
while, III Panzer Corps was to drive toward Lake
Valence. Its flank was to be secured by IV Panzer

Corps, which was badly depleted from the ear-
lier operations in the region.

In addition to the main pincer movement, an
advance by Army Group E was to push across
the River Drau from the south. Army Group E
was not an armored formation, instead contain-
ing a mix of mountain troops and 11th Luft-
waffe Field Division. The only armored unit was
the heavily depleted 1st Panzer Division, which
had suffered severe casualties acting as a
response force in one crisis after another. 

The Soviet commanders were aware that an
offensive was being prepared and could predict
its likely goals. They were planning their own
offensive for mid-March with the intent of cap-
turing Vienna. Four armies were allocated to
this endeavor under the command of the 2nd
and 3rd Ukrainian Fronts. Planning and prepa-
rations for the offensive went ahead, but a sig-
nificant proportion of the available forces was
reallocated to opposing the coming Axis attack. 

It was apparent that the main German thrust
was to be around the northern side of Lake Bal-
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The German plan for Operation Spring Awakening envisioned an offensive that would annihilate two Soviet
fronts, or army groups, and possibly recapture the Hungarian capital of Budapest.  
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aton and would therefore be opposed by the
3rd Ukrainian Front. This highly experienced
formation had participated in offensives from
the Ukraine to Romania and the Balkans and
had resisted the German drive on Budapest in
January. Under the command of Marshal Fyo-
dor Tolbukhin, the Front was assigned three of
the four available armies. Two were assigned
the task of halting the German offensive, with
one more in reserve. 

The remainder of the available forces were
assigned to the 2nd Ukrainian Front under the
command of Marshal Rodion Malinovsky. If
necessary, Malinovsky’s force could act as a
final reserve to stop a thrust that somehow
broke through the main defense line and the
reserve army, but in the meantime, preparations
for the Vienna offensive continued. 

Facing the initial thrust were some seven
infantry divisions, well-equipped with anti-tank
guns and entrenched behind minefields. These
were backed by a mobile reserve of tanks and
self-propelled artillery. Although effective in
mobile warfare, a large proportion of Tol-
bukhin’s armored forces were placed in defen-
sive dispositions. Each armored brigade was to
be the primary defense for a sector, with tanks
and self-propelled artillery dug in to act as pill-
boxes. The Front’s motorized infantry compo-

nent was broken down into battalions and
assigned to support the armored brigades. The
overall pattern was of combined-arms strong-
points capable of supporting one another, cre-
ating a defensive zone up to 30 kilometers deep
in places.

Tank destroyers were positioned behind the
front lines of strongpoints, but were also
assigned advanced positions for use when nec-
essary. Thus, as an armored attack developed,
the tank destroyers advanced to their previously
prepared positions and then fell back as the
enemy closed. This played to the strengths of
the tank destroyers without exposing them to
fluid, close-range action, where turreted vehi-
cles had the advantage. 

These dispositions created a killing ground,
which was made even more lethal by the cre-
ation of ambushes. Using decoys to attract the
attention of enemy tank commanders, armored
forces were concealed in positions from which
they could attack the enemy’s flank or even
rear.  Although German reconnaissance for the
offensive was generally good, these ambush
forces were largely undetected at the beginning
of the attack.

The initial attack was to be made over open
country with a few ridges. It was expected that
the ground would be frozen solid, but an early

thaw was already creating dangerously muddy
conditions. A request to postpone the opera-
tion until the ground had dried out was
rejected, so 6th Panzer Army was forced to slog
through mud and wet ground from the very
start. Even reaching the assembly points was
difficult, with some formations still out of posi-
tion when the order to commence was given.

Despite protests from the commanders on the
spot, Operation Spring Awakening launched on
March 6, 1945. Sources disagree on exactly
when, or even if, any given formation began its
attack, but some events seem clear. The initial
advance was preceded by an artillery barrage
lasting 30 minutes, beginning at 4 AM. Move-
ment was made even more difficult by overnight
snow and partial freezing of the ground of insuf-
ficient depth to permit easy movement.

Writing post-war, Sepp Dietrich describes how
the mud trapped large numbers of vehicles, stat-
ing that he saw as many as 15 Tiger II heavy
tanks sunk up to their turrets. Under these con-
ditions vehicular movement was possible only
along a few roads. Everywhere else the burden
of the offensive fell upon the infantry.

The I SS Panzer Corps did make some
progress but was able to advance less than 5
kilometers. The II Panzer Corps made no
progress and might not have been in a position
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Manning a 75mm anti-tank gun, soldiers of the Waffen SS lie in ambush as they await advancing Soviet tanks and armored vehicles.  
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to attack at all on the first day. The Cavalry
Corps put in an attack but was driven back by
counterthrusts. The most promising result was
an advance by III Panzer Corps, which threat-
ened the Soviet flank. This prompted Marshal
Tolbukhin to move reserves into the already-
formidable defensive line.

The I SS Panzer Corps continued to push for-
ward on the 7th, so that the Soviet 68th Guards
Division was forced to withdraw. The 68th
Guards fell back to defensive positions already
occupied by its supporting formations and
remained combat-ready.

The II SS Panzer Corps was able to begin its
attack but made only a little progress on the
second day of the offensive. Tanks that ven-
tured off the few roads became stuck in deep
mud, forcing their associated panzergrenadiers
to advance without armoured support. Going

was slow even on foot, and there was never any
prospect of making much progress against the
strong Soviet positions.

On March 8, the I SS Panzer Corps contin-
ued to push into the Soviet defences, but II SS
Panzer Corps was still bogged down—literally
and figuratively. Minor successes were scored
by the panzergrenadier component, chewing
their way laboriously into the enemy-defended
zones, but for the offensive to succeed the
Corps as a whole had to make rapid advances.

In an effort to get II SS Panzer Corps moving,
the 23rd Panzer Division was ordered out of
reserve and sent to join I Panzer Corps. Its mis-

sion was to exploit the gains made by I SS
Corps in order to get into position to attack
Soviet forces impeding II SS Panzer Corps.
Meanwhile, I SS Panzer Corps continued to
make gains on March 9th, with elements break-
ing through local positions in a series of for-
ward lurches. Each one was halted when the
next Soviet line was encountered. Tank destroy-
ers played a notable part in these containments,
forming a backstop each time behind which the
retreating defenders could rally. 

The Cavalry Corps was also successful on
March 9. Unable to make a breakthrough on its
own, it moved up through a gap in the enemy
line created by I SS Panzer Corps. This permit-
ted an exploitation more normally associated
with armored forces. One division attacked
enemy positions at Enying, while the other cut
the road from there to Mezökomarom. 

Although gains were finally being made, the
offensive was increasingly dislocated. The
inability of II SS Panzer Corps to keep up with
the central force meant that the flank of the
offensive was exposed to a counterattack. Some
protection was afforded by the difficult condi-
tions and the choice of avenues of attack.
Notably, the River Sarviz and its associated
waterways delayed Soviet forces getting into
position for a counterattack, but this delay was
temporary.

Despite a difficult start, the offensive had
achieved enough to threaten the entire Soviet
position. A rapid advance into their rear was a

real possibility, while penetration of the
defended zone created command-and-control
problems. Marshal Tolbukhin’s solution was to
reorganize his command, transferring control
of units to commanders on either side of the
breach. This permitted more coherent action
against the intrusion and might forestall a col-
lapse if further disruption followed. 

Correctly identifying I SS Panzer Corps and
its supporting cavalry as the main threat, Tol-
bukhin reinforced Twenty-Sixth Army with
armored and anti-tank units. He requested per-
mission to use the reserve armies, but was
denied. Indeed, new orders arrived to launch a
counteroffensive using these forces directed
against the rear of 6th Panzer Army. The 3rd
Ukrainian Front would lead this offensive with
assistance from 2nd Ukrainian Front. This pre-
supposed the Axis offensive could be halted,
but while the situation was precarious, the
Soviet forces still had deep defenses and a well-
laid battle plan.

Despite the difficulties it faced, I SS Panzer
Corps continued to advance throughout the
day on the 10th. The 23rd Panzer Division
launched an attack on Saregres. This was par-
tially successful, in that it permitted the 1st SS
Panzer Division Leibstandarte to force a cross-
ing of the Sio canal. However, Saregres was not
taken, and the division was unable to cross the
canal to assist II SS Panzer Corps. The I Cav-
alry Corps also created a bridgehead on the Sio
on March 10. 

This left II SS Panzer Corps some 25 kilome-
ters behind, still struggling to make any gains.
This was not for lack of effort, but the Soviets
had planned their defenses well. Attempts to
flank impenetrable positions sent advancing
forces into preselected ambush zones, where
self-propelled artillery and anti-tank guns
inflicted heavy losses.

The deadlock was broken on March 11 by
the 2nd SS Panzer Division Das Reich, which
put in a well-coordinated attack near Sark-
eresztur. The II SS Panzer Corps was able to
advance at last, while I SS Panzer Corps was
still pushing ahead and spent that day clearing
opposition from its flanks and securing the
launch points for its attack against Simontorya.

The attack went in the following day, result-
ing in vicious urban combat that lasted until
nightfall. By then, most of the town was secure.
Meanwhile, I Cavalry Corps continued to make
gains. The campaign so far had been an infantry
matter for the most part, with armored troops
struggling to even make contact with the enemy.
The Cavalry Corps combined the usual capabil-
ities of infantry with mounted mobility, proving
surprisingly effective in the difficult conditions. 
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Waffen SS soldiers warily advance through thick underbrush across the Hungarian countryside during Opera-
tion Spring Awakening. Poor weather conditions left much of the fighting to German ground troops.

National Archives

W-Dec21 Hungary.qxp *1 jump.qxp_Layout 1  8/12/21  12:26 PM  Page 74



On March 12, the II SS Panzer Corps man-
aged to gain control of Aba, which had been
more or less cut off by the Corps’ successes the
previous day. Soviet counterattacks began to
develop in this sector but were initially driven
off. The Corps moved to a defensive posture as
pressure mounted. Despite requests for per-
mission to pull back, the Corps was ordered to
hold its ground. An attempt by the 23rd Panzer
Division to cross the Sio canal and provide sup-
port proved unsuccessful, leaving II SS Panzer
Corps in an increasingly dangerous position. 

The I SS Panzer Corps had managed to estab-
lish a bridgehead across the Sio, which was
repeatedly attacked on March 12 and 13. The
Corps was targeted by most of the available
Soviet air support while trying to beat off
infantry and armored assaults. Despite the pres-
sure, some elements of the corps were able to
push out the bridgehead slightly. 

However, the Soviet counteroffensive was
getting underway. Concentration for their oper-
ation was largely completed by the 12th, and
on the 14th the temperature rose. Drying
ground facilitated more rapid movement and
the deployment of larger armored forces.

The Soviet countermove was detected on
March 13, but its extent was greatly underesti-
mated. On the 14th, German commanders real-
ized they were not seeing minor reinforcements
but a major offensive getting underway. The
objective was obvious—these forces intended to
cut off 6th Panzer Army and annihilate it. Per-
mission to withdraw was initially refused, forc-
ing Dietrich to plead his case to Berlin.

Rather than admit the operation had failed,
General Wohler, commanding Army Group
South, proposed an alteration to the plan. The
I and II SS Panzer Corps would attack eastward
in concert, leaving the 23rd Panzer Division
and I Cavalry Corps on the defensive in the cur-
rent positions. These would be reinforced by
Hungarian troops. This would require disen-
gagement and regrouping, which was estimated
to take four days. The plan was approved, but
Berlin stipulated only three days to complete
preparations. 

Large-scale Soviet counterattacks developed
on March 16, while the panzer formations were
trying to disengage and regroup. Despite the
misgivings of local commanders and recom-
mendations from no lesser a personage than
General Heinz Guderian, the panzer corps were
ordered to continue preparations for their
offensive rather than attacking the flank of the
Soviet movements. Hitler refused to consider
any changes to the plan, but eventually the
commanders of Army Group South began to
see it was not feasible. Orders arrived to pre-

pare for an attack northward into the Soviet
flank, and Wohler began requesting permission
to use his force in a more practicable manner.
This was eventually and reluctantly granted.

The 6th Army, which had been tasked with
securing and supporting the operation, was
unable to resist the Soviet attacks. As its sup-
ports were driven back, 6th Panzer Army risked
encirclement and might have been annihilated
but for the stubborn defense of the 2nd SS
Panzer Division Das Reich, which held open a
corridor to allow the force to escape, falling
back to try to set up new defensive positions. By
the 19th, all the territory gained had been
retaken by the Soviets. 

The 6th Panzer Army retired toward Vienna,
maintaining good order despite heavy air
attacks and pressure from Soviet ground forces.
Troops of the panzer divisions noted that their
Hungarian allies were less than enthusiastic
about continuing the struggle and at times com-
promised the retreat by fleeing from their posi-
tions on the flanks. Other Hungarian units con-
tinued to fight well, however.

Despite the fact that the SS Panzer Corps had
been given an impossible task, the Fuhrer was
characteristically ungrateful. Sources differ on
whether he issued an order for SS soldiers to
remove their cuff titles as a sign of their disgrace
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Soviet Red Army soldiers, many of them outfitted with equipment and weapons obtained from the United
States via the Lend-Lease program, move toward the front lines. 
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IN FEBRUARY 1944, THE JAPANESE ATTACKED THE COMMONWEALTH’S 7TH INDIAN
Division near Sinzweya, Burma. The division divided its troops into several defensive “boxes” to

blunt the enemy attack. The Japanese enjoyed some initial success, enough
for newspaper and radio announcers in Japan to announce great victories
and the destruction of an entire British army. These excited reports proved
premature, however. 

One of the defensive strongpoints bore the moniker of “Admin Box,” for
it contained the division’s administrative troops and organiza-
tions. Over the first days of the Japanese offensive, Allied strag-
glers made their way to the Admin Box before the Japanese
arrived and attacked it directly. Since it was far to the rear of

the front lines, the position was vulnerable, surrounded by jungle-covered hills and
under direct observation by the enemy. Despite this, it was vital to X Corps defenses

I By Christopher Miskimon  I

Savage Combat in a
Faraway Jungle

Indian and British troops fought a bloody, difficult war against
the Japanese in Burma.

as it contained enough supplies, particularly
fuel, to keep the Japanese offensive going for
some time. Until 9th Brigade, an infantry for-
mation, arrived to reinforce it, the Admin Box
contained mostly logistics and support person-
nel, who now took up rifles and submachine
guns and dug in. They had no barbed wire or
mines, but they dug deep trenches and impro-
vised where they could.

Since the Japanese excelled at infiltration tac-
tics, most of the Box’s subunits formed their
own small perimeters, able to defend in any
direction. The first Japanese attack on February
6 was beaten back by the accurate rifle fire of
a company of mule drivers; the animals were
much used in this theater, where good roads
were rare. For the first week, the Japanese
attacks came during the day, a flurry of rifle
fire, hand grenades arcing through the air, and
bayonet charges. The Indian and British troops
fought back with the same weapons and repeat-
edly turned their opponents back. Afterward
all the attacks went in at night. One successful
Japanese infiltration reached a medical unit,
where all but three men were slaughtered. 

Despite this success, the men in the Admin Box
held against everything thrown at them. When
the Japanese did succeed at taking a position, a
rapid counterattack supported by Grant tanks
firing their 75mm cannon and machine guns
forced a retreat. Although the night became a
time of dread for the defenders, over time their
morale actually rose. They began to see the
repeated Japanese failures to overrun them as a
sign the enemy was not an invincible superman,
but a human being who could and was suffering
defeat at their hands. At the other boxes, morale
further rose when L5 Sentinel light planes, flown
by American pilots, landed to carry out the
wounded for treatment. This was not possible
at the Admin Box, however, where the wounded
had to bear their injuries as well as they could.
At night, it proved difficult to hear Japanese sol-
diers approaching due to the ever-present jungle
noises of animals and insects. When the Japan-
ese did attack, they often broke into loud
screams during the final rush at the Indian posi-
tions. Many of these attacks ended only at the
point of a knife or bayonet. 

The dogged defense took its toll on the
attackers. Within a week, the British comman-

der, General William Slim, knew
he would win. Aircraft dropped
supplies on the boxes using crude
parachutes, keeping the troops
fed, armed, and supplied. The
Japanese surrounding the boxes

A U.S.-made Grant tank
blasts a Japanese posi-
tion during the Battle of
the Admin Box, fought
February 4 - 24, 1944
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were soon surrounded themselves as other
Indian units encircled them and cut off the
Japanese supply routes. No amount of martial
spirit could help the underfed, unsupplied
Japanese soldiers achieve victory. They fought
on until killed in battle or starved to death in
the battle-torn jungle. On February 24, a Grant
tank of the 5th Indian Division rolled into the
Admin Box and reached the 7th Division head-
quarters, breaking the siege and the myth of
Japanese invincibility.

The war up to that point was hard fought
and mostly favored the Japanese. It took years
of preparation, training, and stockpiling to get
the Indian Army on a footing to take on the
Japanese, and it succeeded. The history of this
portion of the war is well told in A War of
Empires: Japan, India, Burma, and Britain
1941 – 45 (Robert Lyman, Osprey Publishing,
Oxford, UK, 2021, 560 pp., maps, pho-
tographs, appendices, notes, bibliography,
index, $35.00, hardcover).

This clear, in-depth account of the struggle
between Japan, India, and Great Britain in
Burma relates one of the most critical yet lit-
tle known campaigns of the war. It is a large
story, and the author succeeds in bringing
together its disparate details into a coherent
narrative with clear conclusions and support-
ing information. The book’s descriptions of
persons, locations, and actions are vivid and
engaging throughout its pages. 

USMC M4A2 Sherman
versus Japanese Type 95
Ha-Go:  The  Centra l
Pacific 1943-44 (Romain
Cansiere with Ed Gilbert,
Osprey Publishing, Oxford,
UK, 2021, 80 pp., maps,

photographs, bibliography, index, $22.00, 
softcover)

American and Japanese tank crews were
badly mismatched during the Pacific War. The
United Sates used its industrial might to pro-
duce the Sherman, a medium tank design which
served in Marine Corps tank units in 1943-44.
Imperial Japan lacked the resources to produce
improved tank types, so its troops had to use
the outdated Type 95, a 1930s design woefully
obsolete by mid-war. Its armor proved so thin
the Sherman could easily destroy a Type 95
with a single 75mm high-explosive round with-
out the need to resort to armor-piercing ammu-
nition. Nevertheless, the Japanese used what
they had across the Pacific, and there were tank
engagements at Tarawa, Eniwetok, Saipan, Tin-
ian, Guam, and Peleliu. 

Osprey’s Duel series compares the training,

equipment, and tactics of opposing troops
along with the design, development, and use
of their weapons. This latest volume delves
into American and Japanese tanks and their
crews. The book is compact and yet full of
useful information, giving the reader a thor-
ough introduction to the subject. There are

many illustrations, including original artwork,
a hallmark of the publisher’s works. The text
goes into detail about the tanks and their
crews, and the authors give background
details on the strategic situation to help place
the tactical engagements described in the
proper conttext. 
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Combat: Hungarian Soldier Versus Soviet Soldier: Eastern Front 1941 (Peter Mujzer,
Osprey Publishing, 2021, $22.00, softcover) Hungary entered the war against the
Soviet Union at the end of June 1941. This detailed work compares the two armies’
equipment, tactics, and performance. 

Ju 87 Stuka Versus Royal Navy Carriers: Mediterranean (Robert Forsyth, Osprey
Publishing, 2021, $22.00, softcover) Squadrons of Stuka dive bombers flew against
British aircraft carriers in repeated attempts to sink them during 1941-42. The book
reveals the tactics each side used and the results of their efforts. 

The Churchill Quiz Book: How Much Do You Know About Britain’s
Wartime Leader (Kieran Whitworth, Osprey Publishing, 2021,

$15.00, softcover) Winston Churchill was a colorful character as well as one of the
United Kingdom’s most important leaders. This book compiles extensive facts and trivia

about him.

Splinter on the Tide (Phillip Parotti, Casemate Publishers, 2021,
$22.95, softcover) This work is from the publisher’s new series of military fiction. This
volume tells the story of a young naval officer commanding a submarine chaser on
convoy duty.

Panther Medium Tank: IV SS Panzerkorps Eastern Front, 1944
(Dennis Oliver, Pen and Sword Books, 2021, $24.95, softcover)

The Panther tank units which saw service with IV SS Panzerkorps are the focus of this
guide to model building and painting. 

The Warsaw Uprisings 1943-1944 (Ian Baxter, Pen and Sword
Books, 2021, $26.95, softcover) Part of the Images of War series,
this photobook contains over 100 photographs of the fighting in Warsaw between
the Nazi invaders and the Polish citizenry. 

A Photographic History of Infantry Warfare 1939-45 (Simon and
Jonathan Forty, Pen and Sword Books, 2021, $34.95, hard-

cover) Each chapter of this book looks at a different facet of infantry combat during
the war. It is illustrated with photographs of all the combatant armies.

Himmler’s Hostages: The Untold Story of Himmler’s Special Pris-
oners and the End of WWII (Tom Wall, Pen and Sword Books,
2021, $42.95, hardcover) Himmler used both prisoners of war and concentration
camp inmates as bargaining chips for negotiating an end to the
war. This book relates their experiences.

Britain’s Airborne Forces of WWII: Uniforms and Equipment (Mark
MacGreehan, Frontline Books, 2021, $49.95, hardcover) This
new work displays the variety of weapons, equipment, and uni-
forms worn by British paratroopers, using full color images and
wartime photographs. 

U.S. Aircraft Carriers 1939-45 (Ingo Bauernfeind, Casemate Books, 2021, $49.95,
hardcover) The author covers each class of American aircraft carrier and the service
of the individual ships. Extra chapters detail the aircraft they carried and how the ships
were laid out internally. 
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COMPANY OF HEROES 3
PUBLISHER SEGA • GENRE STRATEGY
SYSTEM PC • AVAILABLE LATE 2022

The Company of Heroes series is, amazingly
enough, already celebrating its 15th anniver-
sary this year. The first entry in developer
Relic Entertainment’s strategy-minded saga
launched on PC and OSX back in 2006, giv-
ing players control of two factions in the Sec-
ond World War. After the ambitious mas-
sively multiplayer Company of Heroes
Online was released in open beta in 2010
and summarily cancelled in 2011, a proper

sequel followed in 2013 in the form of Com-
pany of Heroes 2. Now there’s finally more
on the horizon, with Company of Heroes 3
officially slated to bring Relic’s signature strat-
egy back to PC sometime in 2022.

The second Company of Heroes game
added the USSR’s Red Army as a new fac-
tion, kicking off an expansive campaign
throughout the Eastern Front that spanned
everything from Operation Barbarossa to
the Battle of Berlin. Rather than tread the
familiar ground from the first two games,
Company of Heroes 3 is looking to expand
even further, primarily with a campaign cen-
tered on the Mediterranean Theatre of
Operations. Maps will cover Italy and some
parts of the North African campaign, and
there’s most certainly more up Relic’s sleeve
when it comes to recreating key World War
II conflicts. 

Considering the fact that—by the time it
comes out, at least—it will have been the bet-
ter part of a decade since the last entry, one
would expect a bunch of refinements in the
strategy at the core of Company of Heroes.
It sounds like Relic is on top of that aspect, as
they plan to build upon the series’ award-
winning tactical gameplay by adding new
gameplay features to the combat mechanics
fans know and love. Flanking, breaching,
and taking advantage of elevation are all on
the table for those looking to get the drop on
their enemies, and a new Dynamic Cam-
paign Map will up the number of strategic

choices at your disposal.
There are also promising features on the

way even for those who aren’t as keen on
real-time strategy as others. Full Tactical
Pause is an option that lets you pump the
brakes during battle and carefully plan your
next move. Control the pacing of each con-
flict during the single-player campaign,
queue up each play in advance, and roll
through with more confidence in each deci-
sion. Those who dig the turn-based style may
want to check this option out when Company
of Heroes launches, but you’ll still need to
adapt to a faster pace when playing against
real opponents. 

The Mediterranean theatre doesn’t just
offer another, less-frequently explored per-
spective of the war; it provides Company of
Heroes 3 with some stunning vistas for its
explosive missions. From the deserts of North

Africa to gorgeous coastal locations and
mountain passes of Italy, there’s a lot of diver-
sity on display, which also means there are
plenty of new options to consider when it
comes to environmental tactics. In some
cases, verticality will play a major role, while
other locales will leave your units wide open
by design if you don’t tread carefully and
take every movement into account. 

Company of Heroes 3 boasts the largest
number of launch factions to date, and the
unit breakdown within each faction seems
to be fairly comprehensive. Some of the
units making their debut in the third entry
are the incredibly light Weasel, the armor-
piercing Nashorn, and the Chaffee Light
Tank, among others. There are also plenty
of classic units that have been revamped for
a more modern and in-depth WWII experi-
ence, and the soldiers themselves range
from your average combatants to specialist
elite squads like the American-Canadian
Special Service Forces, the Gurkhas from
the Commonwealth, and more.

It’s all coming together in Relic’s own
Essence Engine, so this should be the most
detailed and impressive looking entry yet.
That comes as no surprise considering the
gap between entries, but it’s mostly just going
to be exciting to see how the series has
evolved visually along with its advances in
gameplay. Particle effects and smooth unit
animations aren’t necessarily going to be at
the top of every strategy player’s wish list,
but the artificial intelligence has also been
given a boost, making for realistic squad
reactions to all the mayhem occurring on the
battlefield. 

At the time of this writing, Relic Entertain-
ment had provided access to the game at a
pre-alpha preview stage, and those who
signed up could also dig into design docu-
ments, as well as art drops and discussions
with the developers, among other insightful
items. The last few years have been spent co-
developing the game with community mem-
bers, so fans of the series have already had
a hand in the way it’s been shaped. If Com-
pany of Heroes 3 can deliver on its many
promises, we definitely have something to
look forward to in 2022. 

Simulation Gaming BY JOSEPH LUSTER

THE COMPANY OF HEROES SERIES RETURNS WITH A HEAPING PLATE OF 
STRATEGY CENTERED IN THE MEDITTERANEAN THEATRE 
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Str ick:  Tank Hero of
Arras, The Making of an
Extraordinary Soldier
(Tim Strickland, Casemate
Books, Havertown, PA,
2021, 490 pp., maps, pho-
tographs, notes, bibliogra-

phy, index, $39.95, hardcover)
Arras seemed like a ghost town to Sergeant

Eugene Strickland of the 4th Royal Tank Reg-
iment. An air attack by German Stuka dive-
bombers ended in destruction, the dust from
bomb explosions slowly settling over the streets
and ruined buildings. The town’s railway sta-
tion sat nearby; no civilians could be seen.
“Strick” stood in the hatch of a British Matilda
I tank, a slow, clattering beast armed with a
Vickers machine gun that kept jamming that
day. Moving on through the town at the vehi-
cle’s maximum speed of seven miles per hour,
they soon spotted some Germans on the out-
skirts, firing toward some trees. Strick gave
them a burst from his Vickers, and the enemy
troops ran down a side street into a barn.
Telling his driver to get closer, the British
sergeant put another burst through the barn
door. After a moment, 80 Germans came out
and surrendered. They formed into ranks and
marched back down the road with the Matilda
straining along behind.

This incident proved only one of Strickland’s
surprising wartime adventures. He held a com-
mission in the prewar Indian Army but resigned
in the 1930s. Enlisting in the British Army, he
received another commission soon after the
fighting in France and spent the rest of the war
as an armor officer in Tunisia and Italy. This
biography is written by Strick’s son, who
painstakingly gathered his father’s papers and
other records to create a detailed and interest-
ing account of his wartime experiences. The
book has excellent maps and several personal
photographs.  

No Moon as Witness: Mis-
sions of the SOE and OSS
in World War II (James 
Stejskal, Casemate Publish-
ing, Havertown, PA, 2021,
186 pp., photographs, glos-
sary, bibliography, index,
$29.95, hardcover)

The British Special Operations Executive and
the American Office of Strategic Services worked
together during World War II to conduct some
of the most daring and successful unconven-
tional warfare missions in history. Agents con-
ducted extensive training before sneaking into

mainland Europe to begin operations against the
Third Reich. Sometimes they worked alone;
often they operated in small teams or cells, coop-
erating with local resistance fighters to achieve
their objectives. These agents carried out mis-
sions such as the assassination of SS officer Rein-
hard Heydrich and the destruction of the heavy-
water plant at Vemork, Norway, ending the Nazi
atomic bomb program. The OSS and SOE paved
the way for the D-Day landings and fought the
Germans across France. Many agents paid with
their lives for these achievements; some faced
capture and torture. 

The author presents an overall view of these
special-forces organizations in this new book.
Chapters are devoted to their origins, the selec-
tion and training of agents, their operations and
postwar evolution into the modern intelligence
agencies. The book is well written with good
details on the agents, their specialized equip-
ment, and a selection of their missions.

Air War on the Eastern
Front (Mike Guardia, Case-
mate Publishing, Haver-
town, PA, 2021, 128 pp.,
photographs, bibliography,
index, $24.95, softcover)

When the Nazis crossed
the border of the Soviet

Union in June 1941, their Luftwaffe smashed
into a Soviet air force still reeling from Stalin’s
purges of the 1930s. While the Soviets proved
able to launch 6,000 sorties against the Ger-
mans on the first day of combat, by day’s end
thousands of their planes lay destroyed on the
ground or knocked from the sky. As the cam-
paign ground onward, however, the Red Air
Force’s flyers slowly recovered from their initial
losses and began gaining experience and devel-
oping the tactics needed to take the fight to the
invaders. As their pilots and planners improved,
Soviet factories won the war of production,
turning out more planes than even the skilled
Germans could hope to defeat. By 1944, the
Soviets had air superiority across the entire
Eastern Front, supporting the now-inexorable
advance of their ground forces. 

This new book is part of Casemate Illus-
trated, a new series comparable to the compact
yet informative books successfully published by
Osprey for decades. The book is equally illu-
minating, providing details on both combat-
ants’ air forces, aircraft, and operational expe-
riences. As noted in the series title, the book is
extensively illustrated, using a mix of color and
black-and-white photographs along with color
line drawings of various aircraft. The text is
well written and includes numerous small

details that enrich the narrative.   

Pacific Adversaries Volume
Four: Imperial Japanese
Navy versus the Allies, 
the Solomons 1943-1944
(Michael John Claring-
bould, Avonmore Books,
Kent Town, Australia,
2021, 108 pp., maps, pho-

tographs, bibliography, $39.95, softcover)
By the end of 1942, the fighting on and

around Guadalcanal wound down with a
Japanese defeat. No longer able to take the
offensive in the region, Imperial Japan nonethe-
less waged a bitter and largely successful defen-
sive campaign in the Solomons. The Japanese
doggedly maintained air superiority around
their main base at Rabaul throughout 1943,
until units withdrew to fight elsewhere in 1944.
Afterward, only a small force remained in the
area, quickly overwhelmed by the growing
strength of the Allies. 

This new work includes chapters on different
aerial engagements by both sides during the
period 1943-44. The author went to great
lengths to study existing documents and partic-
ipant statements, allowing him to match the
records for each action. This creates an accurate
account for the reader as the author often solves
the discrepancies common in official statements.
The book is also beautifully illustrated, with a
mixture of period photographs, color, line draw-
ings of aircraft, and a few new pieces of artwork.
The drawings include the specific squadron and
aircraft markings of the participants. 

The Netherlands East
Indies Campaign 1941-
42: Japan’s Quest for Oil
(Marc Lohnstein, Osprey
Publishing, Oxford, UK,
2021, 96 pp., maps, pho-
tographs, bibliography,

index $24.00, softcover)
Japan began the Pacific War in large part as

a search for the natural resources it needed to
remain an independent world power. Chief
among these required assets were oil and rub-
ber, vital needs for an industrial economy and
a powerful, modern military. For Japan, the
closest place to get those commodities was the
Netherlands East Indies, now Indonesia. Thus,
these islands ranked among the first attacked
by the Japanese. In a quick combined-arms
campaign, Imperial forces landed on several
islands and rapidly made gains. The Dutch
defended stubbornly with the limited assets
they possessed, supported by a few military
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forces from Great Britain, Australia, and the
United States. Given the paucity of Allied
resources in the region, the Japanese victory
was practically assured, though not cheap in
terms of troops and time.

This latest volume in Osprey’s Campaign
series delves into the fighting in the Nether-
lands East Indies with detailed looks at each
side’s troops, weapons, plans, and conduct.
The book covers the fighting up to late March
1942, when the last Allied units surrendered.
Excellent maps accompany the clear, readable
text, with numerous photographs and origi-
nal artwork bringing the narrative to life.
Many Western works on the Pacific War give
minimal attention to the fighting on these
islands; this book bring the readers a detailed
understanding of one of the main objectives
of Japan’s campaign.  

Theirs the Strife: The For-
gotten battles of British
Second Army and Armee-
gruppe Blumentritt, April
1945 (John Russell, Helion
Books, South Yorkshire,
UK, 2021, 502 pp., maps,
photographs, appendices,

bibliography, index, $49.95, hardcover)
The final month of the war proved a mael-

strom for the British soldiers of the VIII and XII
Corps as they struggled to cross the Weser and
Aller Rivers. It was obvious to all that the war
would soon be over, but these British troops
ran into a German division formed from former
naval personnel augmented with a battalion of
Hitler Youth. Though this was the first battle
for most of the men in the German unit, they
fought tenaciously despite their inexperience.
The British had been fighting for months and
most of them were exhausted, but they pressed
on and overcame their opponents, revealing
their own courage and resilience. These opera-
tions were composed of hundreds of small-unit
actions by tankers, infantry, paratroopers, and
commandos. 

The author invested years researching the
actions so well described in this book, touring
the battlefields until so knowledgeable he could
give tours to British soldiers, imparting to them
the lessons and history of the fighting. Many
firsthand accounts appear in the narrative,
breathing life into each chapter, each advance
by the soldiers depicted in its pages. Over 100
good maps and figures provide orientation and
perspective. Many of the photographs come
from participants. The volume gives a welcome
expansion to the limited knowledge of this time
and place in the war. 
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or simply planned to issue one, but in the end the
gesture was meaningless. Insignia had already
been removed as part of the deception opera-
tions covering preparations for the offensive.  

The remnants of 6th SS Panzer Army took
part in the defense of Vienna in April 1945, and
afterward, the force—or what remained of
it—moved northwest and continued to resist as
best it could. With the exception of some
attached Hungarian forces, 6th Panzer Army
surrendered to American troops at the end of
the war. 

In addition to the successful use of mounted
troops, Operation Spring Awakening was
unusual in that it was led by armored units that
could make little use of their armor. The inabil-
ity of the tank units to advance led to relatively
low losses, though the panzergrenadiers suf-
fered accordingly. In addition, the German
Army maintained an effective recovery-and-
repair capability and was able to return dam-
aged or stuck tanks to operational condition as
the offensive went on. As a result, the German
armored forces were in relatively good condi-
tion at the end of the operation, though they
suffered heavy losses thereafter.

The achievements of the infantry component
are also notable, since these units had recently
received replacements who did not have
infantry training and experience. A mix of vet-
eran panzergrenadiers and out-of-place sailors
and Luftwaffe personnel bore the brunt of the
operations and the difficult retreat afterward,
though by that time conditions were such that
the panzers were back in action. 

Operation Spring Awakening can be viewed
as another example of Nazi delusion, and the
refusal of Hitler to accept defeat certainly
played a part. However, there was a real strate-
gic necessity to the counteroffensive that went
beyond ego or denial. The willingness of the
Nazi high command to commit its best remain-
ing forces in Hungary rather than using them to
stave off the fall of Berlin a little longer is
indicative of just how critical this operation was
seen to be. 

Operation Spring Awakening was impossi-
bly over-optimistic, but it offered just the slight-
est chance to avoid defeat. In that, it was the
best option available at the time.

Martin J Dougherty is a freelance author who
has published numerous books on history, con-
flict and mythology. He lives in north-east Eng-
land, and is the current President of the British
Federation for Historical Swordplay.

H u n g a r y
Continued from page 75

timing to minimize the threat of the deadly
Zero fighters he had seen in action earlier. No
contact with the enemy was made, and the
weather worsened on the return flight. Norris’
plane was lost. He and rear gunner Pfc. Arthur
Whittington were missing and presumed dead.

On the morning of June 5, Spruance and
Task Force 16 waited out some bad weather
and turned northwest to search for a possible
fifth Japanese carrier. Several air strikes during
the day produced no results. 

Meanwhile, the Japanese heavy cruisers
Mogami and Mikuma had been ordered to
bombard Midway’s airstrip. A subsequent mes-
sage then advised them to retire. During their
turn, an American submarine was sighted.
Mogami knifed into Mikuma, heavily damag-
ing Mogami’s bow and slowing the cruiser to
12 knots. Mikuma stayed close to her sister. An
American air strike that day produced no hits.
However, the following morning dive bombers
from Hornet hit Mogami with two bombs.
Enterprise Dauntlesses plastered Mikuma with
five bombs. Mogami took another bomb dur-
ing an afternoon attack but survived. Mikuma
sank that night, losing 700 crewmen.

By the evening of June 6, the U.S. Navy’s vic-
torious task forces had withdrawn from the
battle area. Yamamoto was steaming back to
Japan, contemplating his apology to Emperor
Hirohito and willing to accept sole responsi-
bility for the disastrous defeat. 

The American victory at Midway was deci-
sive. The Japanese occupied the Aleutian islands
of Attu and Kiska on June 7. However, they had
lost the soul of their fighting force and the offen-
sive initiative in the Pacific. Four aircraft carri-
ers had been destroyed along with 248 aircraft.
Nearly 3,100 sailors and naval aviators, the elite
of the Kido Butai, had been killed. 

The Americans had lost the Yorktown and
the destroyer Hammann, both torpedoed by
the Japanese submarine I-168 on June 6,
although the battered carrier remained afloat
until the following day. They had also lost 144
planes and 362 dead. 

Their mission, though, was accomplished.
Midway was secure, and the battle that proved
to be the turning point of World War II in the
Pacific had been decisively won.

Michael E. Haskew is the editor of WWII His-
tory Magazine. He has been writing and edit-
ing on military topics for more than 30 years
and is the author of numerous books and arti-
cles. He resides in Chattanooga, Tennessee.

M i d w a y
Continued from page 51
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Gripping, little-known WW II
stories, mostly of ordinary men
and women, non-combatants,
who fought the Nazis without
regard to their own safety
because they understood what
was at stake and felt they could
not live with themselves if they
didn't join in the fight. In a
panoramic and compelling
account, author Jerry
Borrowman shares seven
largely untold stories of people
who undertook extraordinary
efforts at enormous personal
risk to defeat the Third Reich.

ALSO BY JERRY BORROWMAN…

HEROES OF 
WORLD WAR II

AVAILABLE WHEREVER BOOKS ARE SOLD.
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