


A Meeting with the Dutchman

Afew minutes past 10 a.m. on Wednesday, October 21, 1942, a twin-
engine Navy passenger plane broke through the low overcast blan-

keting Washington, D.C., then banked over the Potomac River for the
final approach to Anacostia Field. As the white dome of the Capitol
loomed into view, Rear Admiral Henry Kent Hewitt allowed himself a
small sigh of relief. Before dawn, Hewitt had decided to fly to Washing-
ton from his headquarters near Norfolk rather than endure the five-hour
drive across Virginia. But thick weather abruptly closed in, and for an
anxious hour the aircraft had circled the capital, probing for a break in
the clouds. Usually a man of genial forbearance, Hewitt chafed with
impatience at the delay. President Roosevelt himself had summoned him
to the White House for this secret meeting, and although the session was
likely to be little more than a courtesy call, it would never do for the man
chosen to strike the first American blow in the liberation of Europe to
keep his commander-in-chief waiting.

Kent Hewitt seemed an unlikely warrior. Now fifty-five, he had a high,
bookish forehead and graying hair. Double chins formed a fleshy creel at
his throat, and on a ship’s bridge, in his everyday uniform, he appeared
“a fat, bedraggled figure in khaki,” as a British admiral once observed
with more accuracy than kindness. Even the fine uniform he wore this
morning fit like blue rummage, notwithstanding the flag officer’s gold
braid that trimmed his cuffs. A native of Hackensack, New Jersey, Hewitt
was the son of a mechanical engineer and the grandson of a former pres-
ident of the Trenton Iron Works. One uncle had been mayor of New
York, another the superintendent of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
Kent chose the Navy, but as a midshipman in the Annapolis sail loft he
was said to have been so frightened of heights that he “squeezed the tar
out of the rigging.” As a young swain he had enjoyed dancing the turkey
trot; in recent decades, though, he was more likely to be fiddling with his
slide rule or attending a meeting of his Masonic lodge.
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Yet Hewitt had become a formidable sea dog. Aboard the battleship
U.S.S. Missouri, he circled the globe for fifteen months with Theodore
Roosevelt’s Great White Fleet, displaying such a knack for navigation
that the stars seemed to eat from his hand. As a destroyer captain in
World War I, he had won the Navy Cross for heroism. Later he chaired
the Naval Academy’s mathematics department, and for two years after
the invasion of Poland he ran convoy escorts between Newfoundland
and Iceland, ferrying war matériel across the North Atlantic.

In April 1942, Hewitt had been ordered to Hampton Roads to com-
mand the Atlantic Fleet’s new Amphibious Force; late that summer came
Roosevelt’s decision to seize North Africa in Operation TORCH. Two
great armadas would carry more than 100,000 troops to the invasion
beaches. One fleet would sail 2,800 miles from Britain to Algeria, with
mostly British ships ferrying mostly American soldiers. The other fleet,
designated Task Force 34, was Hewitt’s. He was to sail 4,500 miles to
Morocco from Hampton Roads and other U.S. ports with more than 100
American ships bearing 33,843 American soldiers. In a message on Octo-
ber 13, General Eisenhower, the TORCH commander, had reduced the
mission to twenty-six words: “The object of the operations as a whole is
to occupy French Morocco and Algeria with a view to the earliest pos-
sible subsequent occupation of Tunisia.” The Allies’ larger ambition in
TORCH had been spelled out by Roosevelt and Churchill: “complete con-
trol of North Africa from the Atlantic to the Red Sea.”

Through a tiny window over the plane’s wing, Hewitt could see the
full glory of Indian summer in the nation’s capital. Great smears of
color—crimson and orange, amber and dying green—extended from
the elms around the Lincoln Memorial to the oaks and maples beyond
the National Cathedral. Across the Potomac, the new Pentagon building
filled Hell’s Bottom between Arlington Cemetery and the river. Jokes
had already begun circulating about the immense five-sided maze,
including the story of a Western Union boy who entered the Pentagon
on a Friday and emerged on Monday as a lieutenant colonel. Though it
now owned the world’s largest building, the Army was still leasing thirty-
five other office complexes around the city, and cynics quipped that if
the military were to seize enemy territory as quickly as it had conquered
Washington, the war could end in a week.

The plane settled onto the runway and taxied to a hangar. Hewitt but-
toned his jacket and hurried down the steps to the Navy staff car waiting
on the tarmac. The car sped through the airfield gate and across the Ana-
costia River to Pennsylvania Avenue. Hewitt had enough time to swing
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by the Navy Department building downtown and check there for mes-
sages before heading to the White House.

“You do everything you can,” he liked to say, “then you hope for the
best.” Since receiving the first top-secret orders for Task Force 34, he had
done everything he could, to the verge of exhaustion. Every day brought
new problems to solve, mistakes to fix, anxieties to quell. Rehearsals for
the TORCH landings had been hurried and slipshod. With Axis predators
sinking nearly 200 Allied vessels a month, including many along the
American coast, all amphibious training had been moved inside the
Chesapeake Bay, whose modest tides and gentle waves resembled not at
all the ferocious surf typical of the Moroccan coast. During one exercise,
only a single boat arrived on the designated beach, even though a light-
house had provided a beacon on a clear night with a calm sea; the rest of
the craft were scattered for miles along the Maryland shore. In another
exercise, at Cove Point, ninety miles north of Norfolk, security broke
down and the men stormed the beach to be greeted by an enterprising
ice cream vendor. In Scotland, the training by troops bound for Algeria
was going no better; sometimes it was conducted without the encum-
brance of actual ships, because none were available. Troops moved on
foot across an imaginary ocean toward an imaginary coast.

Would the eight Vichy French divisions in North Africa fight? No one
knew. Allied intelligence estimated that if those troops resisted stoutly, it
could take Eisenhower’s forces three months just to begin the advance
toward Tunisia. If U-boats torpedoed a transport during the Atlantic pas-
sage, how many destroyers should be left behind to pick up survivors?
Hewitt was not certain he could spare any without jeopardizing the task
force, and the prospect of abandoning men in the water gnawed at him.
Had word of the expedition leaked? Every day he received reports that
someone, somewhere had been talking too much. For the first months
after its creation, the Amphibious Force was so secret that it used a New
York City post office box as its mailing address. Only a select few now
knew Hewitt’s destination, but the existence of a large American fleet
designed to seize a hostile shore could hardly be kept secret anymore. A
few weeks earlier, Hewitt had received a letter from Walt Disney—written
on stationery with the embossed letterhead “Bambi: A Great Love
Story”—who offered to design a logo for the Amphibious Force. Ever the
gentleman, Hewitt wrote back on October 7 with polite, noncommittal
thanks.

The staff car crawled past Capitol Hill to Independence Avenue.
Nationwide gasoline rationing would begin soon, but Washington’s
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population had nearly doubled in the last three years, and for now the
streets were jammed. Coffee rationing would begin even sooner—one
cup per person per day—and diners had started hoarding for special cus-
tomers, like speakeasies stocking up on liquor just before Prohibition.
Bawling newsboys on street corners shouted the day’s headlines from the
various war fronts: fighting on Guadalcanal ebbs; Red Army at Stalin-
grad stops Nazi tank attacks; another American merchantman sunk in
the Atlantic, the 500th U.S. ship lost to U-boats since Pearl Harbor. The
domestic news was also war-related, if less febrile: the first meatless
Tuesday had gone well in New York; penitentiary inmates with only one
felony conviction were urged to apply for parole so they could serve in
the Army; and a survey of department stores in Washington revealed
that “there aren’t any nylon stockings to be had for love or money.”

The car pulled up to the Navy Department’s blocky gray building, just
south of the Mall. Hewitt climbed from the rear seat and hurried up the
steps. He knew where all those stockings had gone. Flying from Norfolk
that morning, he could see stevedores on the docks still trying to wedge
50,000 tons of food, gasoline, and munitions into the holds of ships
moored across Hampton Roads. Among the secret cargoes in sealed
crates were six tons of women’s stockings and lingerie, to be used for
barter with Moroccan natives. Clandestine military buyers had swept
clean the store shelves all along the Eastern Seaboard.

For Hewitt, it was just another secret to keep.

Since Roosevelt’s final decision on July 30, TORCH had grown so com-
plex that planning documents now filled a pair of mail sacks, each
weighing fifty pounds. Two issues in particular had occupied Anglo-
American strategists, and in both instances the president—who referred
to himself as “a pig-headed Dutchman”—had pressed his views relent-
lessly.

First, he insisted that almost no British troops participate in the initial
landings. A seething Anglophobia had spread through Vichy France in
the past two years as a consequence of several unhappy incidents: Royal
Air Force bombers had accidentally killed 500 French civilians while
attacking a Renault plant outside Paris. British forces had intervened in
the French overseas dependencies of Syria and Madagascar. Britain had
also sponsored a failed attack on the French port at Dakar, Senegal, by
the Free French forces of Charles de Gaulle, whom Marshal Pétain and
many French officers considered an impertinent renegade. And worst of
all, in July 1940 British warships had issued an ultimatum to the Vichy
fleet at Mers el-Kébir, near Oran, Algeria: lest the French ships fall into

WBRT: Prepress/Printer’s Proof



A Meeting with the Dutchman /  27

German hands, the captains were told to sail for Britain or a neutral port.
When the ultimatum was rejected, the British opened fire. In five min-
utes, they slaughtered 1,200 French sailors.

“I am reasonably sure a simultaneous landing by British and Ameri-
cans would result in full resistance by all French in Africa, whereas an
initial landing without British ground forces offers a real chance that
there would be no French resistance or only a token resistance,” Roose-
velt cabled Churchill on August 30. To test this theory, the president
commissioned a Princeton, New Jersey, firm to discreetly survey public
opinion in North Africa. The poll results—drawn from a scientifically
dubious sample of fewer than 150 respondents—reinforced Roosevelt’s
conviction.

There was skepticism in London. One British diplomat believed that
Roosevelt’s “spirit of Lafayette” merely reflected a sentimental Yankee
affection for Paris, “where all good Americans hoped to go in the after-
life.” But, having won on the larger issue of whether to invade Africa or
France, Churchill chose to concur with the president. “I consider myself
your lieutenant,” he cabled Roosevelt. “This is an American enterprise in
which we are your help mates.” The president’s further suggestion that
British forces wait a full month after the invasion before coming to
North Africa was gently rebuffed; the plan now called for Tommies to
follow hard on the heels of their Yank cousins in Algeria.

The second vital issue involved where to land. Most British strategists,
supported by Eisenhower, had stressed the importance of controlling
Tunisia within two weeks of the invasion, before Axis troops from
nearby Sicily and the Italian mainland could establish a bridgehead.
“The whole conception of TORCH may stand or fall on this question of
early Allied occupation of Tunisia,” a British message advised. Once
Tunisia was held, Allied control of Mediterranean shipping was all but
assured. Rommel’s Afrika Korps would be trapped in Libya, and the
Allies would possess a southern springboard for further operations,
against Sicily or the European continent.

These considerations argued for putting invasion forces from both
armadas onto Mediterranean beaches in Algeria, and perhaps even as far
east as the principal Tunisian port of Bizerte. “We should take great
risks” to reach Tunis first, the British military chiefs of staff urged. Land-
ings too far west should be avoided “like the plague” because of the haz-
ard that the subsequent advance “eastward will be so slow as to allow
Germans to reach Tunisia in force.” In late August, Eisenhower’s prelim-
inary TORCH plan called for landings entirely within the Mediterranean,
at the Algerian ports of Oran, Algiers, and Bône.
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But General Marshall and War Department planners had other ideas.
Tunisia and eastern Algeria lay within range of Axis warplanes on Sicily and
beyond range of Allied fighters at Gibraltar. Landings at sites vulnerable
to Luftwaffe attack would be extraordinarily perilous. Furthermore, the
Americans feared that Hitler might lunge through neutral Spain and close
the Straits of Gibraltar, trapping them in the Mediterranean as if cinching
the drawstring of a sack. That argued for at least one landing on Morocco’s
Atlantic coast to guarantee an open supply line across the Atlantic.

For weeks, cables had fluttered back and forth in what Eisenhower
called “a transatlantic essay contest.” The Royal Navy believed that
although the Strait of Gibraltar at its narrowest was just eight miles wide,
it could not be controlled by enemy forces any more than the English
Channel had been controlled. British planners also calculated that even
with Madrid’s consent to cross Spain—consent that, London insisted,
was unlikely to be given—the Germans would need at least six divisions
and more than two months to overpower Gibraltar.

In the American view, however, the risks were too great. The TORCH

landings must succeed, Marshall argued, because failure in the first big
American offensive of the war would “only bring ridicule and loss of
confidence.”

Roosevelt agreed, and again he intervened. “I want to emphasize,” he
cabled Churchill on August 30, “that under any circumstances one of
our landings must be on the Atlantic.” The president blithely dismissed
the notion that Axis forces might build a Tunisian redoubt before the
Allies arrived. In another message to the prime minister, he reiterated
“our belief that German air and parachute troops cannot get to Algiers
or Tunis any large force for at least two weeks after [the] initial attack.”

Again Churchill acquiesced, not least because General Brooke, chief
of the Imperial General Staff, shared the American disquiet and believed
that diverting Hewitt’s armada to Morocco “is a much wiser plan.”

If not wiser, it was safer in the short run. But rarely are wars won in
the short run. The Americans had been audacious to the point of folly in
advocating SLEDGEHAMMER, the sacrificial landing of a mostly British
force on the French coast. Now, with American soldiers predominant in
TORCH, caution prevailed and audacity stole away. Hewitt’s Task Force
34 would deposit one-third of the invasion force more than a thousand
miles from Tunis. The invaders would bifurcate themselves by facing
east and west, violating the hallowed principle of concentration and
weakening their Sunday punch. In London, Eisenhower changed the
odds of quickly capturing Tunis from “the realm of the probable to the
remotely possible.”
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On September 5, the final decision was made to attempt landings at
three sites in Morocco and at half a dozen beaches around Algiers and
Oran. “Please make it before election day,” Roosevelt asked Marshall. In
this, the president would be disappointed. Various delays intruded, and
on September 21, Eisenhower fixed the invasion date for Sunday morn-
ing, November 8, five days after the U.S. congressional elections.

TORCH remained breathtakingly bold, an enterprise of imagination
and power. But at a critical moment, the Allies had taken counsel of
their fears.

His business done at the Navy Department, Hewitt emerged at 1 p.m.
to find that the day had turned warm and humid, with temperatures
edging into the low seventies. The staff car picked him up and headed
east on Independence Avenue before angling north across the Mall on
15th Street.

At the White House, a Secret Service agent directed his driver through
the southeast gate, then led Hewitt on a circuitous route to avoid nosy
reporters. Walking through the narrow corridors, the admiral saw that
the mansion was battened down for combat. Blackout curtains draped
the windows, and skylights had been painted black. Every room in the
old tinderbox was equipped with a bucket of sand and a shovel, along
with folded gas masks. The cluttered Fish Room, where Roosevelt kept
trophies from his angling expeditions, was a reminder of the admiral’s
last encounter with the president. In December 1936, as skipper of the
U.S.S. Indianapolis, Hewitt had taken Roosevelt on a monthlong trip to
South America. He fondly remembered his passenger casting from the
boat deck, then chortling with glee as he hauled in two fish. Roosevelt
named them “Maine” and “Vermont,” for the two states he had failed to
carry in his recent reelection.

Waiting, as planned, in a small, vaulted antechamber of the Oval
Office was the battle captain who would command the American
troops in Morocco once Hewitt put them ashore: Major General
George S. Patton, Jr. He, too, had been escorted by a roundabout route
to avoid the press, but Patton was incapable of looking inconspicuous.
Tall and immaculate in his starched pinks-and-greens, the crease in his
trousers bayonet sharp, gloves folded just so in his left hand, Patton
seemed every inch the warrior looking for a war.

Even as he shook Patton’s hand and returned his broad smile, Hewitt
remained uncertain what to make of this strange man. That he was a
gifted and charismatic officer bound for glory seemed obvious. But,
thoughtful and utterly charming one moment, he could be profane and
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truculent the next. Later in the war, military planners were to recom-
mend at least six months’ preparation from the day an invasion order
was issued to the day the fleet sailed; the belated decision to invade
Morocco had given Task Force 34 only seven weeks to ready one of the
most complex military operations in American history. George Patton
seemed determined to make every hour as difficult as possible.

Rather than move his headquarters to Hampton Roads, Patton had
remained in his capacious office loft in the Munitions Building on the
Mall, even as he railed against the “goddam fools in Washington.” “By all
means, as I have already written you, come see us as soon as you can,”
Hewitt wrote in exasperation. Without consulting the Navy, Army plan-
ners proposed Moroccan landing sites, one of which had no beach and
another of which was boobytrapped with shoals. In recent days Patton
had finally traded Washington for Norfolk, yet he still seemed deeply
suspicious of naval officers in general—“that bunch of rattlesnakes,” he
called them—and of Hewitt in particular. Hewitt had been puzzled, then
annoyed, then alarmed, and his mild complaints of August had escalated
by mid-September to a formal protest at “the Army’s failure to cooper-
ate.” Only Eisenhower’s personal warrant to the War Department of his
old friend’s virtues had prevented Patton from being sacked and ending
a luminous career before it began. Marshall added his own admonition
in a private meeting with Patton: “Don’t scare the Navy.”

Another tense moment came when Hewitt proposed delaying TORCH

a week to give the invaders a rising tide rather than risk having their
boats stranded on the beaches by the ebb tide forecast for dawn on
November 8. Patton objected with arm-flapping vigor, and even
Hewitt’s Navy superiors agreed that a postponement was impossible.
Oddly, Patton seemed to take personally neither Hewitt’s complaints
about him nor their professional disagreements. Odder still, Hewitt
found himself liking the man, and he suspected that Patton liked him,
too. Hewitt could only chuckle at the shotgun marriages made by war.

At precisely two, the wide door to the Oval Office opened and Roose-
velt spoke: “Come in, skipper and old cavalryman, and give me the good
news.” The president sat in his armless wheelchair, beaming and gestur-
ing to a pair of empty chairs. Patton, unaware that Hewitt and Roosevelt
had been shipmates six years earlier, looked nonplussed to find himself
introduced to the president by the admiral.

“Well, gentlemen,” Roosevelt asked with a wave of his cigarette, “what
have you got on your minds?”

Hewitt had a great deal on his mind, but he tried to summarize the
TORCH plan as succinctly as possible. Three hundred warships and
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nearly 400 transports and cargo vessels would land more than 100,000
troops—three-quarters of them American, the rest British—in North
Africa. Task Force 34 would sail for Morocco on Saturday morning. The
other armada would leave Britain shortly thereafter for Algeria. With
luck, the Vichy French controlling North Africa would not oppose the
landings. Regardless, the Allies were to pivot east for a dash into Tunisia
before the enemy arrived.

The gray-green walls of the Oval Office gave the room a nautical air.
Patton waited for a lull, then in his shrill, nasal voice said, “Sir, all I want
to tell you is this—I will leave the beaches either a conqueror or a
corpse.”

Roosevelt smiled and deflected the remark with that jaunty toss of the
head that George Marshall privately called the “cigarette-holder ges-
ture.” Did the general plan to mount his old cavalry saddle on a tank tur-
ret? the president asked Patton. Would he charge into action with his
saber drawn?

The conversation rambled on, with much more left unsaid than said.
Hewitt chose not to dwell on TORCH’s risks. Unlike most senior officers,
he had felt only relief upon learning that there would be no frontal
assault against the French coast; even zealous advocates of SLEDGEHAM-

MER had been chastened in mid-August, when a raid by 6,000 Canadian
and British troops on the German-occupied French port of Dieppe
ended in catastrophe. Hewitt had watched a rehearsal for Dieppe during
a visit to England, and he still found it hard to accept that half of those
eager young men were now dead or in German prison camps.

But TORCH had its own hazards. Except for the Guadalcanal landings
in August, it was the first large amphibious operation by the United
States in forty-five years, and the most audacious ever. Some believed it
to be the greatest amphibious gamble since Xerxes crossed the Helles-
pont in the fifth century b.c. The only modern precedent for landing on
a hostile shore after a long sea voyage through perilous waters was the
British disaster at Gallipoli in 1915, which cost a quarter of a million
Allied casualties. The initial mission of seizing three port cities—
Casablanca, Algiers, and Oran—was complicated by the need to land at
nine coastal sites scattered across 900 miles. And not only U-boats men-
aced Task Force 34: so would the sea, for the long fetch across the
Atlantic often brought mountainous waves to the Moroccan coast.

For his part, Roosevelt chose not to mention the War Department’s
lingering resentment of TORCH—even his secretary of war, Henry L.
Stimson, had accused him of the “wildest kind of dispersion debauch,”
and called North Africa “the president’s great secret baby.” Nor did the
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president complain about delays in the invasion date, although he must
have suspected how badly his party would fare in the elections, less than
two weeks away. (The Democrats were to lose almost sixty congressional
seats to a disgruntled electorate unaware that their nation was about to
strike back.)

After half an hour, the conversation drifted into trivialities. Roosevelt
offered Hewitt detailed advice on how to moor a ship with a stern
anchor to keep her head into the wind, a tactic he had once employed
with a yacht. Patton made a final effort to pull the discussion back to
TORCH. “The admiral and I feel that we must get ashore regardless of
cost, as the fate of the war hinges on our success,” he told the president.
But the meeting was over. “Of course you must,” Roosevelt replied with
a final cigarette-holder gesture. He ushered them out the door with
handshakes and a hearty “Godspeed.”

Patton returned to the Munitions Building. Hewitt drove directly to
Anacostia Field and flew to Hampton Roads. By late afternoon he was
back in his office, a tiny converted bedroom in the Hotel Nansemond at
Ocean View. He had been gone only ten hours, but a thick stack of
papers awaited him, including weather reports for Africa and the
Atlantic, and the latest intelligence on German U-boats.

You do everything you can, then you hope for the best. Night had fallen
by the time he stepped into his admiral’s barge at the Willoughby Spit
boat landing. The coxswain steered across Hampton Roads toward the
Hotel Chamberlin at Fortress Monroe, where Hewitt had a suite with his
wife, Floride. He studied the silhouettes of the ships moored in the great
bay. Their superstructures loomed against the skyline, inky black but for
the occasional orange glow of cigarettes on the weather decks. In two
days, this fleet would carry 33,843 soldiers, every last one of them his
responsibility.

Hewitt ate a quick supper at the Chamberlin, then moved to an arm-
chair in the sitting room and unfolded the afternoon newspaper. A few
minutes later, Floride Hewitt looked in on her husband and screamed:
he lay crumpled on the floor. Hewitt sat up slowly, more bemused than
shaken. “I guess I just dropped off,” he said. The barge was dispatched
for a medical officer, who examined Hewitt and pronounced him
healthy but exhausted. The admiral, he admonished, really should get
more rest.
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