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[Re. “Stars Who Served,” by 
Roger Di Silvestro, Septem-
ber:] Left out were some of 
the biggest stars in Holly-
wood who served in the mil-
itary, including Glenn Ford, 
Charlton Heston, Jack Pa- 
lance, Eddie Albert, Charles 
Bronson, William Holden, 
Tyrone Power and George 
C. Scott.

John Dellinger
AURORA, COLO.

Editor responds: If only we 
had space to mention all who 
served, an even longer list that 
includes Sean Connery, Kirk 
Douglas, Mickey Rooney, Mel 
Brooks, Leonard Nimoy, James 
Arness, Ice-T, Drew Carey, 
Pat Sajak, Chuck Norris and 
many more.

Algerian 
Memories
Stephan Wilkinson’s article 
“Algerian Quagmire” [Sep-

tember] brought back sad 
memories, as I was a pied-noir 
who was a teenager during the 
war and living in the capital 
during the Battle of Algiers. 
The article is well balanced 
and does not spare criticism 
of either the French or the 
Algerian rebels.

However, no mention was 
made of the Harkis, an armed 
force of Muslim Algerians 
who sided with the French 
during the war and paid a 
terrible price after indepen-
dence was declared. Tens of 
thousands were hunted and 
massacred, often after be- 
ing subjected to gruesome 
torture. Many could not es- 
cape to France like my fellow 
pieds-noirs, because Louis 
Joxe, then French minis-
ter of state, would not allow 
them to do so—one of the 
more shameful chapters in 
French history.

There is one small error in 
the narrative, as the author 

translates ratissage as “rat 
hunt.” Ratissage would be 
more accurately translated as 
“search and sweep.” The con-
fusion may have come about 
because one of the derogatory 
nicknames pieds-noirs gave 
Algerians was raton, which 
means “baby rat.” During the 
dark period of OAS’s mur-
derous activities small groups 
of men engaged in ratonnades 
or “rat hunts.” Any Algerian 
who happened to cross their 
path was severely beaten or 
killed—not something to be 
proud of.

Your magazine is one of my 
favorites, and I always look 
forward to the next issue.

André M. Piquet
SAN FRANCISCO

Hannibal
Not once in his article [“Why 
Hannibal Lost,” May 2016] 
does Richard Gabriel mention 
Publius Cornelius Scipio, the 
person primarily respon-
sible for Hannibal’s down-
fall. (“Africanus” was added 
to his name as an honor for 
having defeated Carthage 
and saved Rome.) It was Sci- 
pio’s brilliant strategy to 
attack the Carthaginians’ 
main supply base, forcing 
Hannibal to abandon Italy 
and face the Romans in Af- 
rica, where he was ultimately 
defeated at Zama.

Richard Valente
CRANSTON, R.I.

Richard Gabriel responds: It 
was not Scipio’s decision to at-
tack Hannibal’s main supply 
base in Spain, if for no other rea-
son than Spain was not Hanni-
bal’s main supply base. Scipio 

arrived in Spain in 210 BC; 
Roman troops had been sent 
to Spain to counter the Cartha- 
ginians in 218 BC under Gnaeus 
Cornelius Scipio Calvus, Af-
ricanus’ uncle. In 217 BC Scip-
io’s father, Publius Cornelius 
Scipio, arrived with an army of 
reinforcements. Running battles 
ensued until 211 BC, when the 
Carthaginians killed the Scipio 
brothers and massacred their 
army at Castulo and Ilorca. 
By then Hannibal had already 
defeated the Romans at Treb-
bia (218 BC), Lake Trasimene 
(217 BC) and Cannae (216 BC). 
By the time Scipio was assigned 
to Spain, Hannibal had already 
been contained to southern 
Italy. In Spain a Roman army 
under Gaius Claudius Nero 
had pushed the Carthagin-
ians back from the Ebro River. 
Scipio joined forces with Nero’s 
army and took command while 
Nero returned to Rome. By this 
time Spain had long ceased 
to be a supply base for Hanni-
bal or anyone else. Hannibal’s 
withdrawal from Italy to Af- 
rica was a result not of the fall 
of Spain to the Romans, but the 
fact Scipio landed in Africa in 
204 BC and was threatening the 
capital. With few forces left in 
Africa—most had been sent 
abroad—Carthage recalled 
Hannibal to defend the city. 
For more information see my 
book Scipio Africanus: Rome’s 
Greatest General (Potomac 
Books, 2008).
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The Marine Corps has acknowledged mis-
identifying one of six men in Associated Press 
photographer Joe Rosenthal’s iconic photo 
of Marines raising the U.S. flag atop Mount 
Suribachi, Iwo Jima, on Feb. 23, 1945. There 
were two flag raisings that day. Navy corps-
man John Bradley—whose son James chron-
icled the events in his best-selling book 
Flags of Our Fathers—participated in the 
first flag raising that morning and was cred-
ited as one of those photographed raising 
the second, larger flag around noon. But a 
Marine Corps panel has concluded that 
Pfc. Harold Schultz, not Bradley, took part 
in the second flag raising. Schultz, who died 
in 1995, never spoke publicly of his role.

From their amphibious landing on Feb. 19, 
1945, the Marines spent a costly five weeks 
wresting the island from a deeply entrenched, 
21,000-strong Japanese force. The Americans 
suffered 6,821 killed in action and another 
19,217 wounded, while nearly all the Japa-

nese defenders were killed or committed 
suicide. Of the six men originally identified 
in Rosenthal’s photo, only three—Ira Hayes, 
Rene Gagnon and John Bradley—survived 
the battle. Realizing the propaganda value 
of the image, President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
ordered the trio stateside to pitch war bonds 
to a nation that hailed them as heroes.

In 2013 Irish amateur historian Stephen 
Foley scrutinized photos taken that day and 
based on differences in uniform and gear 
became convinced Bradley was not among 
the men in Rosenthal’s image. Foley took his 
findings to 5th Marine Division historian Eric 
Krelle, who pored over images and video and 
finally identified Schultz as the mystery Ma- 
rine. The duo took their findings to the Marine 
Corps, which appointed a panel to investigate 
the claim. This summer the panel concurred 
and identified the flag raisers as Ira Hayes, 
Harold Schultz, Michael Strank, Franklin 
Sousley, Rene Gagnon and Harlon Block.

WASPs Granted 
Arlington Burials
Congress has passed legislation  
allowing the cremated remains  
of Women Airforce Service Pilots 
(WASPs) to be interred at Virginia’s 
Arlington National Cemetery  
[arlingtoncemetery.mil]. During 

World War II 1,074 WASPs logged 
more than 60 million miles in mili-
tary aircraft on noncombat and 
training missions. Congress granted 
them active-duty status for veteran 
benefits in 1977. The Army later per-
mitted their burial at Arlington but 
had revoked the privilege in 2015 
due to overcrowding at the site. The 
new law overturns that decision.

Bikini Island Still 
Not Fit as Home
A Columbia University research 
team [k1project.org] has deter-
mined that Bikini Island—in the 
central Pacific republic of the  

Marshall Islands, where the United 
States conducted 67 nuclear tests 
between 1946 and 1958—remains 
uninhabitable due to high radiation 
levels. The team measured levels 
on all six islands in the northern 
Marshalls. The other five measured 
within safe limits. C
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News By Brendan Manley

‘If you get to the top, put it up’
— Lt. Col. Chandler Johnson, U.S. Marine Corps

Harold Schultz, 
second from left, 
never boasted 
of his role in the
proud moment
on Iwo Jima.

MARINES 
MISIDENTIFIED  
IWO JIMA 
FLAG RAISER
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Holocaust Survivor 
Elie Wiesel, 87
Holocaust survivor, author and  
activist Eliezer “Elie” Wiesel died  
on July 2. Wiesel was best known 
for his harrowing memoir Night, 

which related his 1944–45 im- 
prisonment with his father in the  
Auschwitz and Buchenwald Nazi 
concentration camps. His father, 
mother and younger sister died in 
the camps. In the postwar period 
Wiesel authored dozens of books, 
helped establish the U.S. Holo-
caust Memorial Museum [ushmm.
org] and espoused a number of 
humanitarian causes. In 1986 he 
received the Nobel Peace Prize.

Film Festival to 
Hit Utah Beach
The World War II Foundation  
[wwiifoundation.org], a non- 
profit documentary film produc-
tion company, will host its first 
Normandie–World War II Inter- 
national Film Festival June 2–6, 
2017, at the Utah Beach Museum 

[utah-beach.com/museum] in 
Sainte-Marie-du-Mont, France. 
Actor Kyle Chandler (Zero Dark 
Thirty) has agreed to chair the  
festival, which will spotlight World 
War II–themed feature films,  
documentaries and shorts. Cast 
members from the Emmy-winning 
HBO miniseries Band of Brothers  
will present awards.

In July retired U.S. Army Lt. Col. Charles Kettles, 86, received the 
Medal of Honor for spearheading a helicopter mission 49 years 
ago during the Vietnam War. On May 15, 1967, then Major 
Kettles led multiple flights of Bell UH-1D “Huey” helicopters 
in support of the 1st Brigade, 101st Airborne Division, after an 
ambush by a superior enemy force near Duc Pho. After three 
trips to insert reinforcements and supplies and evacuate the 
wounded and, finally, the remaining soldiers, Kettles returned 
once more in his Huey without support and under concentrated 
enemy fire to rescue eight stranded soldiers. The MOH is an up-
grade to the Distinguished Service Cross he had already received.

The U.S. Marine Corps Reserve marked its centennial [marines.
mil/usmcr100] on August 29 with ceremonies in New Orleans 
and New York City and will host memorial events nationwide 
through August 2017. Established by Congress in 1916, the 
reserve has supported the Marines Corps from World War I 
through the ongoing war on 
terror by augmenting and re-
inforcing active-duty troops 
across a range of military opera-
tions. Reservists accounted for 
70 percent of the Marines who 
served in World War II, and in 
1948 the reserve launched its 
Toys for Tots [toysfortots.org] 
campaign for needy children.

MARINE CORPS RESERVE
CELEBRATES CENTENNIAL

WAR 
RECORD
Oct. 20, 1793 
The 36-gun frigate HMS 
Crescent, under Royal Navy 
Captain James Saumarez 
(see P. 48), captures the 
French frigate Réunion  
without suffering any  
direct combat casualties. 
King George III later knights 
Saumarez for the action.

Oct. 23, 1983
Suicide bombers drive 
explosives-laden trucks  
into a U.S. Marine Corps 
barracks and a French  
army barracks in Beirut, 
Lebanon (see P. 56). The 
blasts kill 241 Marines, 58 
French soldiers and six 
civilians. U.S.-based courts 
find Iran responsible for the 
Marine barracks bombing.

Nov. 16, 1776
Building on the British 
victory at the Battle of 
Brooklyn (see P. 24),  
Lt. Gen. William Howe 
defeats the last Conti- 
nental Army stronghold  
in New York City at the  
Battle of Fort Washington.

Nov. 22, 1942
The Imperial Japanese Navy 
removes the 5.5-inch deck 
gun from the Type B1 sub-
marine I-17 in preparation 
for supply runs to Guadal- 
canal. That February I-17’s 
gunners had shelled the 
California coast (see P. 34).

Nov. 30, 1898
Having retired that  
September on his 64th 
birthday, Maj. Gen. William 
Montrose Graham Jr.—
namesake of his heroic 
uncle (see P. 64)—musters 
out of the U.S. Volunteers 
after a final command dur- 
ing the ongoing Spanish-
American War.C
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MEDAL OF HONOR FOR
VIETNAM HUEY PILOT
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This summer Europeans marked the centen-
nial of the World War I Battle of the Somme, 
which raged in northern France July 1–
Nov. 18, 1916. That first day of battle 100 
years ago remains the bloodiest in the history 
of the British army, which suffered 57,470 
casualties, including 19,240 killed. Over the 
course of the inconclusive 141-day offensive 
British, French and German forces sustained 
more than 1.1 million combined casualties.

On July 1 this year Britain’s Royal Horse 
Artillery fired a 100-gun salute in London’s 
Parliament Square, followed by a nationwide 
moment of silence that ended at 7:30 a.m., 
the moment troops went “over the top.” Then 
during morning rush hour re-enactors in 
World War I uniforms mingled with commut-
ers at British railway stations, singing wartime 

songs and handing out memorial cards, each 
bearing the name, unit and age of a soldier 
killed on that terrible first day of battle.

Cannon fire opened joint ceremonies that 
afternoon at the Thiepval Memorial to the 
missing in northern France, as British and 
French schoolchildren laid flower wreaths 
on the 600 Allied graves at the foot of the 
memorial. Dignitaries in attendance in-
cluded French President François Hollande, 
British Prime Minister David Cameron and 
Prince Charles, who read period accounts 
of the frontline horror and carnage. Rela-
tives of Somme veterans wore British poppy 
and French cornflower pins to honor the 
dead, and after a medley of wartime songs 
organizers released a cascade of poppy and 
cornflower petals from atop the monument.

EUROPE MARKS CENTENNIAL
OF COSTLY SOMME CAMPAIGN

Britons Know Little 
About the Somme
According to a recent survey  
conducted by London’s National 
Army Museum [nam.ac.uk], 43 
percent of Britons don’t know  
the Battle of the Somme occurred 
in World War I, while 46 percent 
don’t know it happened in 1916  
in France. Perhaps surprisingly, 
baby boomers were the least 

knowledgeable of those sampled:  
A staggering 88 percent of respon-
dents aged 55 to 64 claimed to 
know little to nothing of the battle.

Poles to Remove 
Soviet Memorials
The Polish Institute of National  
Remembrance [ipn.gov.pl/en], 
tasked by Parliament with investi-
gating crimes from World War II 
through postwar communist occu-
pation, proposes moving some  

300 Soviet-era monuments (exclud-
ing those in Soviet cemeteries) from 
the nation’s public spaces into a less 
conspicuous centralized memorial 
park. The move comes amid criti-
cism of Russia’s recent annexation 
of Ukraine’s Crimean Peninsula.  
The proposal allows local coun- 
cils to decide whether to comply. C
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News

‘There perished also the zest and idealism with which 
nearly 3 million Englishmen had marched forth to war’
—British historian A.J.P. Taylor

Commuters in
Britain traveled
back in time
with uniformed 
World War I
re-enactors.



A portion of the proceeds from every Pearl Harbor Gold Coin 
will go toward raising a “Lone Sailor” statue at Pearl Harbor—
proposed to be constructed with metal from the USS Arizona!

IRA APPROVED

Prices may be more or less based on current market conditions. The markets for coins are unregulated. Prices can rise or fall and carry some risks. The company is not affi liated with the U.S. Government and 
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enlarged to show detail. ©2016 U.S. Money Reserve. This solicitation is being conducted by U.S. Money Reserve, Inc. (“USMR”), a Delaware corporation, with its principal offi ce in Austin, Texas, and its shipping 
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OF THE STATE OF NEW JERSEY BY CALLING 973-504-6215 AND IS AVAILABLE ON THE INTERNET AT http://www.state.nj.us/lps/ca/charfrm.htm. REGISTRATION WITH THE ATTORNEY GENERAL DOES NOT IMPLY ENDORSEMENT.

PEARL 
HARBOR

75th Annivers ary
U.S. Money Reserve proudly announces the WORLDWIDE EXCLUSIVE release 
of an ultra rare gold coin that pays tribute to one of the most defi ning 
moments in world history. As the fi rst government-issued gold coin ever 
minted to commemorate the 75th Anniversary of Pearl Harbor, now is your 
chance to forever memorialize this powerful event with 24-karat gold.
 
Today’s release features the coveted “fi rst issue” minting class, designating 
these coins as the fi rst ever struck in the world. We honor our wartime Allies by 
joining forces with one of the most established government mints in the world—
Australia’s prestigious Perth Mint—to create this fi rst in coin history. The iconic 
attack is vividly brought to life with three intricately engraved U.S. Navy ships 
set against a backdrop of Pacifi c waves and Hawaii’s famous landscape, while 
two Imperial Japanese Zero fi ghter aircraft fl y overhead. The coin’s legal tender 
status is bolstered by an offi cial portrait of Queen Elizabeth II on the front.
 
Don’t miss your chance to own this 75th Anniversary Pearl Harbor Gold Coin. 
If you’re looking to diversify your portfolio or acquire a safe-haven asset, this 
limited production solid gold coin is a must for any gold owner. These exclusive 
government-issued coins are being released on a fi rst-come, fi rst-served 
basis for the special price of only $189 per coin. Please be advised: U.S. Money 
Reserve’s vault inventory will be available at this limited-time price while 
supplies last or for up to 30 days. Do not delay. Call 1-855-425-2719 today.

1-855-425-2719
VAULT CODE: MH17

WWW.USMONEYRESERVE.COM/PEARLHARBOR

EXCLUSIVE FIRST-RELEASE GOLD OFFER

$18900
Per Coin
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5 COINS       $945

10 COINS    $1,890

A Date Which Will Live in Infamy...

Official Legal Tender, 
Government-Issued Gold

Minted at the world-renowned Perth Mint and legal tender 
under the authority of the government of Tuvalu.

1/10 oz. Gold Coin

EXCLUSIVE
24-K GOLD 

RELEASE

EXCLUSIVE
FIRST-EVER 

MINTING

U.S. Money Reserve proudly announces the WORLDWIDE EXCLUSIVE release 
of an ultra rare gold coin that pays tribute to one of the most defi ning 
moments in world history. As the fi rst government-issued gold coin ever 
minted to commemorate the 75th Anniversary of Pearl Harbor, now is your 
chance to forever memorialize this powerful event with 24-karat gold.
 
Today’s release features the coveted “fi rst issue” minting class, designating 
these coins as the fi rst ever struck in the world. We honor our wartime Allies by 
joining forces with one of the most established government mints in the world—
Australia’s prestigious Perth Mint—to create this fi rst in coin history. The iconic 
attack is vividly brought to life with three intricately engraved U.S. Navy ships 
set against a backdrop of Pacifi c waves and Hawaii’s famous landscape, while 
two Imperial Japanese Zero fi ghter aircraft fl y overhead. The coin’s legal tender 
status is bolstered by an offi cial portrait of Queen Elizabeth II on the front.
 
Don’t miss your chance to own this 75th Anniversary Pearl Harbor Gold Coin. 
If you’re looking to diversify your portfolio or acquire a safe-haven asset, this 
limited production solid gold coin is a must for any gold owner. These exclusive 
government-issued coins are being released on a fi rst-come, fi rst-served 
basis for the special price of only $189 per coin. Please be advised: U.S. Money 
Reserve’s vault inventory will be available at this limited-time price while 
supplies last or for up to 30 days. Do not delay. Call 1-855-425-2719 today.
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The daring escape by  
Allied POWs from Ger- 
many’s Stalag Luft III— 
subject of the film The  
Great Escape—was one  
of many 20th century  
subterranean exploits.  
Examples include:

Escape From  
Death Pit
Researchers have un- 
earthed a 115-foot escape 
tunnel hand-dug by Jewish 
prisoners at an infamous 
Nazi execution site in 
Ponary, Lithuania, near Vil-
nius. The condemned dig-
gers were ordered to burn 
corpses by day (to conceal 
the genocide) and sleep  
in the burial pit at night.

Tunnel Tagging
Historians are cataloging 
World War I–era graffiti—
names, nationalities, units, 
etc.—that visiting Allied  
soldiers scrawled on the 
walls of 16th century lime-
stone tunnels beneath  
the village of Naours in 
northern France.

Working 
Underground
Officials in Porta Westfal- 
ica, Germany, have opened  
for public tours a series of 
tunnels beneath nearby  
Jakobsberg Hill that served 
as factory space and as  
storage space for aviation 
fuel during World War II.

Still Cold
A network of Norwegian 
caves used for arms storage 
during the Cold War is being 
modernized by U.S. troops 
tasked with beefing up NATO 
defenses near the Russian 
border. The climate-con-
trolled caves can house up 
to 15,000 Marines and 100 
site support personnel.

Japan, Australia 
Bring Home Fallen
Japan and Australia are conduct- 
ing massive efforts to repatriate  
their war dead. By 2025 Japan  
aims to recover the remains of  
some 1.13 million of its 2.4 million 
war dead from World War II. Austra-
lia, meanwhile, is focusing efforts on 
its Vietnam War dead, specifically 

those interred in Singapore and  
Malaysia. Prior to 1966 Australian  
military policy called for soldiers  
killed overseas to be buried in the 
countries where they had fallen.

For Sale: Falklands’ 
Carrier Illustrious
The U.K. Ministry of Defence [mod.
uk] is shopping HMS Illustrious,  
a 689-foot, 24,250-ton Invincible- 
class light aircraft carrier that pro-
vided air defense in the wake of  
the 1983 Falklands War. Launched  

in 1978 as an anti-submarine warfare 
platform, Illustrious was designed  
to carry up to 22 aircraft—a mix of 
Sea Harrier fighters and helicopters 
(not included in the sale). The minis-
try has also removed its guns, will 
strip hush-hush “material coatings” 
from the hull and expects the buyer 
to “recycle” (read scrap) the vessel.

Retired U.S. Army Air Forces staff sergeant and Doolittle Raider 
David Thatcher, 94, died on June 22, leaving retired Lt. Col. 
Richard “Dick” Cole, 100, as the sole surviving member of the 
group of 80 airmen [doolittleraider.com] who conducted the 
daring April 18, 1942, strike on the Japanese Home Islands. 
Thatcher (above) was flight engineer/gunner on The Ruptured 
Duck—one of 16 B-25B bombers launched from the carrier 
USS Hornet—while Cole was copilot on the lead plane, flown 
by mission commander Lt. Col. James “Jimmy” Doolittle. The 
raid, which targeted military installations and factories in and 
around Tokyo, wholly surprised the Japanese and provided a 
vital boost to American morale in the wake of Pearl Harbor.

Vermont-based nonprofit Purple 
Hearts Reunited [purplehearts 
reunited.org] seeks to return 100 
“lost” World War I Purple Hearts to 
the relatives of recipients before the 
April 6, 2017, centennial of the U.S. 
entry into the war. Founder Zach-
ariah Fike—a Vermont National 
Guard Captain, combat veteran and 
Purple Heart recipient—has already 
returned about two-dozen medals 
and/or certificates, and he plans to 
send any unclaimed awards to his-
torical societies or museums near recipients’ hometowns. 
Purple Hearts Reunited regularly returns such “lost” awards 
dating from World War I through present-day conflicts.

GROUP TO RETURN 100 
WWI PURPLE HEARTS

WARTIME
DIGS

DOOLITTLE RAIDERS
DOWN TO ONE MAN

News
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And Walking with Barbed Wire Roll

$72



14 MILITARY HISTORY NOVEMBER 2016

T
H

O
M

A
S

 S
A

M
S

O
N

/A
FP

/G
E

T
T

Y
 IM

A
G

E
S

conjunction with the national memorial 
in Kansas City.

What is the relationship between 
the commission and the World 
War I Memorial in Kansas City?
The memorial’s director, Matthew Nay- 
lor, is one of our commissioners. We 
are linked with them in every way, and 
we feel strongly there are in fact two 
National World War I Memorials—the 
one in Kansas City and the one we’re 
working on in Washington, D.C. 

What role do social media play  
in your programs?
“Millennials” are part of our core audi-
ence in terms of educational outreach. 
We want them to know World War I 
was not a conflict fought only by foreign 
powers with no American involvement. 
We have a solid following on Facebook 
[facebook.com/ww1centennial], and we 
have a presence on Twitter [twitter.com/

bipartisan and a congressional commis-
sion, not a presidential one. There were 
appointments to the commission by the 
president, by the majority and minority 
leaders of both the House and Senate, 
by the Veterans of Foreign Wars and 
the American Legion, and by the Na-
tional World War I Museum [theworld 
war.org] in Kansas City.

What is its mission?
Our number one mission to educate 
the American people about the nation’s 
participation in World War I. We do 
that through a variety of “sub missions,” 
one of which is to coordinate events 
nationwide. We set up a vigorous series 
of programs throughout the United 
States, and we make recommendations 
to the president and Congress on which 
events they should attend. Another of 
our missions is to revitalize Washing-
ton, D.C.’s Pershing Park and make it 
a National World War I Memorial in 

Established by Congress in 2013, the 
World War I Centennial Commission 
[worldwar1centennial.org] is charged 
with planning, developing and executing 
programs to commemorate the centennial 
of World War I. Chairing the commission 
is historian, author, battlefield tour leader 
and retired U.S. Army Colonel Robert  
J. Dalessandro. Following in the footsteps 
of his grandfathers, who served in World 
War I, Dalessandro was commissioned 
in the U.S. Army after graduating from 
the Virginia Military Institute. He has 
since held a range of staff and leadership 
positions in the military and government. 
Dalessandro is a former director of the 
U.S. Army Center of Military History and 
remains deputy secretary of the Ameri-
can Battle Monuments Commission.

What are the origins of the World 
War I Centennial Commission? 
The commission was created by an act 
of Congress. It is unusual in that it’s 

Dalessandro focuses on events 
both nationwide and abroad, 
including the Lafayette Escadrille
Memorial rededication this year.

Interview Robert J. Dalessandro
World War I Centennial
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the mall is considered a completed work, 
meaning that to add a new monument 
would require years, perhaps decades, 
of effort by Congress and other agencies.

Over time many people came to see 
Pershing Park, in the center of Washing-
ton, D.C., as the best alternate location. 
In the 1970s the American Battle Monu-
ments Commission had established a 
portion of the park as a memorial to the 
American Expeditionary Forces of World 
War I, and the memorial is centered on 
a statue of General John J. Pershing.

In 2015 Congress directed the park be 
redeveloped as a National World War I 
Memorial, but there has been opposition 
to the plan, because it would require sig-
nificant alteration of the park’s original 
layout, designed by noted landscape 
architect M. Paul Friedberg. He is seek-
ing to have the park added to the Na-
tional Register of Historic Places, which 
would preclude its redevelopment. Until 
a final determination is made, we cannot 
move forward with the memorial, but 
I am cautiously optimistic it will be 
dedicated as planned on Nov. 11, 2018.

Given the thousands of World  
War I memorials nationwide, why 
erect another national memorial?
The Vietnam Veterans Memorial was 
really the first national war memorial 
built on the mall, and we seem to be 
working our way backward through his-
tory—we now have the Korean War 
Veterans Memorial and the National 
World War II Memorial. It seems to me 
there should be a capstone memorial to 
World War I—not one that honors only 
the American Expeditionary Forces, but 
one that honors everyone who served, 
the entire generation.

Why continue to educate people 
about World War I?
It is important because the conflict was 
such a pivotal moment in American his-
tory. It’s also important because it shows 
the people of our nation that we value 
service, and that even after they’re gone, 
we as a nation deem it important to pay 
tribute to them. We show the people 
who are willing to serve the nation that 
their service and sacrifices will be re-
membered and honored. MH

Is the commission coordinating 
with foreign organizations?
The countries we work closely with are 
France, Britain and Italy. We’re partici-
pating in keynote events on both sides 
of the Atlantic. These began this past 
April with the rededication of the Lafay-
ette Escadrille Memorial [lafayettepilots 
memorial.com] and will go all the way 
through the November 2018 anniver-
sary of the armistice that ended the war. 

How can people participate in 
the commemoration?
First, through our website. It includes 
a calendar of events and a button that 
offers people the chance to volunteer in 
particular activities. There is also a but- 
ton that will guide people to the website 
of their state commission, offering them 
the chance to find out about everything 

being done locally. We wanted to make 
it easy for people to participate in state 
or city activities, because many of the 
American divisions that took part in the 
war were National Guard organizations 
raised in specific states or regions.

What was the spark for a National 
World War I Memorial in D.C.?
Before his death in 2011 Frank Buckles 
—the last surviving American veteran 
of World War I—served as honorary 
chairman of the World War I Memorial 
Foundation [wwimemorial.org]. That 
organization and Buckles himself be-
lieved strongly a memorial should be 
erected on the National Mall. However, 

ww1cc]. We have also leveraged other 
social media outlets, including Insta-
gram and Tumblr, and it has worked 
very well for us.

We try to find “hook” stories—some-
thing in the news that in some way re-
lates to a facet of World War I, like the 
Lafayette Escadrille centennial. They’re 
mostly human-interest stories about 
individuals and topics young people 
can relate to.

How does the commission 
partner with states?
The education process works best when 
it works upward from the state level 
rather than down from the federal level. 
There are organized World War I cen-
tennial commissions in 48 of the 50 
states that are already doing a lot of 
things. One of the main avenues of 
approach is what we refer to as 100 
Cities/100 Memorials—an effort to re-
store at least two World War I memo-
rials in every state and to get school 
students engaged in the restoration pro-
cess. We want young people to go to 
the memorials, help restore them and 
at the same time learn about the people 
whom the memorials honor. Because 
we have lists of every American casu-
alty of World War I, we can tell people 
of each community about folks from 
their town who perished in the war. It 
makes the lost very real to young people 
learning about them.

What support do you offer 
interested communities?
We’re trying to engage as many com-
munities as possible. What we didn’t 
want to do was dictate what people 
should be learning or how local com-
munities should approach the education 
process. We encourage local histori-
cal societies to come up with programs 
we could help them with and adver-
tise for them. We have resources—not 
the least of which is a pool of eminent 
historians, all more than willing to visit 
communities. We also have a teacher’s 
guide to World War I we disseminated 
to 350,000 teachers across the country. 
That way, if a teacher wants to cover 
the war, they don’t have to go hunting 
for resources.
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B
y 1914 Jesuit Father Pierre Teil-
hard de Chardin was a prom-
ising young anthropologist, 
paleontologist, theologian and 
philosopher. Yet he served duti-

fully on the Western Front as a non-
combatant French army stretcher-bearer. 
For his service under fire he received 
the Légion d’honneur, the Croix de guerre 
and the Médaille militaire (pictured), his 
nation’s highest award for combat valor.

Born in 1881 at his family estate near 
Clermont-Ferrand, Teilhard was edu-
cated in Jesuit schools in France until 
1902, when forced to transfer to England 
after the French government shut down 
all parochial schools nationwide. After 
taking his vows in 1911 in Hastings, he 

returned to France to pursue a doctorate 
in geology at the Sorbonne in Paris. But 
the war interrupted his studies. 

Called up in December 1914, Teil-
hard reached the front in the new year. 
Serving with the Zouaves for 
the duration, he witnessed 
some of the bloodiest battles 
of the war, at Ypres and Cham-
pagne in 1915, Verdun in 1916, 
along the Aisne in 1917 and 
on the Marne in 1918.

As happened to many of 
his fellow soldiers, Teilhard’s 
frontline service profoundly 
influenced his worldview, as-
pects of which clashed with 
Catholic orthodoxy. “A man 
who his country has commit-
ted to the fire,” he observed 
mystically in September 1917, 
“has concrete evidence he no 
longer lives for himself—that 
he is freed from himself—that another 
thing lives in and dominates him.”

Despite his long stint, the highest 
rank Teilhard achieved was corporal. 

He turned down assignment as divi-
sional chaplain with the rank of cap-
tain, saying simply, “Leave me among 
the men.” While officially a medic, he 
remained a priest and continued to per-
form his religious duties. One officer 
who served with Teilhard recalled one 
occasion at the front near Nieuport when 
Teilhard celebrated an entire Mass hun-
kered on his knees in a shallow trench.

Many of his fellow Zouaves were 
Muslim. To establish rapport with them, 
he abandoned his blue French service 
uniform and kepi in favor of the khaki 
uniform and red fez of the African colo-
nial troops. The Muslim soldiers called 
him le sidi marabout—roughly trans-
lated as “the honorable holy man.”

On Jan. 30, 1919, Teilhard crossed 
the Rhine into Germany with his regi-
ment, and his unit was demobilized that 
March. He’d lost two brothers to combat.

Following the war, Teilhard achieved 
renown as an anthropologist and paleon-
tologist, even while stoking controversy 
with his contrary views on evolution 

and original sin. In 1925 his 
own Jesuit order ordered him 
to repudiate his theories and 
give up teaching, though he 
remained a lifelong member 
of the order. As late as 1962, 
seven years after his death in 
New York City, the Vatican 
cautioned against teaching 
Teilhard’s published works. 

But the disgraced Jesuit 
and former combat medic has 
since become something of 
an intellectual cult figure, and 
several recent popes, including 
Benedict XVI—history’s first 
Jesuit pope—have referenced 
his works. It was Teilhard’s 

personal experiences in the blood and 
mud of the Western Front that proved a 
decisive influence on his still debated 
philosophy and beliefs. MH

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin
French Army
Légion d’honneur
Médaille militaire
Croix de guerre
Western Front
1914–18
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Officially a medic, 
Teilhard also served  
his fellow French 
soldiers as a priest. 

Valor Honorable Holy Man
By David T. Zabecki
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secure the aid of a large Bulgar army 
from outside Constantinople.

The defenders repulsed initial Mus- 
lim attempts to take the city via the 
inlet known as the Golden Horn, as 
Byzantine light galleys called dromons 
(“runners”) rammed the Umayyad ships 
and set their decks ablaze with Greek fire 
—an early form of napalm that burned 
on water and could be extinguished 
only by sand or urine. Subsequent Mus- 
lim incursions met similar fates.

Despite receiving reinforcements 
from Egypt and Africa, the Muslim army 
made no headway and finally lifted its 
yearlong siege after losing 22,000 men 
to the Bulgars at Adrianople.

Historians often credit Frankish com-
mander Charles Martel’s celebrated 
victory at Tours in 752 with stopping 
the Muslim advance into Europe, but 
the force Martel faced—with far more 
troops at his command—was one- 
quarter the size of the army Leo had 

T
he 632 death of Muhammad, 
the unifying Arab military 
leader and founder of Islam, 
presaged the beginning of the 
Muslim conquests that over-

ran much of the Middle East and North 
Africa. By the early 8th century Muslim 
armies of the Umayyad caliphate stood 
poised on Europe’s doorstep, with the 
Byzantine capital of Constantinople as 
their primary obstacle.

In 717 the Umayyad Caliph Sulay-
man, looking to kick open the door to 
the Continent, sent his brother Maslama 
against Constantinople with an army of 
at least 80,000 men and a fleet of some 
1,800 galleys. Facing them were a vastly 
outnumbered garrison and small navy.

Somewhat balancing the scales, how-
ever, was a secret weapon—Greek fire 
—not to mention Leo III the Isaurian, 
arguably the Byzantines’ greatest war-
rior-emperor. Recognizing the threat 
well in advance, the Byzantines had 
prepared by stockpiling food and sup-
plies, and Leo used his diplomatic skills, 
and a great deal of Byzantine gold, to 

defeated. Leo’s victory is all the more 
notable in that it occurred when the 
Continent was in the throes of the Dark 
Ages and comprised mainly small, 
quarrelsome kingdoms that would 
have stood little chance of turning back 
the Muslim host.

Lessons:
The enemy of my enemy can be 
an ally. The Bulgars were never fast 
friends of the Byzantines, but a stand-
ing treaty coupled with Leo’s success-
ful persuasion (and overt bribery) of 
their khan, Tervel—a fellow Christian 
who would fight for his faith—was 
decisive in breaking the siege.
Technology can give you an edge. 
The effective use of Greek fire enabled 
the Byzantines to neutralize the Umay- 
yad fleet as a fighting force.
Pick the right man for the job. 
Leo’s predecessor, Theodosius III,  
was more monk than commander 
and, indeed, ceded his throne to  
enter a monastery. Leo was by train-
ing and disposition a warrior whose 
organizational and tactical skills  
preserved Constantinople.
Plan ahead. The Byzantines had 
stored ample food and supplies for the 
siege, while the Muslims, unprepared 
for a harsh winter, died in droves from 
exposure, starvation and disease.
Know your strengths. Leo knew 
the double walls of Constantinople 
could withstand virtually any assault by 
land. Realizing the Muslims would rely 
on a seaborne attack, he concentrated 
on defending the Golden Horn with 
his nimble galleys spewing Greek fire.
Understand the consequences. 
Had the Muslims taken Constantino-
ple in 717 instead of seven centuries 
later, Islam might have gobbled up 
Europe unopposed. MH V
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What We Learned From...  
The 717–18 Siege of Constantinople 
By John Bertrand

Persuaded by Leo III to join forces, Tervel led 
his Bulgars to victory against Muslim invaders.
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N
o naval power produced as wide a variety of 
submarine types—ranging from suicidal Kaiten 
(“Return to Heaven”) manned torpedoes to 400-
foot giants capable of launching floatplane bombers—
nor put them to as many uses as did Japan in World War II. 
For all that, due to Japan’s insistence on using its force as a surface 

fleet adjunct with commerce raiding secondary, few submarine fleets accomplished 
so little for such a heavy expenditure of ingenuity, resources and lives.

Arguably the most successful (relatively speaking) of Japan’s many submarine variants was 
the Type B1 I-boat, one in a succession of long-range cruiser subs meant to support the fleet 
in its “decisive battle” against the Allies. Besides packing a 5.5-inch deck gun, dual 25 mm 
anti-aircraft guns and 17 of the 21-inch kerosene/oxygen-propelled Type 95—the fastest 
torpedo in use by any navy—the B1 boasted a streamlined hangar that housed a catapult- 
launched Yokosuka E14Y1 floatplane. In 1944 I-36 was modified to carry six Kaiten, I-37 four. 
Despite its impressive range, the I-boat’s size, slow dive time, relatively shallow operating 
depth and sluggish underwater performance made it vulnerable to rapidly improving Allied 
anti-submarine radar, sonar and weaponry.

The 20 Type B1s completed between the fall of 1940 and spring of 1943 saw widespread 
service, including attacks on the U.S. West Coast (see related story, P. 34). B1s accounted 
for 50 merchant and auxiliary vessels (11 of them by I-21). In 1942 I-26 crippled the 
U.S. aircraft carrier Saratoga and sank the light cruiser Juneau. On September 15 of that year 
I-19 sank the carrier Wasp and destroyer O’Brien and damaged the battleship North Carolina 
with a single torpedo spread. The I-boats were also used—make that misused—as transports, 
notably on three special cargo runs to Europe. Only I-36 survived the war. MH

20 MILITARY HISTORY NOVEMBER 2016

10

9

8

6

3

2

1

17

18
19

20

21

5

4 7



NVG 135 IMPERIAL JAPANESE NAVY SUBMARINES 1941–45/OSPREY PUBLISHING LTD.

 1. Radio mast 
 2. Radio wire
 3. 11th Year Type 5.5-inch deck gun
 4.  Longwave radio wire
 5. Range finder for deck gun
 6. Type 96 dual 25 mm anti-aircraft guns
 7. No. 2 periscope
 8. No. 1 periscope
 9. Navigation bridge (surface only)
 10.  Conning tower
 11. Hangar
 12. Collapsible aircraft crane
 13. Aircraft catapult
 14. Forward diving plane
 15. Starboard torpedo tubes
 16. Torpedo room (also crew berthing 
  and mess area)
 17. Yokosuka E14Y1 floatplane (stowed) 
 18. Crew compartment
 19. Starboard propeller
 20. Rear diving plane
 21. Rudder

Hardware Type B1 I-Boat
By Jon Guttman / Illustration by Tony Bryan

Length: 356 feet 6 inches
Beam: 30 feet 6 inches
Height: 31 feet 6 inches
Draft: 16 feet 9 inches
Displacement: 2,584 tons 
surfaced, 3,654 tons 
submerged
Maximum speed: 23.5 knots 
surfaced, 8 knots submerged
Range: 14,000 nautical miles 
surfaced, 96 miles submerged
Power: Two 12,400 hp diesel 
engines, two 2,000 hp electric 
motors
Standard armament:  
One 5.5 mm deck gun aft,  
Type 96 dual 25 mm guns  
on conning tower platform,  
six bow torpedo tubes,  
17 torpedoes
Aircraft carried: One  
Yokosuka E14Y1 floatplane
Crew: 94
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introduced by Prussian military theorist Carl von Clausewitz in his 1832 book 
On War, refers to both literal and figurative conditions present during battle.

The former include roiling curtains of dust raised by armies on the move, 
clouds of greasy smoke from flaming structures or vehicles or bodies, drifting 
veils of acrid vapor produced by artillery or massed musketry, and the concealing 
cloak of deliberately released smokescreens. Throughout history such conditions 
—and the equally disorienting effects of bad weather—have helped or hindered, 
defeated or delivered contending military forces, in the process negating the 
best-laid plans and intentions of the combatants.

As disruptive or helpful as the literal fog of war may be in the course of 
military operations, however, the figurative version is often a more decisive 
factor affecting the outcome of skirmishes, battles and even wars.

Poor planning or communication, or an inaccurate read of battlefield 
conditions, can induce leaders to claim victory where none truly exists, thereby 
influencing the course of a subsequent campaign. Inadequate training and inept 
leadership can, on contact with the enemy, precipitate the disintegration of a 
seemingly strong and well-equipped force. The failure to discern an opponent’s 
intentions or capabilities can lead commanders to discount the threats their 
forces face, leading to otherwise avoidable catastrophic losses. The breakdown  
of unit cohesion in the aftermath of a strategically unimportant tactical defeat 
can turn a momentary setback into a rout. And, of course, the corrosive effect of 
unreasoning fear can induce blind panic among armies and civilian populations 
—a panic that at best may lead to the unnecessary expenditure of both blood  
and treasure, and at worst may result in humiliating defeat. MH
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YWashington nearly lost the war in Brooklyn, 

but thanks to a clever evacuation behind  
a veil of fog, he ultimately bested the British  
By Norman Goldstein

Continental Army commander General
George Washington lost New York but
rebounded to win the Revolutionary War.  
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William Howe, com-
mander in chief of the 

British army in North America, faced a difficult decision. His 
forces had been trapped in Boston for nearly a year, besieged 
first by American militiamen and then by General George 
Washington’s nascent Continental Army. The only access to 
the city for supplies and reinforcements was by sea, and rebel 
warships and privateers prowling the approaches to Bos- 
ton made life difficult for Howe’s resupply vessels. His men 
were on short rations, and privation gripped the populace.

On the night of March 4 Washington directed the em-
placement of artillery and several thousand troops atop 
Dorchester Heights, overlooking Boston. The Americans 
had captured the guns the previous spring from the British 
at Fort Ticonderoga in northern New York and hauled them 
to Massachusetts by boat and drawn sledge. Their position on 
the heights enabled Washington to command both the city 
of Boston and its harbor. With the heights virtually unassail-
able and his own artillery outranged and unable to hit the 
American guns, Howe made his decision: He would evacuate 
his troops from Boston, regroup and resupply them in the safe 
harbor of British-held Halifax, Nova Scotia, then hit the rebels 
where they appeared their weakest—in the city of New York. 

From the British point of view, taking New York made per-
fect sense. Howe and his senior commanders believed they 
would face a weak and disorganized army in the city, where 
they had more Loyalist support than they’d had in Boston. 
Capturing it would ensure British control of the harbor 
and the Hudson and East rivers, and it would geographically 
split the rebellious colonies. Once he’d secured New York, 
Howe intended to move additional troops south from Canada 
to “pacify” restive New England.

The Americans were equally aware of New York’s strategic 
importance. John Adams, the Massachusetts-born member 
of the Continental Congress who had nominated Washing-
ton to command the Continental Army, called the city “a kind 
of key to the whole continent.” Washington himself wrote 
of the forthcoming campaign, “It is a matter of the utmost 
importance to prevent the enemy from taking possession of 
the City of New York and the North [Hudson] River, as they 
will thereby command the country and the communication 
with Canada.” In early July, when the British attack seemed 
imminent, Washington rallied the soldiers in his general 
orders: “The fate of unborn millions will now depend, under 
God, on the courage and conduct of this army....We have, 
therefore, to resolve to conquer or die.”

But the army destined to face the British in New York 
comprised largely raw, untrained and untested troops. Alex-
ander Graydon, a 24-year-old captain who found himself 
in charge of an ad hoc regiment sent to defend Brooklyn, 
across the river from Manhattan, reported he was able to 
recruit only 40 privates and 21 Indians in a tedious process 
marked by “endless care, fatigue and endless pain.” For the 
most part those recruited lacked discipline and equipment.

The English were already familiar with Brooklyn, having 
taken it from the Dutch in 1664 when it was a part of the 
colony of New Netherland and the city of New Amsterdam. 
Redcoats based in New York after the 1754–63 French and 
Indian War frequented the village, crossing the river for an 
evening’s entertainment at one of the numerous public 
houses, especially the Ferry Tavern at the river’s edge. 
Older officers called on the English-owned estates and 
were also welcomed to notable Dutch homes. 

Understanding the importance of intelligence, Wash-
ington now sent spies to infiltrate British ranks in their 
Long Island military installations, Brooklyn representing 
the westernmost tip of that “long” island. (Most notable 
among American spies during the campaign was young 
Nathan Hale, who masqueraded as a Dutch schoolteacher 
but was captured by the British and hanged for treason 
after famously stating, “I only regret that I have but one life 
to lose for my country.”)

Washington directed the building of defenses against 
the probable British naval attack, which he presumed 
would come from the harbor and up the East River between 
Manhattan and Brooklyn. He surveyed Staten Island and 
set up a lookout there, facing east toward the Narrows, to 
provide advance warning of the British approach. He forti-
fied Nutten [Governors] Island in the upper bay and set up 
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IN THE SPRING OF 1776

Washington understood the importance of intelligence gathering. 
Above: The commander surveys British forces in northern Manhattan. 
Opposite: British Maj. Gen. William Howe landed tens of thousands of 
troops on Long Island in a determined push to overwhelm the rebels.



British commanders believed 
they would face a weak and 
disorganized army in New York  
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artillery in the lower Manhattan defenses known as the 
Battery. Washington established his command post at the 
Cornell House, popularly known as the “Four Chimneys,” 
in Brooklyn Heights, atop a bluff overlooking the harbor 
and the East River. There, using a tall pole affixed to the 
roof, he devised a system of communication with subordi-
nate commanders in Manhattan, flying flag signals by day 
and lanterns at night to report on British troop movements. 

Meanwhile, Continental Army defenses under construc-
tion in and around Brooklyn included Fort Defiance, Fort 
Box, Fort Putnam (on the hills overlooking Wallabout Bay), 
Oblong Redoubt (aka Ring Fort), Fort Corkscrew (on a 
conical 60- to 80-foot height called Cobble Hill), Fort 
Greene and Fort Stirling. Surrounding each position was 
either a large ditch or redoubt connected to a line of similar 
entrenchments. Together the forts boasted some 30 guns, 
all of which faced the water.

Though they were far from the 
strongest defenses, Washington be-
lieved the forts and troops manning 
them were ready for any British attack.

On the British side Howe was de-
termined to simply overwhelm the 
Americans gathering to protect New 
York. By early July a British fleet of 
130 ships carrying more than 9,000 

troops lay at anchor in the lower bay, and on July 2—
the very day the nascent American Congress declared the 
country’s independence (a declaration formally adopted on 
July 4)—the British began landing on Staten Island. Those 
who gathered along the Manhattan shoreline to observe 
the spectacle saw what one witness described as a “forest 
of masts” that made it seem “all London was afloat.” And 
more invaders were en route. Howe’s brother, Admiral 
Richard Howe, arrived a week later with 150 more ships 
and another 13,000 soldiers. Still more transports arrived 
in early August, raising the British naval presence to more 
than 400 ships.

Despite their numerical superiority the Howe brothers 
made one last attempt to arrange a peaceful solution with 
Washington, but the American general chose to hold on to 
the city, setting the stage for what would be the first pitched 
battle of the Revolutionary War. FR
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Founder’s Flintlocks
Washington purchased or received as
gifts many pairs of flintlock pistols,
including the set at left. Ironically, all 
were imported from Britain or crafted
from British parts, as few gunsmiths of
note operated in 18th century America.

Delaware militiamen, above, joined 
Marylanders in a rearguard action that 
enabled the bulk of the American force 
to regroup atop Brooklyn Heights. 
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By mid-August the British had amassed some 32,000 sol-
diers, including 8,000 Hessian mercenaries, 10,000 sailors, 
70 warships and hundreds of transport vessels. British 
and German troops alike were supplied with the muzzle-
loading Brown Bess musket, a bayonet-equipped long arm 
firing a .75-caliber lead ball. But the main British advantage 
in firepower lay in its artillery—a staggering 1,200 cannon. 
Most of the weapons on the American side came from 
militia arsenals or had been captured from the Redcoats 
and included, in addition to artillery, the Brown Bess, the 
highly accurate Kentucky (or Pennsylvania) rifle, flintlock 
pistols and sabers.

After weeks of suspense, on the morning of August 22 
some 15,000 British troops under Lt. Gens. Henry Clinton 
and Charles Cornwallis crossed the Narrows from Staten 
Island and landed on the Brooklyn shore at Gravesend 
Bay, near Denyse’s Ferry (site of the present-day Verrazano- 
Narrows Bridge), well south of Washington’s cannons. An 
American chaplain, Philip Vickers Fithian, recalled the 
moment in his journal:

Crack! Crack! An alarm from Red Hook. Crack! Crack! 
Crack! The alarm repeated from Cobble Hill. Orders are 
given for the drums to beat To Arms. The enemy have 
been landing for some time down at the Narrows and, 
it is said, have now ashore several thousand.

Gravesend—the one town founded by English settlers 
in the former Dutch colony—remained largely populated by 
Loyalists, thus the Redcoats met only token resistance. They 
advanced 6 miles north that day and set up camp in the vil-
lage of Flatbush, while Washington’s forces withdrew to the 
adjacent heights (in present-day Prospect Park). Three days 
later British vessels disembarked 5,000 additional troops. 
But Washington believed the landings to be a ruse and split 
his army between Manhattan and Brooklyn, with the East 
River between them. His assessment soon proved wrong.

On August 27—one of the loveliest days that summer, 
the sky dawning clear and bright after a thunderstorm—
the British attacked in force.

Washington’s plan for Long Island was to defend from the 
high ground, his 10,000 or so troops centered on Brooklyn 
Heights, under the overall command of Maj. Gen. Israel Put- 
nam, with support from Brig. Gen. William Alexander (Lord 
Stirling) on the heights of Gowanus and Maj. Gen. John 
Sullivan in the Flatbush hills.

In the predawn darkness detachments of British troops 
moved up from their starting points along—from west to 
east—the Gowanus Road (which followed the curve of the 
bay north to the Brooklyn Ferry), the Flatbush Road and the 
King’s Highway. The first significant contact came at Flat-
bush Pass (later known as Battle Pass), Brooklyn’s highest 

Captain Samuel Smith (who later served his 
state as a U.S. senator) leads the surviving 
Marylanders to safety across Gowanus Creek.



DISTANCE: Gravesend Bay to Wallabout Bay 7.5 miles/12 km
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Battle of Brooklyn
D

riven from Boston after an 11-month siege, British Maj. Gen. William Howe regrouped 
his humiliated men in Halifax, Nova Scotia, where he could resupply his army and send 
for reinforcements before hitting the upstart rebels in vulnerable New York. Both sides 
appreciated its strategic importance. Were Howe to wrest control of the city, he would 
choke off New England from the other colonies, then send a pacifying force south from 

Canada to finish the job. Meanwhile, resolute Continental Army commander George Washington 
strengthened defenses along the East River and split his army between Manhattan and Brooklyn.

For his part Howe intended to simply overwhelm the American defenders. Between early July 
and early August 1776 more than 400 British ships arrived in the lower bay and disembarked 
32,000 British and Hessian troops and 1,200 cannons on Staten Island. After landing 20,000 men 
at Gravesend Bay, Howe made the opening move on August 27, sending three detachments in a 
pincer movement against American defenders in the Gowanus and Flatbush hills. Pushing them 
back to the main American position atop Brooklyn Heights, Howe made ready his final assault.
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British Arrival in New York
Even as the Continental Congress formally declared the nation’s 
independence, 400-plus British ships landed thousands of troops 
on Staten Island—part of Howe’s plan to overwhelm the rebels.



British March North
On August 27 the Redcoats marched 
from Gravesend Bay north in a three- 
pronged attack directed at American 
defenses in the Gowanus and Flatbush 
hills. Under pressure the bulk of the 
defenders fled to Brooklyn Heights.

Escape to New York
The pincer movement by experienced British 
troops had effectively trapped the Americans 
against the East River. Had Howe moved quickly 
—or, conversely, had Washington not moved 
quickly enough—the British would have won  
the day. As it was, rain and thick fog enabled  
Washington to escape undetected to Manhattan.
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natural point, where a superior force of Hessians drubbed 
the outnumbered Americans. While the Germans captured 
Sullivan, most of his men were able to retreat north across 
the Long Meadow and join well-trained Maryland infantry-
men under Major Mordecai Gist that had dug in along a 
ridgeline. Under pressure from the encroaching British, Stir-
ling also fell back. After sending most of the remaining 

troops across Gowanus Creek to join the main American 
position atop Brooklyn Heights, he and Gist led the Mary-
landers in a rearguard action. Despite being outnumbered 
nearly 10-to-1, this stalwart “Maryland 400” twice assaulted 
the British position at the Vechte-Cortelyou House. Wash-
ington, viewing the encounter through a spyglass from the 
redoubt at Cobble Hill, reportedly exclaimed, “Good God, 
what brave fellows I must this day lose!”

And lose them he did—256 of the Marylanders were 
killed, either cut down during the back-to-back assaults, 
slaughtered by the pursuing British and Hessian forces, or 
chased into the creek to drown. Fewer than a dozen made 
it safely to Brooklyn Heights. Stirling himself was captured, 
but the “brave fellows” had held off the British long enough 
to allow 300 of their countrymen to escape. 

Meanwhile, in a flanking maneuver not anticipated by 
the Americans, the British main force under Clinton and 
Cornwallis had marched northeast through lightly de-
fended Jamaica Pass, pivoted west and now threatened to 
roll up the defenders’ left flank.

Thus far in this first significant clash of the war the more 
numerous and better-trained British had outflanked, out-
maneuvered and outsmarted the Americans, forcing their 
retreat to Brooklyn Heights, where they were effectively 
trapped between the Redcoats and the East River. The Brit-
ish almost certainly could have finished off the Americans 
that night and abruptly ended the war, but a cautious Howe 
halted his troops. Then nature intervened.

On August 28 a heavy storm rolled in, and both sides 
dug in to await better weather. The deluge continued through 
the night and into the afternoon of August 29. At that point 
Howe made a fatal error—electing to wait one more day to 
launch what he assumed would be the final attack.

Even as Howe spread the word to postpone the British as-
sault, Washington and his commanders decided to disengage 
and withdraw. The heavy rains, followed by thick fog, gave 
the Americans the opportunity to maneuver without being 
observed by the British. Around noon on the 29th Wash-
ington issued orders to the quartermaster in New York “to 
impress every kind of water craft…that could be kept afloat 
and that had either sails or oars, and have them all in the 
east harbor of the city by dark.”

The evacuation, conducted in secrecy and silence, began 
about 8 p.m. that night at Brooklyn Ferry (present-day 

The better-trained British had 
outflanked, outmaneuvered and 
outsmarted the Americans
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Fulton Ferry, a site abutting the Brooklyn Bridge and the 
shortest river crossing between Manhattan and Brooklyn). 
Washington ordered a rearguard to keep the fires burning 
atop Brooklyn Heights to dupe the British into believing the 
Americans remained in camp. Crewing the evacuee-filled 
rowboats, barges and canoes were peacetime sailors and 
fishermen from a recently arrived Massachusetts regiment 
under Colonel John Glover. After muffling the vessels’ oars 
with cloth, they first transported cannons, ammunition, 
supplies and horses. Next came the wounded. Then, through 
the night until just before dawn, they ferried the remain-
ing cold, wet, defeated American soldiers across the river. 
The last boats pushed off from Brooklyn Ferry at 6 a.m.

The evacuation had been an unqualified success. Wash-
ington was able to save some 9,000 men—the bulk of the 
defensive force—as well as most of their horses, equipment 
and supplies. The British, for their part, had suspected 
nothing and were astonished when the fog finally lifted mid-
morning on August 30 to reveal the enemy had slipped away 
under their very noses.

While the evacuation enabled the Continental Army to fight 
again another day, the Battle of Brooklyn had taken its toll 
—some 300 Americans had been killed, 700 wounded and 
1,000 captured. In contrast the British and Hessians reported 
combined losses of 64 killed and 293 wounded.

The American defeat and evacuation also allowed the 
British to occupy Brooklyn and impose martial law, which 
often constituted little more than organized looting. Many 
Dutch settlers, on returning to the lands they left to es- 

cape the war, found the Redcoats had reduced their homes 
to ashes. The occupiers used other houses as stables or to 
billet soldiers, and they repurposed churches and school-
houses into makeshift prisons and hospitals for captured 
Americans. Careless or vengeful Redcoats tore down fences, 
trampled gardens and destroyed what crops they could 
not use. Torrential rains subsequently turned Brooklyn’s 
few roads into impassable mud holes, which suffered fur-
ther under the passage of heavy British gun carriages and 
supply wagons.

That autumn a deadly fever swept through the British 
encampment, while those who dodged the fever suffered 
from a range of other illnesses. But conditions were far 
worse for the American prisoners, most of whom the British 
had crammed aboard prison ships anchored in Wallabout 
Bay. Scarcely half of them survived their captivity. Indeed, 
during the war more than 11,000 American prisoners, most 
in their 20s and early 30s, would die from starvation and 
disease—a number far exceeding the 6,800 total American 
combat casualties.

Although the Battle of Brooklyn had ended in an Ameri-
can defeat, the intrepid Continental Army fought on until 
the defeated British ultimately undertook their own humil-
iating departure from New York on Nov. 25, 1783—an event 
still celebrated as Evacuation Day. MH

New York–based writer Norman Goldstein is a regular  
contributor to Military History. For further reading he  
recommends The Battle for New York, by Barnet Schecter, 
and The Battle of Brooklyn, 1776, by John J. Gallagher.C
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the high ground on which Washington
staged troops to confront the British.

Charles Cornwallis

Henry Clinton
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A soldier poses beside a shell 
hole after the Japanese sub 
I-17’s attack on the Ellwood oil 
facility west of Santa Barbara. THE 

BATTLE 
THAT 
NEVER 
WAS
In February 1942, days  
after a Japanese submarine 
shelled the California coast, 
anti-aircraft gunners in Los 
Angeles engaged a far more 
insidious and elusive foe
By Liesl Bradner
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twilight was settling over the sleepy, seaside town of Goleta, 10 miles north of 
Santa Barbara. Most Californians—like their fellow citizens across the country 
—were gathered around their radios. President Franklin Roosevelt had begun 
his latest “fireside chat” broadcast, the first since the U.S. declaration of war  
on Japan nearly 11 weeks earlier.

Though the attack on Pearl Harbor had sparked fears of a full-scale Japanese 
assault on the West Coast, nothing had materialized. Early in his speech Roose- 

velt emphasized that America was engaged in “a new kind of war…different from all other wars of the past, 
not only in its methods and weapons but also in its geography.” The president asked listeners to spread a map 
of the world before them so they could follow his references to the “world-encircling battle lines” of the conflict 
into which the United States had been drawn. 

Warming to his subject, Roosevelt then said something Californians would soon find eerily prescient: 
“The broad oceans which have been heralded in the past as our protection from attack have become endless 
battlefields on which we are constantly being challenged by our enemies.”

Even as the president spoke, sailors of the same navy responsible for the devastating surprise assault on 
the U.S. Pacific Fleet in Hawaii were preparing to launch the first direct attack by a sovereign nation on the 
American mainland since the War of 1812.

And the sleepy coast of California would be the target.

A few minutes 
after 7 p.m. on 
Feb. 23, 1942,
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On Feb. 1, 1942, two American aircraft carrier task forces 
carried out aerial attacks and naval gunfire bombardments 
on Japanese ships and shore installations in the Gilbert and 
Marshall islands, some 2,500 miles southwest of Hawaii. 
While the attack caused only moderate damage, it came 
as a complete surprise to the Japanese and was a rude re-
minder that despite its losses at Pearl Harbor the U.S. Navy 
could still lash out across the Pacific.

Among those wounded during the American attacks was 
Vice Adm. Mitsumi Shimizu, who commanded Japan’s sub-
marine force from his f lagship, the light cruiser Katori, 
based at Kwajalein Atoll in the Marshalls. Soon after the 
U.S. assault he ordered several subs to give chase and then 
patrol the area south of Hawaii, hoping to ambush the 
American raiders as they returned to Pearl Harbor. On 
February 7 Shimizu directed one of the patrolling boats, 
Commander Kozo Nishino’s I-17, to detach from the group 
and head for the California coast. Nishino’s mission was 
to target American shore installations.

I-17 and its captain were ideally suited to the mission. 

Launched in 1939, the vessel was a large, long-range 
Type B1 cruiser submarine (see P. 20) capable of traveling 
16,000 miles without refueling. In addition to 17 torpedoes, 
a 5.5-inch deck gun and twin 25 mm anti-aircraft guns, 
I-17 was fitted with a waterproof hangar that housed a cata-
pult-launched E14Y1 floatplane. Larger and arguably more 
capable than contemporary American subs, the Type B1 
was a well-built and highly effective predator.

At I-17 ’s helm was a skilled and experienced captain. 
A career naval officer, Nishino was a graduate of the Im-
perial Japanese Navy’s submarine school. 
Before the war he had commanded a tanker 
that regularly hauled oil from California to 
Japan, and he had visited ports from San 
Francisco to San Diego. Believing the latter 
offered the greatest number of targets, Ni- 
shino set a course for southern California 
and arrived off Point Loma on February 20. 
The following night, as the submarine cruised 
on the surface to recharge its batteries, its 
lookouts spotted what appeared to be an 
enemy patrol boat. Nishino changed course 
and increased speed but was finally forced to 
submerge when it appeared the unidentified 
vessel was following the sub.

On the morning of February 22, as Ni- 
shino pondered the wisdom of remaining 
in the heavily trafficked seas off San Diego, 
he received a radio message from Shimizu 
on Kwajalein directing I-17 to shell a shore 
target of his choice in order to stir panic 
along the West Coast. After considering 
several possibilities, Nishino settled on an 
area he knew well: the Ellwood Oil Field, a 
few miles west of Goleta. According to Cali-
fornia historian and author Justin Ruhge, 
during his days as a tanker captain the Japanese officer 
had repeatedly stopped at the Ellwood installation to re- 
fuel and take on oil. As a guest of the Barnsdall–Rio Grande 
Oil Co. he had frequented the local Wheeler Inn café. 

This visit, however, would not be as sociable.

By dawn on February 23 the submerged I-17 was entering 
the west end of the Santa Barbara Channel, the roughly 
28-mile-wide, 80-mile-long body of water separating the 
California coast from the four northernmost Channel Is-
lands. Through his periscope Nishino sighted several oil 
storage tanks and what he believed to be the refinery. Then 
he submerged and waited out the daylight. At dusk I-17 

Avenge Ellwood!
In the wake of I-17’s attack
Santa Barbarans launched 
an “Avenge Ellwood” war 
bonds drive using the above
logo. Its mission: to fund 
construction of a bomber 
and a fighter nicknamed
the “Flying Santa Barbaran”
and the “Ellwood Avenger.”
Their aspirations fell short,
however, as the bomber was 
never built and the fighter
never engaged the enemy. 

I-17 Commander Kozo Nishino boasted he had “left Santa Barbara in 
flames,” as depicted on the postcard opposite. The widely published 
Los Angeles Times photo at left, of searchlights and flak bursts, fueled 
rumors of a Japanese air raid. An anti-aircraft gun crew, below right, 
test fires its weapon before onlookers in the wake of the “attack.” 
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surfaced and moved inshore, coming to a stop some 4,000 
yards off the beach as Nishino prepared his crew for action.

At 7.15 p.m., despite diminished visibility in the dark-
ness and haze, Nishino ordered I-17’s deck gun crew to send 
seven armor-piercing rounds whistling toward the storage 
tanks. After landing what they believed to be several solid 
hits—despite no visible fire or damage—the gunners 
shifted their aim and lobbed an additional 10 rounds at 
the presumed refinery. While the exploding shells pro-
duced no secondary explosions or gouts of oily f lame, 
Nishino and his bridge crew were convinced they’d in-
f licted serious damage on the oil facility. At 7:35, after 
seeing car lights ashore and hearing the dim warble of a 

siren, the Japanese captain ordered his gunners to cease fire 
and got his vessel under way. About an hour later several 
witnesses spotted the surfaced I-17 exiting the east end of 
the channel. Three aircraft and two destroyers gave chase 
but failed to locate the submarine.

On reaching the open sea, I-17 circled back north, its 
captain intending to hunt for targets off San Francisco. By 
the time the submarine set out on the return trip to Japan 

on March 12 Nishino had attacked—and reported to have 
sunk—two American ships. 

Tallying those presumed victories alongside what Ni- 
shino reported as severe damage to the Ellwood oil facilities, 
I-17’s California cruise seemed to have been a great success. 
Indeed, on the sub’s March 30 arrival at Japan’s sprawling 
Yokosuka naval base the captain and his men were hailed 
as the heroes of what was portrayed as a daring and almost 
suicidal mission. Japanese newspapers nationwide lauded 
the first attack on the U.S. mainland, and to boost morale, 
printers issued millions of commemorative postcards de-
picting the shelling of the California coastline.

While the propaganda value of I-17’s patrol dissolved in 
the wake of the April 18 raid on Tokyo and environs by a 
flight of 16 carrier-launched U.S. Army Air Forces B-25B 
bombers led by Lt. Col. James Doolittle, Nishino and his 
crew continued to believe they had struck a mighty blow 
against America and caused widespread panic up and down 
the West Coast.

As it turned out, they were only half right. 

Although I-17’s shelling of the Ellwood oil installation was 
an undeniably bold act, from a tactical point of view it was 
a complete waste of ammunition. The attack caused no 
casualties, and most shells fired by the sub’s deck gunners 
fell short of their intended targets, dropping into the sea, 
onto the beach or impacting atop nearby cliffs or in empty 
fields. Those few rounds that actually hit something did 
an estimated $500 worth of damage, primarily to a small 
derrick, a solitary pump house and a catwalk at the Barns-
dall–Rio Grande facility. Aside from the handful of war-
planes and pair of destroyers dispatched to hunt for the 
retiring I-17, the attack had failed to draw off further mili-
tary resources or compel the U.S. Navy to recall what re-
mained of the Pacific Fleet to protect the West Coast. A
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Soldiers examine the pier at Goleta, above, damaged by shellfire in 
the submarine attack west of Santa Barbara. Soldiers on high alert 
after the L.A. air raid, above right, drill beneath camouflage netting 
strung along the California coast to cloak their defensive position. 

Although the shelling of Ellwood 
was a bold act, tactically it was  
a complete waste of ammunition
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A  Dec. 7, 1941  I-26 shells and sinks the Honolulu-bound 
U.S. Army–chartered lumber freighter Cynthia Olson 300 
nautical miles off San Francisco, making it the first American 
merchant ship sunk by a Japanese submarine in World War II. 

B  Dec. 20, 1941  I-17 shells the tanker Emidio, which is 
abandoned and runs aground off Crescent City, Calif. 

C  Dec. 23, 1941  I-21 torpedoes and sinks the oil tanker 
Montebello off Cambria, Calif., but all 38 crewmen survive.

D  Dec. 25, 1941  Off Point Fermin in San Pedro, Calif., 
I-19 torpedoes the lumber freighter Absaroka, which is  
towed and beached near Fort MacArthur.

E  Feb. 23, 1942  I-17 shells the refinery at Ellwood Oil 
Field, west of Santa Barbara, Calif., causing minor damage. 

F  June 20, 1942  I-26 shells the lighthouse and radio-
direction-finding installation at Estevan Point, British Columbia, 
prompting authorities to extinguish all lights along the coast.  

G  Sept. 9, 1942  I-25’s Yokosuka E14Y1 floatplane drops 
an incendiary bomb on forestland 50 miles southeast of Cape 
Blanco, Ore., but U.S. Forest Service lookouts contain the fire.

H  Sept. 29, 1942  I-25’s E14Y1 again targets forestland 
50 miles west of Cape Blanco, but damp conditions suppress 
any fire, and Forest Service crews never find the bombs.

I  Oct. 4, 1942  I-25  torpedoes the tanker Camden off the 
Oregon coast, which survives the attack, only to be destroyed 
by a fire of unknown origin while later under tow.

J  Oct. 5, 1942  I-25  sinks the tanker Larry Doheny off Port 
Orford, Ore., killing six and destroying 66,000 barrels of oil.

K  Oct. 11, 1942  I-25  attacks what it assumes to be two 
U.S. submarines off the Oregon coast but instead sinks the 
Soviet L-16 with all hands. (L-15 makes it to San Francisco.)

But Nishino and his crew had fulfilled the second part of their mission 
in spectacular fashion, for their attack had sparked widespread un-
certainty and fear along the Pacific coast. Residents from San Diego to 
the Canadian border suddenly woke to the fact the Japanese were not only 
entirely capable of bringing the war to America’s shores but also likely 
to do so without warning. 

Within 24 hours of the bombardment of Ellwood that growing para-
noia led to what has gone down in history as “The Great L.A. Air Raid.”

Although word of the Ellwood shelling was front-page news on Tuesday, 
February 24, the day was a relatively calm one for residents of greater Los 
Angeles—until early evening, that is. At about 7 p.m. the headquarters 
of the 37th Coast Artillery Brigade, at Camp Haan in Riverside, began 
receiving reports of flares and blinking lights in the vicinity of defense 
plants and oil fields along the coast. At 7:18 p.m. air raid sirens started 
to wail as helmeted wardens rushed to their posts countywide. When 
no threat materialized, authorities lifted the alert at 10:23 p.m. A few 
hours after midnight, however, all hell broke loose. 

According to a report from Western Defense Command, at 1:44 a.m. 
on February 25 a coastal radar site picked up an unidentified aerial target 
some 120 miles west of Los Angeles. Anti-aircraft batteries throughout 
the region were put on high alert, their guns manned and fully loaded. 
At 2:15 a.m. two additional radar sites reported that the unidentified 
object was rapidly approaching the city, and minutes later the regional 
air-raid warning center ordered a total blackout. Within an hour the 37th 
Coast Artillery—charged with the air defense of greater Los Angeles—
ordered its batteries of .50-caliber machine-guns and 3-inch anti-aircraft 
guns scattered across the city’s hills to open fire as targets presented 
themselves. Within moments the dark skies above the city were alive 
with stabbing searchlight beams, arcing necklaces of tracer fire and the 
bright bursts of exploding shells.

Pilots of the 4th Interceptor Command were put on alert, but their 
aircraft remained grounded. Accounts flooded in of enemy planes within 
a 25-mile radius of greater Los Angeles, even though the mysterious 
object initially tracked by radar appeared to have vanished. At 3:06 a.m. 
spotters reported a balloon carrying a red flare over Santa Monica, and 
anti-aircraft gunners redirected their fire inland.

Anne Ruhge was 9 years old and living in the beach town of Venice 
that chaotic night. “My mother woke me and my sister up and shouted, 
‘They’re shooting!’” she recalled. “We looked out our kitchen window, 
and there were searchlights everywhere, and guns were firing. I remem-
ber my mom being so nervous her teeth were chattering. It was really 
scary. We thought it was another invasion.” Ruhge’s father was in the 
California National Guard and had been called out. “When he came back 
home, he didn’t want to talk about it. Said it was top secret.”

“I heard about the bombing in Santa Barbara, but that was a submarine 
attack,” recalled Robert Hecker, then a 20-year-old working for Douglas 
Aircraft Co. in Long Beach. “When this air raid broke out, it was a total 
surprise. The guns and sirens woke me up. I ran outside, but I couldn’t 
see any concentrated fire.” Hecker may not have seen anything, but he 
did hear it when a piece of flak bounced off the roof of his house.

At 7:21 a.m. the regional warning center finally sounded the all clear 
and lifted the blackout order. Anti-aircraft batteries had fired more than 
1,400 shells that night, but no bombs had been dropped, no aircraft shot 
down. There were, however, five civilian casualties—three from black-
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out-related car accidents, two from heart attacks. Hearsay 
and conjecture ran rampant amid the chaos. Local media 
did little to assuage fears the next day with sensational, 
unsubstantiated headlines.

William Randolph Hearst’s Los Angeles Herald-Examiner 
led the charge:

AIR BATTLE RAGES OVER LOS ANGELES
One Plane Reported  
Downed on Vermont  
Avenue by Gunfire

Bowing to pressure, the Los Angeles Times joined the hyper-
bolic bandwagon:

L.A. AREA RAIDED!
Jap Planes Peril Santa Monica,

Seal Beach, El Segundo, Redondo,
Long Beach, Hermosa, Signal Hill

The Times was the only paper to send out a photographer 
that night and published several photos of the “raid,” includ-
ing a dramatic image of the night sky lit up like the Fourth of 

July by searchlight beams and air bursts.
Rumor had it the sighting of an air-

craft launch from a Japanese submarine 
had triggered the night’s events.

“My father was a manager at Vultee 
Aircraft,” recalled Clegg Crawford, who 
said shrapnel fell like rain that night in 
his Long Beach neighborhood. “He was 
called away to a crash site that night along 
with men from Douglas and Lockheed. 
He told me a seaplane from a submarine 
had crashed, and they were going to sepa-
rate it into pieces for examination.” Post-
war interviews and examination of Im- 
perial Japanese Navy records have since 
confirmed no Japanese planes were air-
borne over Los Angeles at the time of the 
raid. It was later determined anti-aircraft 
gunners had mistaken drifting smoke 
swept by the beams of powerful search-
lights for enemy aircraft.

In the aftermath of the barrage Lt. Col. John G. Murphy 
—the Army’s senior anti-aircraft artillery officer for the 
Western United States—and a board of fellow officers inter-
rogated 60 witnesses, civilians as well as Army, Army Air 

Forces and Navy officers and enlisted personal. In the May-
June 1949 issue of the U.S. Coast Artillery Association’s 
Antiaircraft Journal, Murphy wrote of the interviews: 

About half the witnesses were sure they saw planes in the 
sky. One flier vividly described 10 planes in V formation. 
The other half saw nothing.

While he couldn’t account for such discrepancies, Murphy 
did proffer an explanation for the aberrant shelling:

The firing had been ordered by the young Air Force con-
troller on duty at the Fighter Command operations room. 
Someone reported a balloon in the sky. He of course visu-
alized a German or Japanese zeppelin. Someone tried to 
explain it was not that kind of balloon, but he was ada-
mant and ordered firing to start (which he had no au-
thority to do). Once the firing started, imagination created 
all kinds of targets in the sky, and everyone joined in.

The primary cause of “The Great L.A. Air Raid” did in- 
deed turn out to be a balloon—but one launched by the city’s 
defenders, not the Japanese.

At about 1 a.m. on February 25, hours after the initial scare 
in Los Angeles, one of the 37th Coastal Artillery regiments 
sent up a meteorological balloon to measure wind speed 
and direction—vital information were its batteries to suc-
cessfully engage enemy aircraft. It was that very balloon, 
fitted with a red flare so those on the ground could track it, 
that prompted anti-aircraft batteries to open fire. When the 
shooting settled down, gunners in a different regiment, 
dissatisfied with their performance, decided to glean addi-
tional data and sent up a second flare-toting balloon—and 
all hell again broke loose.

After the war the Los Angeles Daily News published a 
plausible alternative explanation from a man who had 
served in one of the coastal batteries:

Early in the war things were pretty scary, and the Army 
was setting up coastal defenses. At one of the new radar 
stations near Santa Monica the crew tried in vain to ar-
range for some planes to fly by so they could test the system. 
As no one could spare the planes at the time, they hit upon 
a novel way to test the radar. One of the guys bought a 
bag of nickel balloons and then filled them with hydrogen, 
attached metal wires and let them go. Catching the off-
shore breeze, the balloons had the desired effect of showing 
up on the screens, proving the equipment was working. But 
after traveling a good distance offshore and to the south, 
the nightly onshore breeze started to push the balloons back 
toward the coastal cities. The radar picked up the metal 
wires, and the searchlights swung automatically on the 
targets, looking on the screens as aircraft heading for the 
city. The ack-ack starting firing, and the rest was history.

Paranoia Meets 
Pandemonium
So read film posters for Steven
Spielberg’s wartime parody 
1941, starring John Belushi 
(above) as glory-seeking
California-based Curtiss P-40
pilot Wild Bill Kelso. “The Great 
L.A. Air Raid” inspired it and 
other films, documentaries
and books, and even provided 
fodder for conspiracy theorists.

‘Imagination created all kinds  
of targets in the sky, and  
everyone joined in’
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Although the Japanese had had nothing to do with the 
“Battle of Los Angeles,” it and I-17’s shelling of the Ellwood 
oil facilities served to hasten the implementation of—and 
broaden the effects of—Executive Order 9066, which Roo-
sevelt had signed into law on February 19. In the interest 
of national security the order prescribed certain areas as 
military zones, clearing the way for internment of any and 
all resident aliens, but the paranoia that erupted on the 
West Coast in late February ensured those of Japanese 
ancestry were disproportionately sent to internment camps 
farther inland for the duration of the war. 

Back in Santa Barbara, area residents embraced the I-17 
bombardment as a badge of honor, granting them boasting 
rights as the first American city to survive an enemy attack 
on the mainland in more than 200 years. The 4th Santa 
Barbara War Savings Committee and American Women’s 
Voluntary Services soon initiated an “Avenge Ellwood!” 

war bonds campaign, plastering its plane-shaped logo on 
every available surface. Funds were directed to build two 
warplanes—a bomber and a fighter dubbed respectively the 
“Flying Santa Barbaran” and “Ellwood Avenger.” Appar-
ently, the bomber was never built, while the fighter never 
saw action. Today the Ellwood refinery and tanks are long 
gone, replaced by the Sandpiper Golf Club and exclusive 
Bacara Resort & Spa.

“The Great L.A. Air Raid” went on to become fodder for 
alien conspiracy theorists and the subject of books, docu-
mentaries and films, including Steven Spielberg’s comedy 
spoof 1941 and, more recently, the sci-fi war film Battle: Los 
Angeles. And each February the Fort MacArthur Museum 
in San Pedro stages an annual fund-raiser that centers on 
a live recreation of the air raid, enabling onlookers to step 
back in time and experience a little of what it was like that 
mysterious, terrifying night in 1942. MH

Liesl Bradner is a Los Angeles–based journalist and writer 
whose work has appeared in the Los Angeles Times, World 
War II magazine and other publications. For further reading 
she recommends The Great Pacific War, by Hector C. Bywater, 
and The Military History of California, by Justin M. Ruhge.C
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A soldier on coastal watch duty, above, scans for enemy planes with 
pedestal-mounted binoculars that transmit a target’s bearing and 
range. Bette Davis joins studio pals for a drill in a Hollywood air raid 
shelter, top right. Public notices, above right, list the nearest air raid 
shelters and notify Japanese Americans of their impending internment.
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Its Iraqi crew had already 
abandoned this Soviet-built
T-72 when U.S. Marines 
destroyed it in an April 2003
encounter near Saddam City.
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Weapon designers have countered the evolution of tanks 
with the invention of tools to destroy them  By Jon Guttman
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T
he infantryman is history’s oldest warrior, and down through the centuries he has had to keep 
pace with each new advance in weapon technology—from cavalry to artillery to airplanes—that 
threatened to eclipse him. Thus far the ground pounder has found ways to address each new 
threat, including the armed and armored tank.

From the time the tank first clanked across no-man’s-land at the Somme in 1916, its lethal 
potential was manifest. The Germans sought to counter early British examples with a large,  

high-velocity anti-tank rifle. The introduction of thicker armor in the lead-up to World War II exposed the 
anti-tank rifle’s limitations, so weapon designers conceived rocket-propelled shaped charges in the form of 
the bazooka, PIAT (Projector, Infantry, Anti-Tank) and Panzerfaust, which had mixed success but helped 
dispel a measure of psychological terror among infantrymen. While the American M9 bazooka failed to 
thwart Soviet-built T-34/85s in Korea in July 1950, the improved 3.5-inch M20 could, leading to widespread 
exclamations of “I got me a tank!” among U.S. troops. The rocket-propelled grenade developed by the Soviet 
Union after World War II proved an equalizer for a global array of guerrilla fighters, ranging from the Viet 
Cong to Afghan mujahedeen. In April 1972 South Vietnamese ground troops turned the tables on invading 
North Vietnamese tanks, when the former beat back the latter with the M72 LAW (light anti-tank weapon). 
During the 1973 Arab-Israeli War invading Egyptian infantryman gained confidence from the Soviet 9K111 
Fagot (“bassoon”) wire-guided anti-armor missile, which paid early dividends against Israeli armor.

Combined arms remains the ideal military approach to killing tanks, but in a pinch David in boots 
can lug enough firepower to engage the mechanized Goliath. MH

Near Grévillers, France, on  
Aug. 25, 1918, New Zealanders 
flaunt a captured Mauser  
13 mm Tankgewehr M1918— 
the only anti-tank rifle to see 
combat in World War I. The 
Germans produced nearly 
16,000 of these weapons.

A British infantryman armed with a PIAT anti-tank 
spigot mortar awaits a German armored attack in 
Normandy, France, on Aug. 9, 1944. From a spring-
loaded tube the PIAT fired a hollow-charge bomb that 
could pierce armor and spew a jet of molten metal.

Britain fielded the PIAT in 1943.

C
LO

C
K

W
IS

E
, F

R
O

M
 R

IG
H

T:
 T

O
R

O
N

T
O

 S
TA

R
 A

R
C

H
IV

E
S

/G
E

T
T

Y
 IM

A
G

E
S

; I
M

P
E

R
IA

L 
W

A
R

 M
U

S
E

U
M

; I
N

T
E

R
FO

T
O

/A
LA

M
Y

 S
T

O
C

K
 P

H
O

T
O

; I
M

P
E

R
IA

L 
W

A
R

 M
U

S
E

U
M

 (
3

)



A Canadian soldier learns to sight a Boys .55-inch anti-tank 
rifle. Standard issue to British and Commonwealth troops at 
the outset of World War II, the heavy Boys proved ineffective 
and fell out of popularity and production by 1940.

In August 1944 British troops examine several captured German  
anti-tank weapons—including a Panzerschreck (on the ground), a 
Panzerfaust 30 Klein (left) and Panzerfaust 60, and antitank mines.

45

The Panzerfaust 60 was effective t
up to 60 meters (66 yards).
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An American soldier fires a M9A1 2.36-inch bazooka at a 
North Korean T-34/85 tank near Osan, Korea, on July 5, 
1950. The M9A1 could not stop the armored advance.

The M20B1 3.5-inch super 
bazooka could penetrate  
up to 11 inches of armor.

Developed by Sweden and Britain to enter 
service in 2009, the NLAW (Next Generation 
Light Anti-tank Weapon) is a launcher that
fires a guided, rocket-propelled 150 mm 
warhead up to 1,000 meters (1,100 yards).

Specialist George R. Sanchez of the U.S. 101st Airborne 
Division lays down the “LAW” in Vietnam with an M72 
Light Anti-tank Weapon—though his target this day  
was a reinforced Viet Cong bunker and not a tank.

In 1940–43 Britain produced 2.5 million  
of the Grenade, Hand, Anti-tank No. 74 (aka 
Sticky Bomb). The bomb’s adhesive-soaked 
fabric stuck to armor until it exploded—unless 
the target was coated in dust, sand or mud.

The M72 LAW fires a  
warhead able to penetrate  
up to 8 inches of steel plate.



U.S. Marine Lance Cpl. Gary R. Nichols 
fires an M136/AT4 during a training 
exercise at Camp Bucca near Umm 
Qasar, Iraq, in 2005. The disposable, 
unguided 84 mm anti-tank weapon is a 
more potent variation on the M72 LAW.

A Syrian rebel shoulders  
a Russian RPG-7 rocket-
propelled grenade in 
Aleppo on Sept. 24, 2012. 
Though unguided, the RPG 
remains an effective anti-
tank weapon and is as 
ubiquitous as the AK-47 
rifle among guerrilla  
forces worldwide.

47

C
LO

C
K

W
IS

E
, F

R
O

M
 T

O
P

 L
E

FT
: I

M
P

E
R

IA
L 

W
A

R
 M

U
U

S
E

U
M

; U
K

 M
IN

IS
T

R
Y

 O
F 

D
E

FE
N

C
E

; M
IG

U
E

L 
M

E
D

IN
A

/A
FP

/G
E

T
T

Y
 IM

A
G

E
S

; U
S

M
C

 C
P

L.
 E

R
IC

 R
. 

M
A

R
T

IN
/R

E
U

T
E

R
S

; A
U

T
H

E
N

T
IC

A
T

E
D

 N
E

W
S

/G
E

T
T

Y
 IM

A
G

E
S

; D
&

B
 M

IL
IT

A
R

IA
; C

N
P

 C
O

LL
EC

T
IO

N
/A

LA
M

Y
 S

T
O

C
K

 P
H

O
T

O
; U

.S
. A

R
M

Y
 P

H
O

T
O

 



48 MILITARY HISTORY NOVEMBER 2016 NATIONAL MARITIME  MUSEUM, GREENWICH, U.K.



49

 
 

In the October 20 action Saumarez  
expertly commanded the frigate 

HMS Crescent, at right, to a  
decisive victory over the  
French frigate Réunion. 

In 1793, after a frustrating decade as a beached
peacetime officer, Royal Navy Captain James
Saumarez found victory—and lasting fame—

in battle off Cherbourg  By Scott Rye



That James spent his time ashore on Guernsey was only 
natural, given that his family roots on the island in the 
English Channel stretched back nearly 600 years. The 
Scandinavian clan had arrived on Guernsey via France 
in the early 13th century. Their surname (pronounced 
Sommerez) was originally de Sausmarez, but James and his 
brothers had dropped the French “de” and the second “S.” 
Once prominent, the family had seen a downturn in its 
fortunes over the centuries until forced to sell the heredi-
tary manor. It was another long-standing tie—to the Royal 
Navy—that had provided a means of restoring both the 
family name and fortune.

Saumarez’s paternal grandfather had been a privateer, 
but two of his uncles had joined the Royal Navy, beginning 
the family association with Britain’s “Senior Service.” Philip 
de Sausmarez had circumnavigated the globe as part of 
Commodore George Anson’s famed 1740–44 expedition. His 
share of prize money—notably from the Spanish treasure 
galleon Nuestra Señora de Covadonga, captured in 1743—had 
enabled him to repurchase the family home and make strides 
toward restoring the family fortune before dying in battle 
against a French fleet in 1747 during the War of the Austrian 
Succession. Another uncle, Thomas de Sausmarez, as captain 
of HMS Antelope, had captured the French vessel Belliqueux 
in the Bristol Channel in 1758 and later commanded it in 
the West Indies. But James Saumarez’s prospects of matching 
his uncles’ feats dimmed the longer he idled ashore.

In 1787, with hostilities against France in the offing, the 
Admiralty had appointed Saumarez commanding officer of 
the frigate Ambuscade, but scarcely had he completed fitting 
out the ship when ordered to stand down and pay it off. 
Beached once again, Saumarez had married Martha Le 
Marchant in October 1788, and the couple later moved 
from Guernsey to Exeter in southwest England. In 1790, 

with the threat of war with Spain looming on the horizon, 
Saumarez had received orders to command HMS Raisonable. 
Just as before, however, he had yet to put to sea before ordered 
to stand down and pay off its crew.

Saumarez’s thoughts likely drifted back to those abortive 
“commands” when in December 1792 the Admiralty ap-
pointed him to command HMS Crescent. Launched in 1784, 
the fifth-rate frigate was 137 feet long and carried just 36 guns. 
It was no Raisonable and certainly no Russell. But Saumarez 
was approaching his 36th birthday and had a young family 
to support, so he was in no position to hold out for a ship 
of the line. Besides, command of a frigate often meant inde-
pendent action and the prize money that potentially went 
with it. Saumarez readily accepted the billet, hoping this time 
actually to get under way. 

He’d get his wish.

In the city of Bath, west of London, an officer sat contem-
plating a letter from the Admiralty, dated Jan. 14, 1793, 
urging him to accept Captain Saumarez’s offer to serve 
on Crescent as third lieutenant. Unlike Saumarez, Lieu-
tenant Peter Rye had enjoyed steady employment in His 
Majesty’s navy. In March 1791 he had been appointed 
first lieutenant of the 64-gun ship of the line HMS Diadem. 
More recently Rye had sailed under Captain John Parker in 
the fifth-rate HMS Gorgon to New South Wales, where the 
ship had disembarked Royal Marines and some 31 convicts. 
On its return voyage Gorgon had taken on the last of the 
marines assigned to the penal colony. At the Cape of Good 
Hope the ship had picked up a group of escaped convicts 
and 10 of the mutineers from HMS Bounty, returning them 
to England to stand trial. From the time the ship arrived 
in Portsmouth in June 1792, Rye had been seeking to return 
to New South Wales. N
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y the closing decade of the 18th century the dividends of relative peace Great Britain had enjoyed 
since the end of the American Revolution were bankrupting many of King George III’s senior 
naval officers. Though the men technically remained in the Royal Navy, they received reduced pay 
unless on active service afloat.

Among those facing increasingly dire financial straits was Captain James Saumarez. He had seen 
action on the North American station, off Dogger Bank in the North Sea and in the West Indies, 
the latter as captain of the 74-gun ship of the line HMS Russell. But after paying off the ship’s crew 
in September 1782, the newly promoted post captain had found himself without a billet and re-

turned to his native Guernsey, where he had spent much of the next decade ashore. Twice during that period 
he had been called to active service, and twice sent home before he could get to sea. By late 1792 Saumarez 
longed for a seagoing commission.

Though the beached naval officer didn’t yet realize it, he was about to get the command he wanted and so 
desperately needed.



Saumarez’s naval successes 
propelled him to the rank
of admiral and, ultimately,
membership in the peerage. 
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Like Saumarez, Rye came from a prominent family. His 
great-grandfather had served the royal court as a gentleman 
of the Privy chamber. His grandfather had been both arch-
deacon and regius professor of divinity at Oxford, and his 
late father had been a respected physician. Unlike his three 
Oxford-educated older brothers, however, Peter had chosen 
to go to sea at age 13, and by the time he received the letter 
from the Admiralty, he had been a “marine animal” for 
nearly 15 years. While the expected channel duty may not 
have been as enticing as a voyage to the South Seas, it was 

a paying commission, and Rye wrote to accept the offer. 
As third lieutenant Rye would be responsible for the condi-
tion of the ship’s firearms and for instructing crewmen in 
the use of small arms. During battle he would command 
those armed with pistols and muskets.

Saumarez requested George Parker to serve as Crescent’s 
first lieutenant. Descended from a former archbishop of 
Canterbury, Parker was also a nephew of Admiral Sir Peter 
Parker, who had been Saumarez’s commanding officer on the 
North American station. The younger Parker had seen a good 
bit of action during his time at sea, most recently serving 
aboard HMS Phoenix on a voyage to the East Indies, return-
ing home in October 1792 with dispatches from Commodore 
William Cornwallis, brother of General Charles Cornwallis. 
Saumarez rounded out his wardroom with Charles Otter 
as second lieutenant. The commissions of all four officers 
were signed and dated Jan. 24, 1793.

The commander and crew quickly turned to fitting out 
Crescent for sea, and there wasn’t a moment to spare. France 
declared war on Britain on February 1, and official word 
reached Saumarez nine days later in a letter Rear Adm. Sir 
Hyde Parker sent to the fleet, directing his officers “to seize 
or destroy all ships and vessels belonging to France that 
you may happen to fall in with.”

It was exactly the sort of order Saumarez had hoped for.

Crescent was ready for sea by March 1, and Saumarez was 
ordered to sail for Guernsey in convoy with the armed brig 
Liberty and three transports to reinforce the Channel Island 
garrisons. On arrival Saumarez received intelligence of a 
French brig standing for the Casquets, a group of rocks 
west of the northernmost island of Alderney. He set a 
course to intercept the vessel. The following morning off 
Cherbourg Crescent fell in with the 100-ton French ship, 
which was heavily laden with salt and bound for Le Havre. 
Saumarez snapped it up without incident, his first taste of 
success in his new command.

In late May Crescent sailed in company with the frigate 
Hind, their orders to cruise the channel “for the protection 
of the trade.” About a month later Saumarez was rewarded 
with his second prize, the 10-gun cutter Le Club de Cher-
bourg, which he captured off the coast of Ireland, again 
without incident.

Meanwhile, Captain Edward Pellew, commanding the 
36-gun frigate Nymphe, succeeded in taking the 36-gun 
French frigate Cléopâtre in the channel. After a sharp, 
short action between the two ships on the morning of 
June 18, Nymphe’s crew boarded and seized the French 
vessel, the first enemy frigate captured during the war. 
The action was much celebrated, and Pellew was promoted 
and knighted as a result. Saumarez wrote to younger 
brother Richard, confessing his anxious desire to achieve 
similar glory.

In subsequent weeks Crescent carried out such routine 
duties as escorting convoys while patrolling for enemy 
vessels. On July 18 Saumarez was given command of a 
squadron of frigates and was sailing in company with Con-
corde and Thames when caught in a storm on August 17. 
Concorde soon became separated from the others, while 
Thames lost its bowsprit and sailed for home. Crescent fared 
no better—the gale sprung its main yard and carried away 
its main topmast. Saumarez limped back to Portsmouth 
late and empty-handed. Worse yet, Crescent would be laid 
up in dock under repair for six weeks. Saumarez made the 
most of his downtime by sending for his family.

Crescent was again fit for sea on October 10. Despite 
being 13 men short of a full complement, Saumarez re-
ported the frigate ready for duty. Admiral Parker, by then 
commander in chief of Portsmouth, directed the eager offi-
cer to be “in constant readiness to put to sea at a moment’s 
warning.” That warning came eight days later in orders 
from the Admiralty directing Saumarez to immediately 
proceed to Guernsey and Jersey to deliver certain packets 
and then cruise off Saint-Malo to determine the strength 
of French forces there.

For several days reports had filtered in regarding two Cher-
bourg-based enemy frigates said to patrol the channel at 
night for British merchantmen and then return to port at 
dawn with their prizes. As Crescent got under way on the 
evening of October 19, Saumarez resolved to end these 
depredations. By dawn the following morning the British 
warship had raised the lighthouse off Cape Barfleur.

The wind had blown westerly during the night, but with 
the rising sun it shifted south, which would hamper a 
French ship’s return to Cherbourg. Shortly after dawn a 
lookout aboard Crescent sighted two sails to leeward. Sau-
marez, who was sailing on a port tack with the wind off-
shore, kept to his course to avoid spooking his prey. The 
French ships approached within 2 miles of Crescent before 
realizing it was a British frigate. The larger of the enemy 
vessels, also a frigate, tacked and crowded on sail in a des-
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Above: As the frigates closed on one another, the 
French gunners took out Crescent’s fore-topmast, 
while the Brits targeted Réunion’s rudder. The 
close-quarters fire, delivered by carronades like 
the one pictured at left, took a toll on both ships.
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perate effort to elude its pursuer. Its consort, a cutter, made 
sail to windward in flight toward Cherbourg.

Saumarez ordered his men to prepare for action. The 
ship’s gunners ran out their 18-pounders and stripped to 
the waist as Royal Marine sharpshooters climbed into the 
mast’s crosstrees. Sand was sprinkled on the deck to absorb 
the anticipated bloodshed and to give the barefoot crew-

men a better grip on the deck. All aboard Crescent 
realized they were chasing a frigate, not some poorly 
armed brig or cutter. The French warship wouldn’t just 
heave to and wait to be captured like Crescent’s earlier 
prizes; the coming battle would be an even fight be-
tween two similarly sized, armed and manned frigates. 

Fresh from its refit and sporting a clean 
bottom, Crescent was fast, and with the wind 
in its favor, it was only a matter of time before 
it caught its prey. The British frigate edged 
down on the f leeing Frenchman, seawater 
frothing along its sides, wind singing in the 
rigging, its men exchanging raptorial grins.

By half past 10 Crescent had closed on the 
enemy, which proved to be the 36-gun Réunion. 
From his position off the target’s port quarter, 
Saumarez had his gunners fire an opening 
broadside into his quarry. The boom of its 
guns resounded along the French coast some 
5 miles distant, where spectators had gathered 
to watch the duel.

Midshipman John Tancock later recalled 
the men had orders to fire at Réunion’s rudder, 
while the French gunners were aiming high 
in an effort to dismast Crescent. Their respec-
tive fire took effect, soon cutting up the rig-
ging and sails of both vessels. Despite losing 
his ship’s fore-topsail yard and fore-topmast, 
Saumarez was able to maneuver Crescent 
under Réunion’s stern on the starboard quar-
ter, allowing the British gunners to rake the 
enemy vessel fore and aft with murderous 
effect. Seeing no colors f lying on Réunion, 
Saumarez ordered his men to cease fire. But 
the colors had been shot away, not struck, and 
the French gunners soon opened a ragged 
broadside. Crescent’s gunners responded and 
“kept up so good a fire,” Saumarez later wrote, 
“that in a short time [the French] waved their 

colors and made signs from the gunwale with their hats 
that they had struck.”

The action—a decisive victory for both Crescent and the 
Royal Navy—had lasted two hours and 10 minutes.

As soon as Réunion surrendered, Saumarez sent Parker and 
a prize crew to take possession of the badly battered French 
vessel. Though Crescent had sustained damage to its rigging, 
the crew had suffered no direct combat casualties—Rye 

took a grazing wound to the head, the recoil of a gun had 
broken another sailor’s leg, and two others reported minor 
injuries. The butcher’s bill was considerably higher aboard 
Réunion, which reported 33 men killed and 48 wounded, 
though Crescent’s officers estimated as many as 120 casu-
alties. Saumarez took the French vessel’s captain and first 
officer captive.

About four hours after the action HMS Circe arrived 
on scene. Saumarez sent over 120 French prisoners to that 
vessel and directed its captain to carry out Crescent’s origi-
nal orders—to deliver packets to the Channel Islands and 
look into Saint-Malo. Crescent and Réunion then turned 
toward Portsmouth—and fame. Light winds and calms 
hampered the crippled ships’ passage, and not until Octo-
ber 22 did they appear off the Isle of Wight. Word quickly 
spread of the British victory, and when Crescent and its 
prize entered Portsmouth Harbor the following day, a 
throng of military personnel and other well-wishers 
cheered their arrival. 

In its October 25 edition The Times of London reported 
the shattered condition of Réunion, observing that the French 
vessel’s sails were “so peppered that they can be converted 
to nothing but paper; the hull is much damaged; the ceiling 
of the wardroom, etc., entirely covered with blood, and the 
whole of the main deck has the appearance of a slaughter-
house shocking to look at.” In his official report, reprinted 
in The London Gazette on October 26, Saumarez praised his 
officers and men “for their cool and steady behavior during 
the action,” singling out “the three lieutenants, Messrs. 
Parker, Otter and Rye; their conduct has afforded me the 
utmost satisfaction.” The report confirmed the capture of 
Réunion “without the loss of a single man.”

Crescent’s victory over Réunion made overnight celebrities 
of the British frigate’s officers and men. Saumarez had 
won an engagement surpassing that of Captain Pellew in 
Nymphe, and he was duly rewarded. On October 30 First 
Lord of the Admiralty John Pitt, 2nd Earl of Chatham, 
presented the captain to King George III, who created Sir 
James Saumarez, Knight of the Bath. Crescent’s junior offi-
cers shared in the glory—Parker was given command of 
the armed sloop Albacore on the North Sea station, Otter 
was promoted to first lieutenant of Crescent, and Rye became 
second lieutenant. 

Saumarez went on to a nearly uninterrupted series of 
successes. His coolness under fire again made headlines in 
June 1794 when he outfoxed a superior squadron of French 
ships by steering Crescent on a diversionary course be- 
fore darting through a narrow, uncharted channel to safe 
anchorage off Guernsey, effecting his own escape and that 
of two other frigates under his command. The Admiralty 
rewarded Saumarez in 1795 with the command of HMS 
Orion, a 74-gun ship of the line, with many officers and 
men from Crescent following him aboard. Saumarez again 
distinguished himself in action against French and Spanish 

Nelson’s 
Honor
This naval dirk with 
curved, double-edged 
blade, gilt-brass hilt and
lion’s head pommel was
one of a handful made for 
members of the Egyptian
Club, founded by the
captains of Rear Adm. 
Sir Horatio Nelson’s fleet
after the 1798 Battle of 
the Nile. They honored 
Nelson aboard HMS Orion, 
Saumarez’s flagship.
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ships at the 1801 Battle of Algeciras and later served as 
commander in chief of Britain’s Baltic Fleet. He ultimately 
rose to the rank of admiral and in 1831 was elevated to the 
peerage as Baron de Saumarez.

Charles Otter did not enjoy the luck of his former com-
mander. Although he attained post rank, he had the mis-
fortune of losing his ship, the 32-gun frigate Proserpine, 
in an engagement with the French frigates Pénélope and 
Pauline off Toulon on Feb. 27, 1809. Otter was captured 
and imprisoned until the end of the war. An 1814 court-
martial acquitted him for the loss of his ship, noting he had 
defended it “in the most gallant and determined manner…
until resistance was of no avail.” Regardless, Otter there-
after dropped from the naval record.

Peter Rye fared considerably better. After following Sau-
marez to Orion and serving valiantly at the June 23, 1795, 
Battle of Groix off Brittany, he was appointed to command 
the armed cutter Earl Spencer. Later, as commander of the 
hired armed brig Providence, Rye was cited for his April 11, 
1805, capture of the Dutch schooner L’Honneur and on 
another occasion for successfully fighting off five Danish 
gunboats while becalmed off Jutland. He again served under 
Saumarez in the Baltic, attained post rank in 1812 and later 
commanded the ships Ceylon and Porpoise. Rye retired as 
a rear admiral in 1846.

George Parker also had a highly successful career. While 
commanding the captured Spanish frigate HMS Santa 
Margarita, he took a number of prizes off Ireland and in 
the West Indies. On March 22, 1808, while commanding 
the 64-gun ship of the line Stately in company with the 
64-gun Nassau, Parker forced the surrender of the 74-gun 
Danish ship of the line Prindts Christian Frederic. He later 
commanded the 74-gun Aboukir in the North Sea and in 
the Mediterranean. Parker was made a Knight Commander 
of the Bath in 1833 and promoted to admiral in 1837.

James Saumarez topped them all. Though beached for 
nearly a decade, when given the opportunity he proved him-
self a resourceful and bold frigate captain. He also proved a 
gifted leader of men, whose guidance and example propelled 
several of his junior officers to stellar careers of their own. 
A nation can ask little more of those who willingly go to sea 
and put themselves in harm’s way for the greater good. MH

U.S. Navy Reserve Captain Scott Rye is chief of staff for Navy 
Reserve Public Affairs and the author of Men and Ships of the 
Civil War and Of Men and Ships: The Best Sea Tales. For 
further reading he recommends Memoirs and Correspondence 
of Admiral Lord de Saumarez, by Sir John Ross. Also visit 
the Sausmarez Manor website [sausmarezmanor.co.uk].N
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In later service against the  
French and Spanish Saumarez  
led the pictured squadron  
of ships based in Gibraltar.
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The 1983 bombing of the 
Marine barracks in Beirut 
killed 241 U.S. military 
personnel and was a 
harbinger of a vicious  
new era in terrorism   
By Richard Ernsberger Jr.

‘THE BLT 
BUILDING 
IS GONE’
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With a blast equal to 6 tons of 
TNT, an explosives-laden truck 
reduced the U.S. Marine barracks 
in Beirut to rubble and inflicted 
the worst single-day death toll  
on the Corps since Iwo Jima. 
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Oct. 23, 1983, a 19-ton yellow Mer-
cedes stake-bed truck entered a 
public parking lot at the heart of 
Beirut International Airport. The lot 
was adjacent to the headquarters of 
the U.S. 8th Marine Regiment’s 1st 

Battalion, where some 350 American soldiers lay asleep in a 
four-story concrete aviation administration building that 
had been successively occupied by various combatants in 
the ongoing Lebanese Civil War. Battalion Landing Team 1/8 
was the ground element of the 1,800-man 24th Marine Am-
phibious Unit (MAU), which had deployed to Lebanon a 
year earlier as part of a multinational peacekeeping force also 
comprising French, Italian and British troops. Its mission was 
to facilitate the withdrawal of foreign fighters from Lebanon 
and help restore the sovereignty of its government at a time 
when sectarian violence had riven the Mediterranean nation.

The force represented a neutral and stabilizing presence, 
and the Lebanese people welcomed its arrival. But it soon got 
caught up in the burgeoning conflict, and what peacekeepers 
had described as a benign environment became decidedly 
hostile. Indeed, on April 18, 1983, a suicide bomber had 
detonated an explosives-laden delivery van outside the U.S. 

Embassy in Beirut, killing 63 people, including 17 Ameri-
cans. In subsequent weeks Druze and Shiite militias spo-
radically fired artillery shells, mortar rounds and rockets 
at the Marines on or near their Beirut airport base. Still, 
the airport largely remained open, and, astoundingly, U.S. 
commanders seemingly did little to bolster base security.

It was an oversight that would have fatal consequences.

Marine sentries initially paid little attention to the Mercedes 
truck. Heavy vehicles were a common sight at the airport, 
and in fact the BLT was expecting one that day with a water 
delivery. The truck circled the parking lot, then picked up 
speed as it traveled parallel to a line of concertina wire pro-
tecting the south end of the Marine compound. Suddenly, 
the vehicle veered left, plowed through the 5-foot-high wire 
barrier and rumbled between two guard posts.

By then it was obvious the driver of the truck—a bearded 
man with black hair—had hostile intentions, but there was 
no way to stop him. The Marines were operating under peace-
time rules of engagement, and their weapons were not loaded. 
Lance Corporal Eddie DiFranco, manning the sentry post on 
the driver’s side of the truck, soon guessed the driver’s horri- 
fying purpose. “He looked right at me…smiled, that’s it,” U

.S
. M

A
R

IN
E

 C
O

R
P

S
 H

IS
TO

R
Y 

D
IV

IS
IO

N

58 MILITARY HISTORY NOVEMBER 2016

At 6:22 
on Sunday 
morning
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DiFranco later recalled. “Soon as I saw [the truck] over here, 
I knew what was going to happen.” By the time he managed 
to slap a magazine into his M16 and chamber a round, the 
truck had roared through an open vehicle gate, rumbled 
past a long steel pipe barrier, threaded between two other 
pipes and was closing on the BLT barracks.

Sergeant of the guard Stephen Russell was alone at his 
sandbag-and-plywood post at the front of the building but 
facing inside. Hearing a revving engine, he turned to see the 
Mercedes truck barreling straight toward him. He instinc-
tively bolted through the lobby toward the building’s rear 
entrance, repeatedly yelling, “Hit the deck! Hit the deck!” It 
was futile gesture, given that nearly everyone was still asleep. 
As Russell dashed out the rear entrance, he looked over his 
shoulder and saw the truck slam through his post, smash 
through the entrance and come to a halt in the midst of the 
lobby. After an ominous pause of a second or two, the truck 
erupted in a massive explosion—so powerful that it lifted the 
building in the air, shearing off its steel-reinforced concrete 
support columns (each 15 feet in circumference) and col-
lapsing the structure. Crushed to death within the resulting 
mountain of rubble were 241 U.S. military personnel—220 
Marines, 18 Navy sailors and three Army soldiers. More than 
100 others were injured. It was worst single-day death toll 
for the Marines since the World War II Battle of Iwo Jima.

At the sound of the blast Colonel Tim Geraghty, com-
mander of the 24th MAU, ran outside his combat operations 
center. “[I found] myself engulfed in a dense gray fog of ash,” 
he recalled, “with debris still raining down.” His logistics 
officer, Major Bob Melton, then motioned to Geraghty and 
gasped, “My God, the BLT building is gone!” Rabbi Arnold 
Resnicoff, assistant chaplain for the U.S. Sixth Fleet, was in 
a nearby building when the explosion occurred and later 
recounted the horrific scene: “Bodies and pieces of bodies 
were everywhere. Screams of those injured or trapped were 
barely audible at first, as our minds struggled to grapple with 
the reality before us.” Sergeant Russell—who had watched 
the truck explode—had been blown through the air, knocked 
unconscious and injured but had managed to survive a gas-
enhanced explosion experts later estimated had the destruc-
tive yield of 6 tons of TNT. The FBI Laboratory later described 
it as “the largest conventional blast” yet documented.

Within 10 minutes of the attack and a few miles north a 
suicide bomber in an explosives-packed pickup truck tar-
geted a nine-story building housing soldiers from the 3rd 
Company of France’s 1st Parachute Chasseur Regiment. 
Guards shot and killed the driver, stopping the truck 15 yards 
shy of the building, but the terrorist still managed to trigger 
his device. Though only half as powerful as the bomb that 
had leveled the Marine compound, the second blast brought 
down the French barracks, killing 58 paratroopers—many of 
whom had been standing on outside balconies, trying to dis-
cern what had occurred at the U.S. base just down the coast.

An unknown group calling itself Islamic Jihad claimed 
responsibility for the bombings. Investigators later con-

The attack on the Marine barracks (opposite, before the bombing) 
came scarcely five months after a similar attack on the U.S. Embassy. 
Top, Vice President George Bush examines the wreckage with Marine 
Corps Commandant General Paul Kelley, left, and Colonel Tim Geraghty, 
commander of the 24th MAU. Above, Marines sift through the debris. 
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cluded that Hezbollah—the Iranian- and Syrian-sponsored 
proxy army—had organized the attacks, which were signifi-
cant in two ways, beyond the appalling death tolls. For one, 
they signaled an upswing in terrorism that has grown 
steadily worse over the last three decades. The attacks also 
made it clear extremists had altered their tactics. For years 
Islamic militants struck out at the West mostly with kidnap-
pings—the 1979 abduction of more than 60 U.S. Embassy 
personnel in Tehran being the most conspicuous example. 
With the Beirut bombings such terrorists had raised the 
stakes, exhibiting a willingness to kill themselves in attacks 
aimed at slaughtering as many Westerners as possible.

Colonel Geraghty, who faced criticism for inadequate 
security at the Marine compound, suggested later the Beirut 

bombings marked the true start of the global war on terror. 
He drew a line from Lebanon through the al-Qaida attacks 
of Sept. 11, 2001, to the ongoing wars in Iraq and Afghan-
istan. “Who would have thought,” he said, “years later here 
we are [fighting] essentially the same crowd?”

According to an independent investigation of the Marine 
barracks bombing commissioned by the Department of 
Defense and chaired by retired Navy Admiral Robert L.J. 
Long, “Terrorist warfare, sponsored by sovereign states or 
organized political entities to achieve political objectives, 
is a threat to the United States that is increasing at an 
alarming rate. The catastrophe…demonstrates that the 
United States, and specifically the Department of Defense, 
is inadequately prepared to deal with this threat.”

When President Ronald Reagan ordered U.S. troops to Leba-
non in the fall of 1982, the country previously dubbed an 

“Arab oasis” was on the boil—in the midst of a vicious civil 
war that persisted through the end of the decade.

The tiny Mediterranean country, wedged between Syria 
and Israel, had been fraught with sectarian tension since its 
creation under a League of Nations mandate after World 
War I. The Lebanon of antiquity comprised essentially 
Mount Lebanon, the 110-mile-long north-south mountain 
range that for more than a millennium had been home to the 
isolated Maronite Christians. Under the French-controlled 
mandate what had been a single administrative district 
of the Ottoman empire became two separate nations, Syria 
and Lebanon. Thrown together in the new Lebanon with 
the Maronites were Sunni and Shia Muslims, as well as the 
Druze—a Shia offshoot. It was a volatile mix to say the least. 
The Muslims did not want to be ruled by the Maronites and 
entertained hopes of being part of a greater Syria, while the 
Maronites staunchly opposed that concept. 

The unwritten National Pact of 1943 established an un-
usual power-sharing arrangement. Under its terms the Leba-
nese president would be a Maronite Christian; the prime 
minister, a Sunni Muslim; the speaker of the parliament, a 
Shia Muslim; the deputy prime minister and deputy speaker 
of the parliament, Greek Orthodox Christians; the chief of 
the general staff, a Maronite; the chief of the army staff, a 
Druze. There would be six Christian members of parliament 
for every five Muslim members. The country would have an 
Arab, not Western, orientation but would not seek to unite 
with Syria. Despite a subsequent increase in Muslim numbers, 
the pact left Christians in disproportionate control of the gov-
ernment, army and parliament, which fostered discontent.

Though the pact stipulated Lebanon was to be a secular 
nation, sectarian rivalries became increasingly acute and led 
to power struggles. The country soon devolved into a patch-
work of sectarian fiefdoms, none of which were much inter-
ested in cooperation with other groups or the weak central 
government. As the Long commission report put it, “There 
is no sense of national identity that unites all Lebanese or 
even a majority of the citizenry. What it means to be Leba-
nese is often interpreted in radically different ways by, for M
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Lebanon, wedged between 
Syria and Israel, seethed 
with tension among various 
religious sects. At right, 
Marines man a bunker in 
front of the destroyed 
barracks while search  
crews remove the injured 
and dead from the rubble. 

Terrorists had raised the stakes, 
exhibiting a willingness to kill 
themselves in attacks on Westerners



instance, a Sunni Muslim living in Tripoli, a Maronite Chris-
tian from Brummana, a Greek Orthodox Christian from 
Beirut.…” The report added: “The National Pact set forth 
what Lebanon was not. It was not an extension of Europe, 
and it was not part of a pan-Arab state. It did not establish in 
positive terms what Lebanon was.” As a prominent Lebanese 
journalist once put it, “Two negations do not make a nation.”

The 1948 establishment of the state of Israel further de-
stabilized the region. Between then and the 1967 Six-Day 
War more than 100,000 Palestinians fled to southern Leba-
non. In 1970, when Jordan’s military forcibly expelled Yasser 
Arafat and the Palestine Liberation Organization, many of 
its fighters also fled to southern Lebanon. From there PLO 
guerrillas staged raids into northern Israel, sparking bloody 
reprisal attacks. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict in turn stoked 
the ethnic embers in Lebanon. Lebanese Muslims (along with 
Syria) supported the Palestinians, while Lebanese Chris-
tians (aligned with Israel) opposed them. Fighting between 
factional militias ensued, and in 1976 Syria’s Ba’th regime 
sent troops into Lebanon to fight leftist militias. According 
to the Long commission report, “Lebanon lay crippled under 
the weight of de facto partition and partial occupation by 
Syria”—an occupation that would last almost 30 years. 

Then came another major upheaval. On June 6, 1982, 
Israel invaded southern Lebanon to oust PLO militants 

from their enclave—an event the Long commission report 
described as a “fatal overload” for a country coming apart 
at the seams. Within days the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) 
were on the outskirts of Beirut. A U.S.-led diplomatic effort 
ultimately brokered a cease-fire between the PLO and Israel 
and an agreement that Palestinian and Syrian forces would 
evacuate the capital. In August, under the watchful eye of 
the multinational force, they did—and Western troops 
soon returned to their ships in the Mediterranean.

But Lebanon still seethed. On September 14 an unknown 
assassin bombed the headquarters of Phalange, the Chris-
tian Democratic party, killing more than two-dozen offi-
cials, including President-elect Bashir Gemayel, a Maronite. 
Two days later right-wing Phalangist militiamen entered the 
Sabra and Shatila refugee camps, ostensibly to root out PLO 
cells, then massacred hundreds of Palestinians while the IDF 
stood by. By month’s end the multinational force had re-
entered the country, presiding over an uneasy calm through 
early 1983. Then came the U.S. Embassy bombing. A month 
later Israel and Lebanon signed an agreement under which 
Israeli soldiers would withdraw from Lebanon, contingent 
on the withdrawal of the Syrian troops. While the Syrians 
did not leave, Israel unilaterally withdrew its troops. That 
move only sparked more fighting among competing militias. 

While the American element of the multinational force 
professed to be neutral, it wasn’t—and perhaps couldn’t be. 
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A Lebanese Hezbollah supporter 
holds up a poster of Shia Imad 
Mughniyah, the terrorist who 
planned the Beirut bombing.  
In 2008 Mughniyah was killed  
by a car bomb in Damascus.
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Within two months of their arrival in late 1982 
U.S. troops were training Lebanese Armed 
Forces (LAF) personnel, and by the fall of 1983, 
as fighting between the LAF and Druze and 
Shiite militias became fierce, the Americans 
ratcheted up their support of government 
forces, partly out of concern for their own se-
curity. By then the threat level had markedly 
increased for Western troops. Commanders 
specifically identified Druze artillery positions 
in the hills near Suq-al-Gharb, a few miles east 
of and overlooking the airport, as a threat to 
the multinational force. On September 7 U.S. 
Navy F-14 Tomcats flew tactical reconnaissance 
missions, and the next day offshore destroyers 
shelled the Druze positions. Eleven days later 
U.S. destroyers provided direct gunfire support 
of the LAF at Suq-al-Gharb. The decision to 
attack Shiite and Syrian positions apparently 
was significant. By then, investigators con-
cluded, “The image of the [multinational force], 
in the eyes of the factional militias, had become 
pro-Israel, pro-Phalange and anti-Muslim.… 
A significant portion of the Lebanese populace 
no longer considered [it] a neutral force.” 

But did terrorists attack the American and 
French compounds in reaction to the naval 

bombardment at Suq-al-Gharb? Investigators could not 
find a direct link, but the prevalent view within the U.S. 
European Command was “there was some linkage between 
the two events.” In his memoir Geraghty claimed the terror-
ists had targeted the Beirut barracks out of their “obsessive 
hatred of the West and what we represent.” But he later 
asserted that “American support [for the Lebanese govern-
ment] removed any lingering doubts of our neutrality, and 
I stated to my staff at that time that were we were going to 
pay in blood for this decision.” In interviews before the 
Long commission other civilian and military officials 
argued that specific factions wanted to force Western troops 
out of Lebanon, and “the bombing of the BLT headquarters 
building was the tactic of choice to produce that end.”

After two years of investigation U.S. intelligence organiza-
tions pinned the planning of the Beirut bombings on a Leba-
nese Shia named Imad Mughniyah—who became a notorious 
Hezbollah terrorist—while his cousin and brother-in-law, 
Mustafa Badreddine, actually built the bombs. “Badreddine 
developed a trademark technique,” explained Washington 
Post reporter Robin Wright, “of using gas [compressed bu- 
tane] to enhance the power of already sophisticated explo-
sives.” Investigators say the pair had organized the earlier 
attack on the U.S. Embassy and in 1984 began abducting 
Westerners, mostly Americans, off the streets of Beirut, kill-
ing some, while holding others hostage for years. Mugh-
niyah, who was also implicated in the 1996 Khobar Towers 

bombing in Saudi Arabia, was said by experts to be the proto-
type of the modern terrorist. “Long before Osama bin Laden, 
there was Imad Mughniyah,” Bilal Saab, a Hezbollah expert 
at the Brookings Institution, told Wright. “He introduced 
catastrophic suicide terrorism and many other tactics now 
used widely by many groups throughout the region.” 

Lebanese author Hala Jaber, in her 1997 book about Hez-
bollah, claims Iran’s ambassador to Syria, Ali Akbar Mohta- 
shemi—a founder of Hezbollah—helped organize the Beirut 
bombings in consultation with Syrian intelligence. She as-
serts the Marine barracks bomb was prepared in eastern 
Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley, then under Syrian control. Hezbollah 
and the Syrian and Iranian governments have denied any 
role in the bombings, though in 2004 Iran reportedly erected 
a monument in Tehran to the attacks and its “martyrs.”

Two years after the Marine barracks bombing, a U.S. 
grand jury indicted Mughniyah for his role in the attack and 
other terrorist activities. He was high on the FBI’s list of most 
wanted terrorists. Still, he evaded capture for 25 years before 
meeting a fitting fate in 2008—killed by a car bomb in 
Damascus. Reports claimed Israel’s Mossad intelligence 
service was responsible, perhaps with help from the CIA. 

Meanwhile, leaning on a 1996 exception to the 1976 For-
eign Sovereign Immunities Act that allows civil lawsuits in 
U.S. courts against states that sponsor terrorism, courts in 
the District of Columbia have awarded victims of the bomb-
ings and their families more than $10 billion in compensa-
tory judgments against Iran. “It’s an alternative way of 
dealing with the scourge of state-sponsored terrorism,” 
plaintiffs’ attorney Joseph P. Drennan of Alexandria, Va., told 
Newsweek in 2014. But collecting any actual money for the 
victims has proved difficult, despite efforts to seize Iranian 
bank accounts in various countries. In 2015, however, Con-
gress established a $1 billion fund for victims of state-spon-
sored terrorism, available as soon as they receive a federal 
court decision. The money was drawn from $8.9 billion in 
penalties paid by French multinational bank BNP Paribas for 
violating Western sanctions against Iran, Sudan and Cuba.

The Long commission reached many conclusions about the 
Marine barracks bombing, none of them sanguine. “The 

By Land,  
Sea or Air
Formed as an infantry 
regiment in 1917, the 
8th Marines served as
the ground element
of the 24th Marine
Amphibious Unit. 
The unit insignia
above illustrate the 
flexible capabilities 
of these forces. 

A Marine mourns 
the fallen in 
Beirut in 1983. 
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facts of political life in Lebanon,” its report noted, “[made] 
any attempt on the part of an outsider to appear nonparti-
san virtually impossible.” It cited confusion over the actual 
purpose of the peacekeeping mission and who was to be 
responsible for the security of the Beirut airport. The com-
mission’s report faulted MAU and BLT commanders for se-
curity measures “neither commensurate with the increasing 
level of threat confronting the [multinational force] nor 
sufficient to preclude catastrophic losses such as those suf-
fered on the morning of 23 October 1983.” It faulted the 
BLT commander for billeting some 350 men—roughly one-
quarter of the force—in a single structure, which “contrib-
uted to the catastrophic loss of life.” It also faulted him for 
“[modifying] prescribed alert procedures, degrading secu-
rity of the compound.” The report faulted the MAU com-
mander, and in effect everyone at U.S. European Command 
headquarters, for condoning procedures that “emphasized 
safety over security in directing that sentries…would not 
load their weapons.” Following the April embassy bomb-
ing the European Command modified rules of engagement 
at that compound, authorizing “prompt, forceful action 
against any unauthorized attempt to gain entry,” but the 
MAU commander had assumed peacetime rules of engage-
ment remained in effect at the Marine compound. The 
report concluded the multinational force “was not trained, 
organized, staffed or supported to deal effectively with the 

terrorist threat in Lebanon…[and] much needs to be done 
to prepare U.S. military forces to deal with terrorism.” 

In early 1984 President Reagan seems to have come to 
the same conclusion. By then the security situation in Leba-
non had further deteriorated. The leader of the Amal 
Movement—the political party representing Lebanon’s 
Shia Muslims—had asked the Americans, French, British 
and Italians to leave, while Islamic Jihad had made new 
threats. On Feb. 7, 1984, little more than three months 
after the Beirut bombings, Reagan ordered the Marines 
to begin withdrawing from Lebanon. The next day, as if 
venting U.S. frustration, the battleship New Jersey fired 
almost 300 16-inch shells at Druze and Syrian artillery 
and missile positions—a nine-hour bombardment that, 
according to the Navy, was the “heaviest shore bombard-
ment since the Korean War.” By month’s end most of the 
multinational force had withdrawn from Beirut, and in 
late July the last remaining troops of the 24th MAU left 
Lebanon. While the United States maintained scores of 
bases in the Middle East, some years passed before combat 
troops again put boots on the ground in the region. MH

Richard Ernsberger Jr. is a former senior editor of American 
History and Newsweek magazines. For further reading he rec-
ommends The Root: The Marines in Beirut, by Eric Hammel, 
and Peacekeepers at War, by Timothy J. Geraghty.O
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President Ronald Reagan,  
First Lady Nancy Reagan and 
Marine Corps Commandant 
Kelley memorialize those  
killed in the Beirut bombing.



After distinguishing
himself at the Siege
of Veracruz (depicted 
here), Graham led from
the front in the 1847
fight for Mexico City.
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Among the ranks of 
history’s unheralded 
officers, William
Montrose Graham 
earned remembrance 
for his Mexican War  
service and sacrifice  
By Frank Jastrzembski
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S
oon after the 1846–48 Mexican War, Marcus 
M.C. Hammond, a 4th U.S. Infantry veteran 
who had served as a wartime Army paymaster 
and later wrote a series of sketches about the 
conflict, admiringly compared a little-known 
Army officer to Sir Henry Percy, aka Hotspur, 
a famed English knight who had died in battle 
some 450 years earlier.

The obscure American officer, Lt. Col. William Montrose 
Graham, was, in Hammond’s estimation, “one of the hardi-
est and most heroic soldiers of the Army and the world.” 
Closing the tribute to his onetime superior officer, Ham-
mond cited a verse from William Shakespeare’s Henry IV, 
Part I, a reference to Hotspur, who was killed in the 1403 
Battle of Shrewsbury while leading a bold but ill-fated 
revolt to oust the title sovereign of the play:

This earth that bears thee dead
Bears not alive so stout a gentleman.

Though the American and the Englishman lived and 
died centuries apart, Hammond’s comparison of the noble 
warriors is, all things considered, a fair evaluation.

William Montrose Graham was born on Feb. 11, 1798, in 
Prince William County, Va., one of six children in a family 
of Scottish origin. His father, William Graham, had been a 
military physician in the Virginia ranks during the Revo-
lutionary War and was at the battles of Brandywine and 
Monmouth. In June 1813 Will, 15, and brother James, 14, 
entered the U.S. Military Academy; both graduated in 1817 
and were assigned to the Corps of Artillery as third lieu-
tenants. In June 1821 1st Lt. Will Graham was transferred 
to the 4th Infantry, the unit that would be his military home 
for the next quarter-century. On Aug. 11, 1829, he was bre-
vetted captain for 10 years of faithful service in his grade, 
and three years later was made full captain. 

Graham first displayed his combat leadership skills 
during the Second Seminole War. At the Battle of Withla-
coochee on New Year’s Eve 1835 he personally led a bayonet 
charge that broke the back of the Seminole defense. In the 
action he and younger brother Campbell (West Point Class 
of 1822) each suffered two severe gunshot wounds, Camp-
bell’s very nearly fatal. For his part Will carried one bullet 
with him the rest of his life. In his after-action report Brig. 
Gen. Duncan Lamont Clinch praised Will as being “fear-
lessly brave,” noting that “although severely wounded early 
in the engagement, [he] continued to head his company in 
the most gallant manner, until he received another severe 
wound, when he was taken from the field.” For the brothers’ 
decisive roles in the battle, Campbell was brevetted captain 
and Will major for “Gallantry and Good Conduct in the 
Affair of the Withlacoochee, Florida.”

Will Graham spent the next seven years intermittently 
ranging the swamps and subtropical wilds of Florida to battle 

the tenacious Seminoles. He again distinguished himself 
during Colonel Zachary Taylor’s frontal assault on the Semi-
nole position at Lake Okeechobee on Dec. 25, 1837, an ill-
advised action that left 26 Americans dead and 112 wounded. 
Graham also participated in the pursuit and ultimate rout 
of Chief Halleck Tustenuggee and his band of Seminole hold-
outs. On April 19, 1842, a detachment of mounted soldiers 
under 1st Lt. George A. McCall surprised the Seminole camp 
near the settlement of Peliklakaha Hammock and captured 
all but one in the last action of the Second Seminole War.

Graham’s war in Florida was over, and he spent the next 
three years on uneventful frontier duty in Kansas. But a grow-
ing crisis on the southern border soon put him back in action.

The annexation of Texas into the Union on Dec. 29, 1845, 
sparked the outbreak of the Mexican War the following spring. 
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Graham and his men
tenaciously held their
position in the bloody
street fighting during
the September 1846
Siege of Monterrey.
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Mexico was ill-prepared for the conflict, and U.S. forces 
quickly occupied large swaths of Alta California (the present-
day American Southwest). The fighting then shifted to Mex- 
ico itself, as U.S. troops prepared to cross the Rio Grande.

Brevet Major Graham was commanding Fort Scott, 
Kansas, in July 1845 when he received orders to join then 
Brig. Gen. Zachary Taylor’s Army of Occupation for the 
forthcoming campaign. Graham arrived at Corpus Christi 
at the head of Company D of the 4th Infantry, a regiment 
that would produce such future Civil War notables as 
Christopher Augur, Henry M. Judah and Ulysses S. Grant.

In 1846 Graham led his men in the Battles of Palo Alto 
and Resaca de la Palma, and he distinguished himself in the 
bloody street fighting at Monterrey that September. During 
the latter fight Graham, by then senior officer of the regi-
ment, tenaciously held position. In his after-action report bri- 

gade commander Lt. Col. James Garland reported, “In their 
exposed situation [they] maintained their position against 
fearful odds.” An indebted Garland continued, “I reluctantly 
ordered this truly Spartan band to retire, and I am proud to 
say, under all their afflictions, it was accomplished in good 
order.” In recognition of his exemplary service Graham was 
promoted to full major in the 2nd U.S. Infantry on Feb. 16, 
1847. In March he joined the regiment at the Siege of Veracruz.

Meanwhile, Congress had authorized the creation of 10 
additional regiments of regular troops to serve for one year. 
On April 9 Graham was chosen to serve as lieutenant colo-
nel (deputy commander) of the newly created 11th U.S. 
Infantry, a unit comprising raw recruits from Pennsylvania, 
Delaware and Graham’s native Virginia. He was promptly 
assigned to take part in Maj. Gen. Winfield Scott’s opera-
tions against Mexico City.
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The 11th Infantry took part in the battles of Cerro Gordo, 
Contreras and Churubusco. Brig. Gen. George Cadwalader 
commended Graham in his after-action report on the latter 
engagement, writing, “Lieutenant Colonel Wm. M. Graham, 
in command of the 11th Regiment, never lost a moment 
in pressing gallantly forward wherever service was to 
be performed, which his command always responded to 
with alacrity.”

In the predawn darkness of Sept. 8, 1847, Graham woke the 
170 men of his regiment to prepare them for action. Scott 
had ordered three American columns totaling 3,450 men to 
storm the stout stonework defenses of Molino del Rey, just 
west of the gates of Mexico City. The 11th Infantry was to 
be part of the assault, which would prove the bloodiest battle 
of the Mexican War. 

From the opening bugle the American assaulting col-
umns faced withering Mexican gunfire from the strongly 
fortified Casa Mata, the rooftops of Molino del Rey and a 
fortified ditch running the length of the defense. Captain 
John C. Henshaw, who published a memoir of his wartime 
exploits, described how his fellow soldiers were “swept 
down like grain before the scythe,” suffering casualties 
amounting to nearly a quarter of their force. 

Graham steadied his men as they came up in reserve 
to exploit a breach in the Mexican line, then led from the 
front as his company moved to support the faltering 
center of the attacking American column. Marching over 
the lifeless dead and groaning wounded, the soldiers 
attempted to split the Mexican defenses Brevet Maj. 
Gen. William Worth’s brigade had worked so hard to 
crack. As the men of the 11th Infantry moved forward, 
they came under a galling fire, yet one young soldier 
later recalled how Graham sat his horse “in the coolest 
manner and gave his commands as collectedly as when 
on a parade.”

Graham may have been cool under fire, but he was not 
invulnerable. Struck by two enemy bullets in quick suc-
cession, he was forced to dismount but remained on the 
field to steady and inspire his men. 

The assaulting troops managed to push back the Mexi-
cans to a strong position centered on a hacienda. With a 
burst of adrenaline, Graham fought through his painful 
wounds and drove his men forward until a virtual hive 
of well-aimed bullets tore through his coat into his body. 
The fighting swirled around his crumpled form, as Major 
Francis Lee of the 4th Infantry took up the charge, leading 
both his men and soldiers from various other regiments 
to carry the hacienda.

Though mortally wounded, Graham continued to in-
spire his men. Close friend Captain Robert Anderson, also 
wounded that day, recalled in his journal how “Graham 
fell, gallantly cheering his men on.” The lieutenant colo-
nel died shortly after the capture of the enemy position, 
the most senior West Point graduate killed that day and 
arguably the most capable.

According to a period account, the soldiers under his 
command “braved every danger to rescue his bleeding body 
from piles of others by which it was surrounded.” His re-
mains were first interred in a Spanish cemetery near Mexico 
City, then later reburied at the Congressional Cemetery in 
Washington, D.C.
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The attack on Molino del Rey, 
just west of Mexico City, was 
among the bloodiest of the war 
—and proved fatal for Graham. 

Point of Attack This Mexican short sword with a brass grip dates to the
mid-1800s and was used by mounted militia or civilians,
who wore it on a leather sling or attached to a saddle.
This example measures 29 inches with a 23-inch blade.



By the time of his death at Molino del Rey, Graham was a 
30-year veteran who had earned a sterling military repu-
tation among superiors and the respect of those under his 
command. He had likewise proven a staunch advocate for 
his men’s welfare and an empathic commander. Over the 
course of his long and varied career Graham had also earned 
a reputation as a “soldier’s soldier” who led from the front 
rather than barking orders from the rear. Founder and 
editor George Wilkins Kendall of New Orleans’ Daily Pica-
yune called him “as brave a spirit as ever lived.”

President James K. Polk and his Cabinet were present 
on the day of Graham’s reburial in Washington, as were 
senators and representatives from Virginia and Florida. 
An obituary in the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, written by 
a contemporary from his Seminole wars service, put the loss 
in sorrowful perspective:

He is mourned by numerous friends who appreciated 
his worth and in whose hearts his memory is embalmed. 

A grateful country will not forget his services. Among 
all his fine military qualities none were more conspicu-
ous than the generosity of his heart and his kind devo-
tion to the comfort of those under his command. These 
endeared him to his soldiers, and many a tear will be 
shed for his loss by men of the stoutest hearts who served 
in the ranks under him and experienced his kindness 
and benevolence.

It was an eulogy worthy of an American Hotspur. MH

Ohio-based freelance writer Frank Jastrzembski is author 
of the forthcoming Valentine Baker’s Spartan Stand (Pen 
& Sword Books, 2017). For further reading he recommends 
Osceola and the Great Seminole War, by Thom Hatch; 
Until Antietam: The Life and Letters of Major General 
Israel B. Richardson, U.S. Army, by Jack C. Mason; and 
The Life and Letters of George Gordon Meade: Major 
General, United States Army, Vol. 1.
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Though mortally 
wounded, Graham 
continued to 
inspire his men
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The men of the 442nd Regimental 
Combat Team faced discrimination, 
segregation and the enemy, yet they 
earned the highest military honors. 

The 442nd Regimental Combat Team, 
a regiment comprising almost en-
tirely Japanese American soldiers, 
emerged from World War II as the 
most decorated military unit of its 
size and length of service in Ameri-
can history. Highly decorated units 
inevitably receive such distinction 
because they see a great deal of fight-
ing, and in Honor Before Glory Mc-
Gaugh—director of the USS Midway 
Museum in San Diego—delivers an 
engrossing account of a particularly 
brutal engagement that helped ensure 
the 442nd’s fame.

After entering combat in Italy, the 
unit landed in southern France in 
the wake of Operation Dragoon, the 
August 1944 Allied landings. By 
October the Germans had retreated 

500 miles to the Vosges Mountains, 
a thickly forested area perhaps more 
difficult to assault than the Ardennes. 
Dense clouds cut off air support for 
Allied units attempting to dislodge 
the well-entrenched enemy, while 
freezing weather and continual rain 
reduced supplies and made trench 
foot ubiquitous.

On October 23 the advancing U.S. 
141st Infantry Regiment pushed too 
far into the mountains, and German 
forces cut off and surrounded 275 
men of its 1st Battalion. The Germans 
repulsed repeated rescue efforts by 
the remainder of the 141st, and by 
October 26 its exhausted troops were 
unable to advance.

Nearly as exhausted after nine days 
of continual fighting, the men of the 

Honor Before Glory: The Epic 
World War II Story of the 
Japanese-American GIs Who 
Rescued the Lost Battalion,  
by Scott McGaugh, Da Capo 
Press, Cambridge, Mass., 
2016, $25.99



442nd were in reserve when ordered 
forward. McGaugh delivers a blow-
by-blow account of the ensuing five-
day battle, during which the Nisei 
troops attacked uphill against stub-
born defenses and suffered terrible 
casualties before prevailing on Octo-
ber 30. Though lauded in period news-
reels, the Japanese American soldiers 
of the 442nd received lesser medals 
than deserved due to discriminatory 
wartime attitudes.

In the 1990s an Army review panel 
decided the 442nd in fact had been 
denied a fair share of recognition for 
its wartime efforts—including the 
rescue of the “lost battalion”—and it 
ultimately upgraded 20 previously 
awarded decorations to the Medal of 
Honor. Honor Before Glory expounds 
on some of the actions summarized 
in their citations.

—Mike Oppenheim

Code Warriors: NSA’s  
Codebreakers and the  
Secret Intelligence War  
Against the Soviet Union,  
by Stephen Budiansky,  
Alfred A. Knopf, New York,  
N.Y., 2016, $30

In the shadow of National Security 
Agency contractor Edward Snowden’s 
leaks and flight to asylum in Russia, 
the ongoing conflict in Ukraine and 
the recent establishment of North At-
lantic Treaty Organization advance 
guards in the Baltic states, Budiansky 
—former editor of World War II and 
author of six previous books—recalls 
the code breakers who worked for the 
Pentagon and Navy even before the 
United States’ official entry into the 
war. From 1943 onward these de-
partments turned their attention to 
the coded messages from the Soviet 
Union, an ostensible ally. Prompting 
that decision was suspicion the Sovi-
ets were engaged in secret diplomatic 
negotiations with Japan. With the 

coming of the atomic age and sub-
sequent Cold War the code breakers 
and the mathematical methods they 
used to decode Soviet messages be- 
came crucial, as the Central Intelli-
gence Agency’s ring of secret agents 
dropped in behind the Eastern Bloc 
had been compromised. “The only 
thing you’re proving,” sniffed an aide 
to General Lucian Truscott, “is the 
law of gravity.”

One reason for the failure of in- 
theater covert operations was the net 
of double agents created by such Brit-
ish turncoats as Harold A.R. “Kim” 
Philby. One double agent with the 
code name “Baron” remains uniden-
tified. Nevertheless, among the solid 
successes attributed to cryptanalysts 
at Virginia’s Arlington Hall was their 

identification of the major-
ity of those British moles. 

Budiansky seeks to justify 
the NSA’s activities against 
Snowden’s revelations the 
NSA watched everything and 
everyone, in violation of the 
Fourth Amendment of the 
U.S. Constitution. In his 
five appendices the author 
explains the mathematical meth-
ods the Soviets used to code their 
messages and the counter methods 
the NSA used to break them. In re-
ality all those cipher machines de-
pended on applying a combination 
of analysis and an element of proba-
bility theory.

More than 400 years after French 
mathematician François Viète deci-

NEW FROM NAVAL INSTITUTE PRESS
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Hardcover : $29.95

“Reeder evocatively shares 
his distressing, yet ultimately 
uplifting, story of survival 
against the odds . . . . This 
account will keep readers 
engaged up until the end.” 
—Publishers Weekly
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Tarnow Campaign, 1915
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costly judgment errors. Per-
haps his worst blunder oc-
curred during the Battle of 
Leyte Gulf, during which the 
Japanese seem to have read 
Halsey’s character perfectly 
when they dispatched four 
almost empty aircraft carri-
ers to the northern tip of 
Luzon in order to lure Hal- 
sey away from their true 
objective, the landing site 
of the American invasion 
of the Philippines far to the 
south off Leyte. The carriers 
proved irresistible to Hal- 
sey, and while he did achieve 
a lopsided victory off Cape 
Engaño, he left the landing 
beaches off Leyte vulnera-
ble to attack from two other 
powerful Japanese naval for-
mations. That Halsey’s blun-
der didn’t spell disaster for 
the U.S. invasion force is a 
tribute to the courage of the 
overmatched naval forces 
that remained off Leyte—
and a measure of sheer luck. 

The Battle of Leyte Gulf, 
and the damage inflicted on 
the U.S. Third Fleet by a ty-
phoon soon afterward, were 
errors from which Halsey’s 
reputation has never fully 
recovered. Hughes’ new bi-
ography, however, shows 

phered coded missives from 
both the Catholic League and 
Spain, and 160 years after 
Edgar Allan Poe broke code 
using the substitution meth- 
od (hint: E is the most com- 
mon letter in the English 
language), Budiansky pro-
vides an insightful update 
on the more sophisticated 
methods of code breaking 
developed in the computer 
age, closing an important 
transitional gap in U.S. mili-
tary and political history.

—Thomas Zacharis

Admiral Bill Halsey:  
A Naval Life, by Thomas 
Alexander Hughes, 
Harvard University  
Press, Cambridge, Mass.,  
2016, $35

In many ways American 
Admiral William F. “Bull” 
Halsey Jr. was the naval 
equivalent of Army General 
George S. Patton Jr. Both 
were larger-than-life and su-
premely successful, albeit 
flawed, combat command-
ers during World War II who 
have received short shrift and 
harsh treatment at the hands 
of many postwar historians 
and biographers. Of the two 
Patton seems to have fared 
better, despite his eccentric-
ities and controversies. Hal- 
sey, however, has suffered in 
comparison to such contem-
poraries as Admirals Chester 
Nimitz, Marc Mitscher and 
Raymond Spruance.

The reason for that histor-
ical oversight centers largely 
on events in the closing year 
of the war, when Halsey’s 
aggressive and impetuous 
nature prompted several 

there was a great deal more 
to Halsey’s story than the 
unfortunate events of 1944. 
The very aggressiveness that 
proved his Achilles’ heel 
late in the war was among 
the principal reasons for his 
stunning success earlier in 
the war, as the crippled U.S. 
Navy desperately fought 
its way back from the brink 
of defeat. Halsey, more than 
anyone else, was respon-
sible for turning around 
the tactical situation in the 
Solomon Islands, result-
ing in the first successful 
Allied offensive campaign 
against Japan.

While Halsey is remem-
bered principally as an ex-
ponent of carrier tactics, he 
actually spent some 20 years 
as a destroyer commander. 
Indeed, he was among the 
captains in the U.S. Navy 
flotilla that initially de-
veloped destroyer tactics. 
When he became a carrier 
skipper, Halsey brought 
with him the hard-charging 
approach and tactical adapt-
ability he had learned in 
destroyers, even insisting 
on learning to fly and be-
coming the fleet’s oldest 
qualified naval aviator.

It was Halsey’s aggressive-
ness and adaptability to new 
forms of warfare that brought 
him success through much 
of the war. Only in the last 
year, when confronted with 
the command of unprece-
dentedly large and far-flung 
fleets, did he exceed the 
limits of his ability. This new 
biography presents a fasci-
nating reappraisal of one 
of the most important, yet 
subsequently neglected, 

The Frozen Chosen,  
by Thomas McKelvey 
Cleaver

Surrounded by supe-
rior Chinese forces in  
a blizzard in 1950, the 
U.S. 1st Marine Divi-
sion battled bitter cold, 
dwindling supplies and 
waves of enemies in  
the Chosin Reservoir 
area of North Korea. 
This story of Marine 
determination clarifies 
why the battle holds 
the record for Medals 
of Honor awarded.

I Will Hold, 
by James Carl Nelson

This first and only  
biography of legendary 
U.S. Marine Clifton  
B. Cates is a record of 
his consistent heroism 
and courage. For par-
ticipating in bloody 
conflicts in both world 
wars and repeatedly 
risking his life, Cates 
was honored with the 
Navy Cross, the Distin-
guished Service Cross, 
the Purple Heart and 
the Silver Star.



of the Bolan Pass. 
Just then, ambling 
by on the adjacent 
road, was a cam- 
el train, the scene 
harking back cen-
turies when the 
pass served as the 
gateway to India 
for invaders from south-
ern Afghanistan.

Unlike the Khyber to the 
far north—onetime home to 
the largest garrison in the 
British empire, which sat 
below the pass—the garrison 
in Balochistan was at Quetta, 
above the Bolan Pass. A Pash-
tun proverb encapsulates 
the essence of that era: “First 
comes one Englishman, as 

military commanders of 
World War II.

 —Robert Guttman

Balochistan, the British  
and the Great Game:  
The Struggle for the  
Bolan Pass, Gateway to 
India, by T.A. Heathcote,  
C. Hurst & Co., London, 
2015, $50

In Pakistan in the days be- 
fore September 2001, a lone 
Englishman could, as I did, 
catch the train from Lahore 
to Quetta. On the final stage 
of the 25-hour journey the 
terrain became more and 
more mountainous as it ap-
proached the narrow defile 

a traveler or for 
shikar; then come 
two and render a 
map; then comes an 
army and takes the 
country. It is better, 
therefore, to kill the 
first Englishman.”

So it was that af- 
ter two British officers, fluent 
Persian speakers masquer-
ading as horse traders, made 
their first explorations, the 
army soon followed. The 
1839 invasion force, ensured 
safe passage through alli-
ances forged with those who 
controlled the Bolan, crossed 
into Afghanistan through 
the pass. Oh, that it could 
have traversed the route in 

reverse before its annihila-
tion in Kabul.

Heathcote brilliantly cap-
tures the ebb and flow of 
frontier intrigues and cam-
paigns—some, to paraphrase 
Kipling, “scrimmages in bor- 
der stations,” others on a 
far greater scale—and the 
heroes. Among the more 
colorful figures was Colonel 
Sir Robert Groves Sande-
man, who readily disre-
garded immediate superiors 
to appeal directly to higher 
British authority. As “Master 
of Balochistan” he achieved 
legendary status, his influ-
ence continuing long after 
his death.

—David Saunders 
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Due to his deteriorating 
health, Steptoe opted out of 
the Civil War and died in 
his home state of Virginia in 
April 1865, a month before 
the Confederate surrender. 
His legacy has emerged from 
the shadows, thanks to Mc-
Farland’s biography, a must-
read for anyone interested in 
the antebellum U.S. Army.

—Frank Jastrzembski

Went the Day Well? Wit- 
nessing Waterloo, by David 
Crane, Vintage Books, 
New York, 2016, $18

Among many books com-
memorating the bicenten-
nial of Waterloo, arguably 
the greatest battle of the 19th 
century, the most detailed 
academic work is Gordon 
Corrigan’s Waterloo: A New 
History, the best popular ac-
count is Bernard Cornwell’s 
Waterloo: The History of Four 
Days, Three Battles and Three 
Armies and the most criti-
cally provocative examina-
tion is this book by Crane, 
an Oxford-educated lecturer.

Its title derives from a 
series of epitaphs to the fallen 
by English classicist John 
Maxwell Edmonds:

Edward J. Steptoe and  
the Indian Wars: Life on  
the Frontier, 1815–1865, by 
Ron McFarland, McFarland 
& Co., Jefferson, N.C., 
2016, $39.95

McFarland’s biography of this 
antebellum U.S. Army officer 
is a crowning achievement. 
Amid the pervasive obses-
sion with the American Civil 
War, historians and general 
military history enthusiasts 
often overlook the careers of 
many such men. Yet the cam-
paigns and military figures 
of the antebellum period are 
fascinating topics worthy of 
study. Edward J. Steptoe is 
among the standout officers.

Scant primary-source ma-
terial about Steptoe survives 
beyond a few examples of his 
correspondence. Yet the 
author was able to construct 
an excellent biography that 
follows Steptoe’s matura-
tion from a cadet at the U.S. 
Military Academy into a sea-
soned officer on the frontier. 
Along the way McFarland 
draws out Steptoe’s character 
strengths (martial aptitude, 
sense of humor, disdain for 
slavery) and weaknesses 
(health concerns, loneliness, 
homesickness). 

Steptoe served in Florida 
during the Mexican War and 
later helped moderate re-
lations between Indians 
and settlers in Washington 
and Oregon. The high-water 
mark of his career came near 
Rosalia, Wash., on May 17, 
1858, when his 164-man de-
tachment barely escaped an-
nihilation by a 1,000-man 
force of allied tribes at the 
Battle of Pine Creek. 

Went the day well?
We died and never knew,
But, well or ill,
Freedom, we died for you.

 
Crane’s book is not so 

much a social history as a 
panorama, with a split focus 
between military events in 
Belgium and life on the home 
front in Britain. His narrative 
is a sometimes rambling, oc-
casionally eloquent, progres-
sive critique. Crane scoured 
contemporary newspapers, 
diaries and letters to demon-
strate how people go on with 
their lives even against the 
backdrop of such momen-
tous events as Waterloo.

The author argues that 
for a century afterward Brit-
ain basked in the afterglow 
of a victory won through the 
sacrifice of all classes but 
whose fruits were only en-
joyed by elites. He laments 
that while war brings change, 
the aftereffect of Waterloo 
was merely a return to the 
status quo in Britain and 
Europe at large.

Crane profiles the note-
worthy figures of the era, 
including Wellington, whom 
the author considers the 
state’s “greatest and most 
blinkered servant”; Prus-
sian Marshal Gebhard von 
Blucher, whose timely ar-
rival at Waterloo saved the 
day; surviving soldiers Wil-
liam Wheeler and Edmund 
Wheatley; Magdalene Hall 
De Lancey, who nursed her 
dying husband near the bat-
tlefield; poet Lord Byron; re-
former William Wilberforce; 
headline-grabbing attempted 
murderess Eliza Fenning; 
and Scottish painter David 

Margin of Victory,  
by Douglas Macgregor

Profiling five signifi-
cant military battles  
of the 20th century—
from the 1914 Battle 
of Mons to the 1991 
Battle of 73 Easting 
—author Macgregor 
offers guidance for 
future conflicts, stress-
ing the importance  
of strategy and geo-
politics over ideology 
if nations are to effec-
tively fight and win 
future battles.

Into the Lion’s Mouth,  
by Larry Loftis

Working as a spy dur- 
ing World War II for 
the German Abwehr, 
Britain’s MI5 and  
MI6, and the FBI, 
Dusko Popov traveled 
the world as a deadly 
and glamorous double 
agent. His entangle-
ment in espionage, 
murder, seduction 
and subterfuge in part 
inspired novelist Ian 
Fleming’s popular 
James Bond character.
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Presidents Anwar Sadat and 
Hosni Mubarak, fell from the 
balcony of his apartment in 
London in 2007, it closed a 
chapter in history—or, per-
haps, opened another. In The 
Angel, translated by David 
Hazony, Bar-Joseph—a polit-
ical scientist at the Univer-
sity of Haifa and former intel-
ligence analyst in the Israeli 
Defense Forces—has pub-
lished the results of his in-
vestigation into Marwan’s 
death, who killed him and 
why. Those questions center 
on just who Marwan was—
either an Egyptian double 
agent working for/against 
Israeli military intelligence 
and/or its rival intelligence 

Wilkie, who enshrined the 
battle with The Chelsea Pen-
sioners Reading the Water-
loo Dispatch.

In the end Clark’s over-
view proves a useful, if not 
entirely convincing, correc-
tive to the typical wave-the-
flag battle narratives. 

—William John Shepherd

The Angel: The Egyptian  
Spy Who Saved Israel,  
by Uri Bar-Joseph, 
HarperCollins Publishers, 
New York, 2016, $29.99

When Ashraf Marwan, son-
in-law of former Egyptian 
President Gamel Abdel Nas- 
ser and friend to successive 

agency the Mossad, 
or an unambiguous 
spy for the Israelis 
who since 1969 had 
provided them with 
vital intelligence, in-
cluding informa-
tion that mitigated 
the consequences 
of the October 1973 Egyp-
tian invasion that launched 
the Yom Kippur War.

Marwan’s story requires 
the exposition of myriad 
factors beyond the simple 
enmity between Arabs and 
Israelis. The Mossad and 
Israeli military intelligence 
were prone to work at cross- 
purposes, sometimes with 
tragic results. The Egyp-

tians, on the other 
hand, were driven 
as much by tribal 
and family honor 
as by nationalism, 
factors the author 
suggests may have 
induced them to kill 
the traitor in their 

midst whose public outing 
would have embarrassed his 
own tribe and all those in 
high places who had trusted 
him. It all adds up to an in-
triguing yarn leading to a 
logical set of conclusions—
even though, as the author 
maintains, the evidence, 
however compelling, re-
mains circumstantial. 

—Jon Guttman
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N
orway was a key target for Adolf Hitler. 

The westernmost and northernmost country 
on the Scandinavian Peninsula offered three im-
portant objectives at the outset of World War II: 
its naval bases (the acquisition of which would 
prevent Germany’s navy from being blockaded 

in harbor), its coastal fisheries, Narvik’s ice-free harbor and, 
by extension, the Ofoten Line railway, which linked the city 
to one of Europe’s richest deposits of iron ore (used to manu-
facture steel for military applications), just over the border 
in northern Sweden.

On the morning of April 9, 1940, as Hitler prepared for 
the invasion of France, a fleet of 10 German destroyers 
under cover of a blizzard and thick fog nosed into the rugged 
Ofotfjord leading to Narvik. They soon captured three Nor-
wegian patrol boats and, after a perfunctory parley, sank two 
outdated and outgunned coastal defense ships in port. The 
Norwegian regional commander surrendered the city to the 
Nazis without firing a shot.

The Allies reacted quickly. In the early hours of April 10 
the Royal Navy redirected five British escort destroyers (part 
of a force that had been laying mines along the Norwegian 
coast to thwart ore transports from Sweden) to Narvik and 
caught their opponents napping. The British destroyers 
opened the first naval Battle of Narvik at 4:30 a.m., sinking 
two German destroyers and 11 merchant ships and damaging 
a third warship before crossfire from an adjoining fjord claimed 
two British destroyers and forced the others to withdraw.

Three days later the British returned to finish the job 
with a fleet of nine destroyers led by the battleship Warspite, 
the carrier Furious providing air support. A pitched sea battle 
commenced in the middle of the Ofotfjord. The Germans, low 
on fuel and ammunition, lost a U-boat and eight destroyers 
—three sunk by Warspite, five others scuttled to prevent their 
capture. But they were far from beaten. Some 2,600 German 
sailors made it safely to land. Overrunning the local Nor-
wegian army base, the improvised force acquired supplies 
and arms, then occupied the high ground surrounding 
German-held Narvik.

With the fjord under British naval control, the battle 
moved ashore. In the days that followed, ahead of a planned 
mid-May invasion, the Allies (comprising Norwegian, Brit-
ish, French and Polish troops) frustrated the plans of the 
outnumbered Germans. Norwegian soldiers familiar with 
the rugged terrain notched their country’s first victories 
against the aggressors, as did the exiled Poles (for whom 
such successes were particularly sweet).

May 10 heralded the British handover of power from Nev-
ille Chamberlain to Winston Churchill. The new prime min-
ister, determined to secure iron ore for the Allied cause, went 
ahead with the planned invasion. It was a drawn-out affair, 
reflecting the difficulty of coordination among Allied forces, 
but by May 28 they had recaptured Narvik. The German 
commander in Narvik, Maj. Gen. Eduard Dietl, was so certain 
his forces’ would meet defeat that he had arranged to have 
troop trains waiting just over the border in neutral Sweden. 

Unfortunately for the Allies, their first major victory on 
land proved hollow. The rapid advance of the Germans across 
Europe in the following weeks convinced the Allied com-
mand their troops were more urgently required in France. 
Thus the Allies withdrew from Narvik and the Ofotfjord.

The Allied decision embittered the Norwegians. With Nar-
vik’s southern front exposed, the Germans surged back, and 
by June 8 Dietl’s forces had retaken the port. Two days later 
Norway itself capitulated. Combined losses in the struggle for 
Narvik were a staggering 64 ships and nearly 9,000 lives. But 
the stakes were high, as the Swedish deposits supplied nearly 
a third of Germany’s wartime supply of iron ore—even though 
the heavily damaged port remained closed for many months. 

Owned and operated by the Norwegian State Railways 
[nsb.no/en], the Ofoten Line—among the world’s northern-
most railways—still traverses the stark and beautiful coun-
tryside of Narvik’s hinterland, bearing tourists as well as iron 
ore. War memorials dot the snow-covered landscape around 
Narvik. Perhaps most striking of all sights, visible from the 
train along the inland route, is the rusted bow of the scuttled 
German destroyer Georg Thiele, which juts like a tombstone 
from the iron-gray inshore waters of the Rombaksfjord. MH FR
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Top: In 1940 German mountain troops cross 
the Ofotfjord on rubber rafts. The rusted hulk 
of the scuttled German destroyer Georg Thiele 
still juts above the waters of the Rombaksfjord.
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A Boxful of Grahams
You’re a cracker of a history buff if  
you can match each of the following 
Grahams to his martial claim to fame.

 1. Stuart C. Graham 
 2. John Graham, Viscount   
  of Dundee 
 3. Sir Patrick Graham  
  of Kincardine 
 4. Gordon M. Graham 
 5. James Graham, Marquess  
  of Montrose 
 6. Reginald Graham 
 7. James A. Graham 
 8. John de Graham 
 9. Lawrence P. Graham 
 10. Gerald Graham

____ A. Turned against  
  Covenanters, 1644

____ B. Fought in Seminole,  
  Mexican and Civil wars

____ C. Died at William Wallace’s  
  side, Falkirk, 1298

____ D. Victoria Cross at  
  Sebastopol, 1855

____ E. Led 1st Australian  
  Task Force, Vietnam, 1967

____ F. Victoria Cross at Samarra, 1917

____ G. Fought to the death at  
  Dunbar, 1296

____ H. Seven-victory American  
  fighter ace, 1944–45

____ I. Awarded posthumous  
  Medal of Honor, 1967

____ J. Killed at Killiecrankie, 1689
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Answers: A4, B2, C3, D8, E1, F6, G9, H10, I7, J5

____ A. Peter Muhlenberg

____ B. Emil Kapaun

____ C. Imam Shamil

____ D. Léon Bourjade

____ E. Masashibo Benkei

____ F. Leonidas Polk

____ G. John Weir Foote

____ H. Adhémar de Monteil

____ I. Goyahkla

____ J. Vincent R. Capodanno

War Games
Answers: A5, B9, C8, D10, E1, F6, G3, H4, I7, J2

Sacred Duty
Can you identify the following soldiers who previously or later served 
their respective religions?
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John Graham,
Viscount of Dundee

3 4

1 2

5

6 7

8 9

10



Answers: A, D, B, C, B

Clear for Action!
Before airpower changed the game, 
ships often engaged in personal 
combat. Witness the following.

1. What ship captured the  
American brig Lexington  
on Sept. 19, 1777?

 A. Cutter HMS Alert
 B. Fifth-rate warship HMS Serapis
 C. Fourth-rate warship HMS Bristol
 D. Fifth-rate warship HMS Arethusa

2.  HMS Macedonian became  
USS Macedonian after  
meeting which opponent?

 A. USS Constitution    B. USS Essex

 C. USS Hornet   D. USS United States

3.   Which Union vessel compelled  
the Confederate ironclad  
Atlanta to surrender in 1863? 

 A. Sloop Hartford

 B. Monitor Weehawken 

 C. Sloop Wyoming 

 D. Ironclad Keokuk

4. How did the Austrian ironclad 
Erzherzog Ferdinand Max sink 
Italy’s Re d’Italia in 1866?

 A. Gunfire B. Boarding 

C. Ramming D. All of the above

5. Which major warships did  
the destroyer HMS Saumarez  
engage during World War II?

A. Admiral Graf Spee and Bismarck

B. Scharnhorst and Haguro

C. Admiral Hipper and Admiral  
Scheer

D. Nachi and Jintsu
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Opium Wars
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How his army melted away 
at Laon, March 1814
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HMS Macedonian



Captured!

On Sept. 13, 1962, photographer  
Jim Meads captured the horrifying 
moment British test pilot George  
Aird punched out of his De Havilland 
English Electric Lightning F.1 fighter 
near Hatfield. Aird landed in one of the 
greenhouses at right, breaking both 
legs but surviving his brush with death. 

Bailed Out
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...Gettysburg, Gallipoli, or the Berlin Wall
Search EVENTS at HistoryNet.com
More than 5,000 articles available online

HistoryNet.com



NOVEMBER 17–19, 2016
The National WWII Museum

The 70th Anniversary of  WWII Conference Series
Presented by the Pritzker Military Museum & Library and the Tawani Foundation

ww2conference.com     877-813-3329 x 511     conferences@nationalww2museum.org

presented by:

Espionage and the Cold War   I   War Crimes Trials   I   A New America   I   Coming Home   I   The End of Empires 

The Iron Curtain   I   Displaced Persons   I   China Goes Red


