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Introduction

1944: The large army truck stopped at the swing gate, its 

engine idling in the frigid February night while its head-

lights lit up a sign:

STOP

NO ADMITTANCE

WITHOUT WRITTEN AUTHORITY

OF COMMANDING OFFICER

ARMY EXPERIMENTAL STATION

The men sitting in the back of the truck had little idea 

why they’d been brought to Pine Camp, a huge army base 

in northern New York State, about fi fteen miles from the 

Canadian border. The men knew that they had been cho-

sen for this assignment because of the high scores they 

had achieved on the mechanical and mental aptitude 

tests when they were accepted into the Army Specialized 

Training Program (ASTP). The soldiers had been personally 

interviewed and selected by Colonel Hilton Howell Railey, 

the commanding offi  cer (CO) of Pine Camp and, by many 

accounts, “the most popular and interesting of the offi  cers” 

in the program. The swing gate lifted as the driver jammed 

the transmission into fi rst gear and the truck lurched into 

the Army Experimental Station.

One of the men who had arrived at Pine Camp was 

Lieutenant Richard Syracuse, a “tall, muscular man with a 

fl amboyant manner” who was commissioned as an offi  cer at 

age twenty. Like the others in the truck, he had no idea why 
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they had been recruited and brought to this out-of-the-way 

base. As an offi  cer, he wanted to know what his assignment 

would be at Pine Camp.

Syracuse reported to Colonel Railey’s offi  ce. But before 

he could get an explanation from his CO, Railey told the 

young lieutenant to follow him.

The two drove to an observation point on a remote hill, 

where they waited in the quiet darkness. Then out of the 

night came the distant rumbling of a powerful diesel engine. 

A tank! Then another. More tank engines snarled to life in 

the darkness, the vehicles apparently crawling up the hill 

toward their position. Syracuse stared into the distance, 

following the growing roar of dozens of tanks. Did he see

the tanks? Did he see “shadowy forms . . . emerging from 

the tree line”? Many years later, Syracuse still remembered 

what happened next. “Suddenly my ears are telling my eyes 

that there are tanks out there,” he recalled. “Is it possible for 

your ears to tell your eyes to see something?”

But there were no tanks rumbling up that hill in the 

snowy night. And that, Syracuse found out, was what the AES 

was all about. Creating sonic deceptions. Using the sounds 

of war machines and equipment and troops as part of a 

deception operation that would fool the German army into 

believing what their ears told them.

The sonic unit training at the Army Experimental Station 

at Pine Camp, New York, was but one of four units of the 

Twenty-Third Headquarters Special Troops. The other units 

were a camoufl age battalion, a signal operations company, 

and a combat engineer company, all of which were being 

trained at Camp Forrest, Tennessee. The Twenty-Third 

included actors, painters, set designers, camoufl age experts 
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called camoufl eurs, and assorted tricksters. Their ultimate 

mission was to move into an area, secretly take the place of 

a fi ghting unit, and then — with their bag of tricks, includ-

ing infl atable tanks, pyrotechnics, camoufl age, spoof radio 

plays, special eff ects, and sonic deception — pretend they 

were the unit they had replaced.

In the meantime, the fi ghting unit would circle around 

the German troops and attack them from behind or at their 

fl ank. In the words of one of its offi  cers, Fred Fox, the Twenty-

Third was “more theatrical than military . . . like a traveling 

road show,” which would, over the course of the war, per-

form more than twenty times in the European Theater of 

Operations (ETO), impersonating real fi ghting units.

But how, as World War II loomed, did the United States 

decide that it needed such a deception unit? The U.S. 

military had long held, after all, that deception in war was 

underhanded, somehow un-American. How did the army fi nd 

the men with the artistic talents to be part of the camoufl age 

unit of the Twenty-Third? Where did they fi nd the men with 

sonic expertise to reproduce the sounds of battle? Who were 

the communications troops who would create and broadcast 

fake messages? And who were the commanding offi  cers 

who got the four units of the Twenty-Third to function as 

a team on the battlefi elds of Europe? The answers to these 

questions tell the tale of the Twenty-Third Headquarters 

Special Troops.

This band of U.S. soldiers, who came to be known as the 

Ghost Army, played a dangerous game of fooling the Nazi 

army into making battlefi eld mistakes that would eventu-

ally cost Germany the war. The story of these heroic men 

remained a government secret for more than fi fty years.





Chapter 1 

The Ghost Army Is Born

On September 1, 1939, German troops poured into Poland 

like an angry sea, and World War II in Europe began. By the 

end of the year, Adolf Hitler’s forces had occupied Hungary 

and Czechoslovakia as well. Then, after a relatively quiet 

winter, the war roared back to life in the spring of 1940 

as the German army swept through Denmark, Norway, 

Belgium, Holland, Luxembourg, Yugoslavia, Greece, and 

France. With Hitler’s new conquests, only fi fty miles of the 

English Channel stood between his troops and England. To 

help make up for what they lacked in soldiers and equip-

ment, the British turned to deception.

The U.S. military establishment, on the other hand, 

felt a disdain for deception, believing that it somehow ran 

contrary to the American character, which insisted on “fair 

play,” even in war. However, a handful of U.S. generals were 

beginning to reconsider the usefulness of deception in battle. 
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Some historians say that the U.S. military began to rethink 

its position after the decisive British defeat of German fi eld 

marshal Edwin Rommel, known as the “Desert Fox,” in North 

Africa in October 1942 — a defeat largely made possible by 

a set of British deception eff orts called Operation BERTRAM 

(September–October 1942).

When the United States entered the war in Europe in 

December 1941, it declined to coordinate the Allied decep-

tion operations through the London Controlling Section 

(LCS) of MI5, the British Security Service, and formed its 

own group to control its deception ops: the Joint Security 

Committee, later renamed the Joint Security Control (JSC). 

The JSC included top offi  cers from the U.S. Army, Air Force, 

and Navy. Each selected a high-ranking offi  cer as an assistant.

As its name suggests, the main goal of the Joint Security 

Control was protecting the security of military information, 

to keep it from falling into enemy hands. In addition, the 

JSC was to coordinate cover and deception operations of the 

military and nonmilitary agencies in the United States. With 

the JSC established, the stage was set for the creation of the 

Twenty-Third Headquarters Special Troops.

Major Ralph Ingersoll, who worked in London in the 

operations branch of the army’s headquarters, wasn’t shy 

about taking credit for originating the concept for a “super 

secret battalion of specialists in the art of manipulating our 

antagonists’ decisions.” Ingersoll referred to this unit as “my 

con artists.” But was Ingersoll really responsible for creat-

ing the deception unit that came to be the Twenty-Third 

Headquarters Special Troops?

Since Ingersoll had a “reputation for exaggerating his 

accomplishments,” Rick Beyer, a Ghost Army authority, 
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believes that Ingersoll “cer-

tainly didn’t conceive of the 

Ghost Army all on his own.” He 

worked with Colonel William 

“Billy” Harris, at the orders 

of General Jake Devers, com-

mander of the headquarters of 

the American army in Europe 

(ETOUSA), who insisted that 

the time was right to appoint 

a permanent cover and decep-

tion offi  cer for the European 

Theater of Operations.

Harris’s fi rst task was to assess the role that deception 

should play in the ETO. Harris issued a report that recom-

mended formation of a deception unit “capable of simulat-

ing one corps [about fi fty thousand men], consisting of one 

infantry division and one armored division, by means of 

prefabricated portable dummies together with the appropri-

ate radio communications.” In the end, it was Devers who 

endorsed the idea and sent his approval in a memo to the 

War Department on December 24, 1943. Military historian 

Jonathan Gawne notes, “Lots of people suggest things, but 

it was Devers that had his name at the bottom of the memo” 

that went to Washington. Despite the endorsement from 

Devers, it was still nearly two years before the U.S. decep-

tion unit was fully operational. The U.S. military simply did 

not have the manpower it needed at that point to quickly 

move the operation forward.

Oddly enough, it was the work of two others — neither a 

career military man but each with strong social connections 

Major Ralph Ingersoll
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with people in high places in Washington, D.C. — that laid 

the foundation for what was to become the Ghost Army.

Douglas Fairbanks Jr. was a man of action. The dash-

ing and popular movie star was known for his portrayal of 

intrepid and swashbuckling heroes who were always at the 

ready to protect merchant ships from marauding pirates. So 

with a second world war looming, Fairbanks wanted to be 

part of it. His interest in joining the armed forces was no 

gimmick to boost ticket sales of his movies. He wanted to 

serve his country.

Fairbanks explained in The Salad Days, an autobiogra-

phy covering his early life and his activities in World War 

II, that he had actually wanted to join the navy before the 

war started. “All my life,” he wrote, “I had loved the lure 

of the sea . . . and almost everything to do with ships.” He 

rejected service in the other branches for practical reasons. 

The Army Air Corps wasn’t a good fi t for him because he 

admitted that he knew “next to nothing about fl ying and 

wasn’t particularly anxious to learn.” Thanks to his family’s 

connections in Washington, he could have taken “some rela-

tively easy-to-get commissions in the Army,” but Fairbanks 

knew that the army required lots of marching, and he hated 

to walk!

Having chosen the navy, Fairbanks set his sights on com-

missioning as an offi  cer. However, because he didn’t have 

the formal education that the navy required of its offi  cers, 

that door was closed to him. But a family friend did let him 

in on a secret: men interested in becoming naval intelligence 

offi  cers didn’t need that education. The movie star enlisted 

immediately and was commissioned on April 10, 1941, as a 

lieutenant junior grade in the U.S. Naval Reserve.
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Once in the navy, Fairbanks let it be known that he 

wished to be “of service in any capacity.” His family’s politi-

cal connections came in handy again when Undersecretary 

of State Sumner Welles reported Fairbanks’s intense inter-

est in serving President Roosevelt, a friend of Fairbanks’s 

parents. Welles believed that Fairbanks might be an ideal 

person for the State Department to send on what could be 

billed as a fact-fi nding trip to a number of South American 

countries. According to Fairbanks, the “offi  cial line” was 

that he could go to South America to “further develop cul-

tural relations” on behalf of the United States and “meet and 

exchange views with painters, sculptors, writers, theater 

and fi lm people.”

However, since, as Fairbanks was informed, “nearly two 

million people in South America . . . had recently come from 

Germany,” the real reason for his trip was more clandes-

tine. He was to fi nd out, “in whatever off hand manner” he 

could, whether the countries he visited would be sympa-

thetic to the United States if the country were attacked or 

became actively involved in the war. And “most important,” 

he recalled, “I was to fi nd out if we would be welcome in that 

country if we needed to use its ports as possible emergency 

repair bases for our navy.”

Fairbanks visited Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, 

and Peru during his trip that lasted ten weeks, from mid-

April to the end of June 1941. Back in the United States, he 

fi led a report to Welles, who shared it with the president. 

According to Fairbanks, he received “nothing but praise” 

from the administration for his clandestine work. “I was 

very pleased indeed,” he recalled, “and wondered, ‘What 

next?’” The answer was not long in coming.



Germans in South America

It might seem odd that the U.S. Navy would send Lieutenant 

Douglas Fairbanks Jr. to South America in 1941 to gather intel-

ligence. After all, the United States wasn’t even in the war and 

neither were any of the countries on that continent. However, 

U.S. foreign policy and military leaders decided they needed 

to keep tabs on countries that had ties to Hitler’s Germany, in 

particular Argentina.

Since the late 1800s, Argentina had been a “favored land” 

for German emigration. The demise of many German institu-

tions following the country’s loss in World War I made emi-

grating attractive to many Germans. The “long, bloody and 

wearisome” war had led to the deterioration of food supplies 

and living conditions in Germany. The country had been hit by 

food riots and strikes in 1915. On the other hand, the coun-

tries of South America — particularly Brazil, Argentina, and 

Paraguay — offered a moderate climate and tolerant institu-

tions. And many of the large cities, such as Buenos Aires, had 

a European feel to them.

German immigration agencies often steered their citizens 

to South America rather than to the United States. Germans 

who immigrated to the United States were frequently assimi-

lated into local communities. By contrast, the Germans who 

immigrated to cities like Buenos Aires “usually settled in tight 
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communities and remained loyal to their cultural heritage for 

many generations.” So when Hitler came to power, his High 

Command knew there were thousands of Germans in South 

America they could count on to advance the agenda of the 

Third Reich.

In fact, it was these very German enclaves in South 

American cities that provided sanctuary after World War II for 

some of the most heinous Nazi war criminals. The president 

of Argentina in the mid-1940s through mid-1950s, Juan 

Perón, “secretly ordered diplomats and intelligence officers to 

establish escape routes, so called ‘ratlines,’ through ports in 

Spain and Italy to smuggle thousands of former SS officers and 

Nazi party members out of Europe.” One report claims that 

“an estimated nine thousand war criminals escaped to South 

America, including . . . other western Europeans who aided the 

Nazi war machine,” with perhaps as many as half of them going 

to Argentina.

Among the war criminals who fled to South America and 

were captured years later was Dr. Josef Mengele, the Auschwitz 

“Angel of Death,” who had fled to Argentina in July 1949, hiding 

in Buenos Aires before moving to Paraguay ten years later and 

then to Brazil a year later. Others of the hundreds of Nazi war 

criminals who found help in South America included Klaus 

Barbie, the former SS captain known as the “Butcher of Lyon”; 

Adolf Eichmann, one of the top SS officers responsible for 

organizing the Holocaust; Eduard Roschmann, the “Butcher of 

Riga,” who died in Paraguay; SS Colonel Walter Rauff, creator of 

mobile gas chambers that killed at least one hundred thousand 

people; and Gustav Wagner, an SS officer simply known as “the 

Beast.” Wagner died in Brazil in 1980, after the Brazilian federal 



court refused to return him to Germany to stand trial because 

of “inaccuracies in the paperwork.”

Once the United States and England realized that a “rec-

tification of the Treaty of Versailles would not stop Hitler’s 

aggression and that Germany’s intentions and capabilities 

were widely unknown,” the U.S. and U.K. military intelligence 

agencies feared that the Germans would establish secret fuel 

and food supplies for their U-boats and warships along a sec-

tion of the east coast of South America. The U.K. also feared 

that the Germans would commit acts of sabotage on British 

manufacturing facilities and the transportation system that 

supplied the U.K. with food and raw materials that it needed 

for its war efforts.

While none of the South American countries were active 

participants in World War II, U.S. leaders felt it was in the coun-

try’s best interest to monitor any activities that might influence 

their decision to enter the war.
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Once again, Fairbanks’s fam-

ily connections rescued him from 

the mundane jobs of a typical 

naval reserve officer. Fairbanks 

still craved action, and he wasn’t 

shy about letting his political 

and military contacts know of his 

eagerness.

In July 1942, Lord Louis 

Mountbatten, admiral of the fleet 

of the British navy and another 

friend of the family, invited 

Fairbanks to join his Combined Operations command, tasked 

with launching harassing raids with army and naval forces 

against the Germans in Europe. Mountbatten was convinced 

that the British should be doing more with deception. He 

had become especially interested in sonic deception, partic-

ularly blaring prerecorded sound of tanks and landing craft 

from behind smoke screens.

The Combined Operations deception project began with 

battlefield decoys: dummy tanks, armored cars, artillery, 

landing craft, and airplanes. But the dummies were only a 

part of the operation. Sonic trickery became a big part of 

the deception scheme “to give the enemy the impression of 

movement of an armored group.” The Combined Operations 

tested the sounds of rolling squadrons of tanks and armored 

cars and added soldiers’ voices and related noises. These 

sounds were projected from within a forest or wooded area 

to give the deceivers cover.

Fairbanks was stationed in Achnacarry Castle, Scotland, 

near Ballantrae, the “even more secret base” for deception 

Lieutenant Douglas Fairbanks Jr.
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development, where the “actual experiments with visual tac-

tical ruses and camoufl age devices were carried out.” The 

fi lm star did more than observe the deception practices, 

occasionally serving as a member of a team that cruised in a 

torpedo boat to test their sonic deceptions in the fog off  the 

coast of Scotland.

After seeing the deception operations in action, Fairbanks 

became an “avid disciple of deception.” Mountbatten wanted 

Fairbanks to take that passion and conviction and sell the 

importance of deception to the American navy.

When Fairbanks returned to the United States, he wasted 

no time in writing a report to Rear Admiral H. Kent Hewitt, 

in which he proposed a “pyramid of deception.” The top 

layer of his scheme was a “cover and deception agency” at 

the highest level of the Pentagon. He further suggested a 

theater-wide group that would work hand in hand with the 

London Controlling Section. On the third level of the pyra-

mid would be a “new, elite, amphibious combat unit” that 

would provide cover as the Allies invaded Europe. To move 

forward, Fairbanks needed to convince Admiral Ernest J. 

King, commander in chief of the U.S. fl eet and chief of naval 

operations.

However, the Joint Chiefs of Staff , the body of senior U.S. 

military leaders, was unmoved by Fairbanks’s report. As he 

wrote, not even the navy believed that deception operations 

were “anything more than a waste of time and money; they 

thought the idea just another set of wasteful silly tricks.” 

What he didn’t know was that two months earlier the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff  had approved a proposal from Admiral King 

and General George C. Marshall, U.S. Army chief of staff , 

which was very similar to what Fairbanks had proposed.



16   Secret Soldiers

Atop the JCS “pyramid” was the Joint Security Control, a 

high-level deception agency. At the mid-level, a theaterwide 

organization would coordinate with the British and would be 

partially fi lled with the Twenty-Third Headquarters Special 

Troops. For the third level of their pyramid, Fairbanks was 

given permission to form a small unit to practice decep-

tion. The amphibious units came to be known as the Beach 

Jumpers, whose only mission was battlefi eld deception, a 

concept the military was fi nally embracing.

While Fairbanks was in England learning about the decep-

tion methods of the Combined Operations, Hilton Howell 

Railey, an army offi  cer with a background in journalism and 

public relations, was trying to advance the role of deception 

in the thinking of top-ranking U.S. Army minds, convinced 

it could “play a major role in the war.”

Railey had never realized his own dream of becoming 

a movie actor as Fairbanks had, but he did what he could 

to gain a share of the national spotlight. He served in the 

army in World War I, then was posted in Poland as a war 

correspondent. He then turned to public relations, helping 

to organize Admiral Richard E. Byrd’s Antarctic expeditions 

in the 1920s. It was Railey who recognized Amelia Earhart’s 

star power and guided her rise to fame with her headline-

grabbing international fl ights in the 1930s.

Like Fairbanks, Railey took advantage of his connections 

in the Roosevelt administration. In March 1941, following 

the start of the war, Railey contacted an army general he 

knew with connections in the War Department. Railey again 

off ered his experience and expertise handling “tough jobs.” 

He wrote that “tough jobs not only interest me but stimu-

late my sense of responsibility. Moreover, in this country 
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and abroad, since 1917, I have successfully functioned as a 

trouble-shooter.” Railey was soon activated in the army as a 

lieutenant colonel.

In 1942, the United States took steps to make certain it 

was equipped to create the weapons of victory. In September, 

the War Department created the National Defense Research 

Committee (NDRC), a group of scientists and technology 

innovators charged with developing new weapons. Showing 

its conviction in the importance of sonic deception, the 

NDRC created a secret section called Division 17. Railey was 

selected for its planning board, as was Lieutenant Douglas 

Fairbanks Jr., as a deception advocate and the board’s naval 

liaison offi  cer. Because he could write well, Railey was 

named secretary of the board, as well as executive offi  cer, 

or second in command. The time was right for Railey and 

Fairbanks to meet when Fairbanks brought his fervor for 

deception to the planning board.

The sonic deception team had been working since 

February 1942 on developing a means of transmitting 

the sounds of an amphibious landing — including rattling 

anchor chains, landing-craft diesel engines, and creak-

ing tanks — over water. The sounds of the landing would 

come from behind a dense smoke screen generated by 

quickly changing the setting on the oil-fi red engines of the 

ships. To make the “assault” complete and realistic, high-

explosive 4½-inch beach barrage rockets would be fi red in 

the air.

The sound system that would broadcast the noise of an 

amphibious landing included a wire recorder (predecessor 

of the tape recorder) that played sounds through powerful 

amplifi ers and monstrous 1,000-watt, twelve-horn speakers, 



Beach Jumpers

The success of the seaborne deception at Sandy Hook legiti-

mized the use of deception for more of the military officers 

who had not been fans of the tactic. And while Railey’s plan for 

the Twenty-Third took many months to become a reality, the 

navy moved more quickly to create its own deception unit in 

the Beach Jumpers, Fairbanks’s brainchild.

Five months after the Battle of Sandy Hook, Fairbanks 

was named commander of the Beach Jumpers and began 

recruitment. He enjoyed the role of the “seasoned combat 

veteran whipping the new recruits into shape” as he continued 

to play the part of the dashing movie hero, crisscrossing the 

country visiting college campuses looking for Beach Jumper 

recruits. Notices were posted to announce that the navy was 

looking for “volunteers for potentially hazardous duty, the 

details of which could not be divulged in advance.” The poster 

attracted lots of candidates, who were told they had to meet 

four basic requirements:

 No seasickness

 Experience in small-boat handling

 Enough electrical knowledge to fix a home radio

 At least fundamental knowledge of celestial navigation

Despite the success of the Battle of Sandy Hook, the army 

and navy, not surprisingly, came to a parting of ways regarding 



the technology of sonic deception. Fairbanks was eager to 

prepare his Beach Jumpers to play their role in deception 

operations as soon as possible. So he quickly ordered thirty 

sonic units like the ones used at Sandy Hook and began training 

his Beach Jumpers. A training base for the unit was established 

at Camp Bradford, Virginia, involving 180 officers and three 

hundred enlisted men.

The Beach Jumpers were supplied with the special equip-

ment they would need to do their job, including wire recorders, 

amplifiers, 1,000-watt speakers, and gasoline generators. Later 

the BJs received jammer transmitters to foil enemy attempts 

to intercept their radio transmissions. All the equipment was 

loaded on sixty-three-foot Air Sea Rescue (ASR) boats, “lightly 

armed plywood vessels similar to the torpedo boats of the 

time.”

After about four months of training at Bradford, the Beach 

Jumpers were ready for their first taste of action, receiving 

orders to participate in Operation HUSKY, the invasion of Sicily. 

On July 11, 1943, Beach Jumpers Unit 1 (BJU-1) embarked on its 

mission: to create a diversion off Cape San Marco, one hundred 

miles west of the true landing zone for HUSKY. The Allies 

hoped that the BJs’ diversion would draw the Germans from 

the true invasion point. Behind a thick smoke screen laid down 

by the first ASR, three of the ASR sound boats played their 

invasion audio. By early evening, their work was completed, so 

the first operation of the Beach Jumpers was finished. And it 

was a success, as Operation HUSKY “accomplished complete 

surprise due to the uncertainty created in the minds of some 

of the German commanders” by the Beach Jumpers’ deception. 

Fairbanks also planned the second of the BJs’ deceptions, 

in support of Operation ANVIL-DRAGOON, the invasion of 



southern France in August 1944. Once the plans for the inva-

sion were in place, the strategic “story”— the false operation that 

the United States wanted the Nazis to believe — was changed to 

suggest that the Allies no longer intended to land in southern 

France but “were instead planning a ‘leapfrog assault’ against 

Genoa.” Fairbanks’s plan called for the Beach Jumpers’ convoy 

of assault transports and landing craft headed for the French 

coast to instead turn back to Arzeu, Algeria, and conduct a 

practice landing. German intelligence took the activity as “the 

onset of a new operation” and sent their forces to meet it.

One of the Beach Jumpers’ jobs in preparation for the inva-

sion of southern France was radio deception. As one of the 

A high-speed patrol boat similar to those used by the Beach Jumpers



members of that unit put it, “We poured out all kinds of com-

mands and other information by voice during the invasion.” 

Perhaps their most dangerous activity was to enter mined har-

bors to find out from fishermen where the minefields were 

located. The unit also made what they called a spy run, drop-

ping three unit members posing as Italian businessmen at 

a small dock to gather intelligence and pick up three other 

“businessmen” who had completed their own fact-finding mis-

sion. Overall, the deception was another success for the Beach 

Jumpers. In fact, their exemplary deception ops earned them 

the Presidential Unit Citation.

Other BJ units in the Mediterranean took on other assign-

ments. BJU-4, for example, assisted British commandos in the 

Adriatic late in 1944. They also rescued British airmen who had 

bailed out of disabled planes heading back to their home base 

after bombing Nazi oil fields in Romania.

The BJs did not have nearly as many operations as the 

Twenty-Third because they were limited to amphibious inva-

sions. Nevertheless, the unit was a success. It was deactivated 

at war’s end but was once again activated for the Korean War 

and saw limited action in the Vietnam War. In 1986, the BJs 

were renamed Fleet Tactical Deception Group and played a 

part in Operation DESERT STORM in 1991.

As to the origin of the name “Beach Jumpers,” in 1942, 

Professor Harold Burris-Meyers of the Stevens Institute of 

Technology was placed in charge of the research for the sonic 

aspects of deception. When he was asked to explain the pur-

pose of sonic deception, he replied that it was to “scare the 

be-jesus out of the enemy.” From that time on, the success of 

a sonic device was measured by its “be-jesus factor,” or “BJ fac-

tor.” So when Real Admiral Hewitt created special small-boat 



deception teams, they came to be known as “BJ Teams.” The 

name was soon changed to Beach Jumpers to match the origi-

nal abbreviation.

While Rear Admiral Hewitt and Douglas Fairbanks were 

developing the Beach Jumpers, Colonel Railey believed that 

much of the equipment they were using would not meet the 

needs of a land-based deception team. He wanted to build a 

deception unit that would explore new sonic technology and 

develop equipment that would work for the army.

Fortunately for Railey, the Battle of Sandy Hook got the 

attention of the Joint Security Control. Signaling its belief in the 

potential importance of deception on the battlefield, the JSC 

moved forward with a clandestine tactical outfit. To be called 

the Twenty-Third Headquarters Special Troops, it would be the 

army’s first land-based deception outfit. In addition to Railey’s 

sonic deception unit, the Twenty-Third would include units 

that specialized in camouflage and signal deception. Finally, 

to protect the men in the outfit and maintain overall security 

of the unit’s operations, the Twenty-Third would also include a 

company of combat engineers.

Now that the army had decided on the what of the elite what of the elite what

deception unit, it needed to find the who of the unit. Where who of the unit. Where who

would it get eleven hundred men with the proper skills to be 

part of the Twenty-Third? The search wasn’t easy or quick, but 

it gave the army exactly the blend of unconventional and highly 

trained soldiers that it was looking for to create the army’s first 

organized deception unit.
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called heaters. Even at moderate volume, the heaters “could 

blow out matches.”

Always the showman, Railey wanted a dramatic dem-

onstration of how sonic deception could shape a tactical 

operation. The demonstration was set for the night of 

October 27, 1942, at Sandy Hook, New Jersey, a three-mile 

stretch of beach that was designated as an island. Three 

hundred soldiers were to defend the beach against three 

hundred assault troops that would attempt to storm the 

area from six landing craft. Railey and other members of 

the NDRC planning board were to observe the attack from 

the deck of Dixonia, a yacht belonging to a pharmaceutical 

company owner.

What came to be called the Battle of Sandy Hook went 

exactly as Fairbanks, Railey, and other sonic deception sup-

porters had hoped. Behind a smoke screen, one small boat 

loaded with the heater made two passes off  the south end of 

the island, blaring the sounds of an amphibious landing. Six 

planes fl ew above the scene of the impending “battle,” half 

laying down a smoke screen, the other half shooting fl ares 

to light the fake landing spot. At fi rst, the commander of the 

troops on the island sent some of his men to investigate, but 

as the noise of the false invasion persisted, he ordered all 

his men to leave the north end of the island and head south 

to repel the attackers. The attacking force landed success-

fully, virtually unopposed on the north end of the island, 

demonstrating that “there might clearly be a place for sonic 

deception in amphibious operations.”





Chapter 2 

Recruitment and Training

The creation of a command structure for the Twenty-Third 

Headquarters Special Troops began at the top when the 

army selected Colonel Harry L. Reeder to be the group’s 

commanding offi  cer. Reeder was a tough World War I vet-

eran, an old tank soldier, and a career army man. Yet some 

offi  cers saw this as an odd choice because they considered 

Reeder too narrow-minded for any outside-the-box thinking, 

and the concept of the deception unit was defi nitely outside 

the box for many career military men. After all, the CO and 

his staff  were faced with a strategy that was brand-new for 

the army. There were no operations manuals or instruction 

guides for the Twenty-Third Headquarters Special Troops. 

To make matters more diffi  cult for Reeder and his offi  cers, 

they received no guidance or orders from the top army brass 

in Washington, except to prepare their troops for overseas 

action.
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Like many offi  cers of his generation, Reeder believed 

that the purpose of the army was to fi ght. To go into battle 

and outfi ght the enemy. Subdue him with superior tactics, 

weapons, and bravery. In Reeder’s view, there was no room 

for deception in the army. He was one of the offi  cers who 

believed that such tactics were somehow underhanded. Yet 

now he was in command of a unit whose sole purpose was 

to deceive the enemy. He felt there was something “sneaky 

and weird” about the operation and had no interest in it. He 

wanted to command troops in battle, not lead a fake army.

Reeder’s operations and training offi  cer, Lieutenant 

Colonel Cliff ord Simenson, shared many of his commander’s 

feelings about the Twenty-Third. He, too, was disappointed 

that he was not going to the front lines to lead an infantry 

battalion. But while he questioned the role of deception in 

the army, he was far more open-minded and resourceful 

than Reeder. Simenson’s “nimble brain [was] always at 

work analyzing, interpreting, judging what he heard.” He 

was much more lighthearted and aff able than Reeder, who 

was aloof from his troops and described by Sergeant Jim 

Laubheimer, one of the men in the camoufl age unit, as 

“always kind of harrumph!” Simenson, on the other hand, 

was ready to embrace the challenge of training and shaping 

the Twenty-Third Headquarters Special Troops. He became 

“one of the prime molders” of the Twenty-Third.

Reeder and Simenson knew that the Twenty-Third 

would include four units, each with a diff erent cast of char-

acters, each with a diff erent purpose: the 603rd Engineer 

Camoufl age Battalion, to work with camoufl age and infl at-

able decoys; the 3132nd Signal Service Company Special, 

to create and broadcast deceptive sound eff ects; the Signal 
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Company Special, to send false information for the Nazis 

to intercept; and the 406th Engineer Combat Company, to 

protect the whole unit.

They also knew that for an operation as ambitious as 

the Twenty-Third Headquarters Special Troops to succeed, 

the four units had to work as a team. Any mistake by any 

of the units could lead to disaster. Not only would the lives 

of the men in the Twenty-Third be at risk, but the soldiers 

in the “real” army would be imperiled if the Nazis learned, 

for example, that a gap in the front line was being fi lled not 

by a division of battle-hardened infantry soldiers with a full 

array of tanks but instead by no more than eleven hundred 

men armed with infl atable decoys and sound eff ects.

It’s tempting to say that the 603rd was the most impor-

tant unit in the Twenty-Third. After all, it was the largest, 

and it provided the visual component of the deceptions: 

dummy tanks and fi eld equipment, camoufl age for the dum-

mies, and some special eff ects. However, the dummies would 

only be large infl atables without the 3132nd Signal Service 

Company Special’s provision of the sound eff ects that would 

make them come alive in the ears of the Germans. At the 

same time, the work of the 603rd and the sonic unit needed 

to convince the Germans that the Twenty-Third was actu-

ally battalions of real soldiers moving into position for an 

assault. That’s where the work of the Signal Company Special 

fi t into the deception, transmitting misinformation that the 

Germans could easily intercept and take battlefi eld action 

upon that would play into the hands of the Allied army. In 

addition, with large operations, like many of those of the 

Twenty-Third, tough, disciplined soldiers were needed to 

provide protection for the others, who were, in this case, 
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occupied with infl ating dummies, setting up massive speak-

ers, and transmitting false information, at times as close as 

half a mile from the German front line. That security work 

was the job of the 406th Combat Engineers.

All the men understood how putting themselves in 

harm’s way, becoming “Nazi bait,” was dangerous work. The 

Twenty-Third could only do its job successfully if the men 

in each unit worked together. One of the reasons the units 

of the Twenty-Third were able to work together so well in 

their deceptions was the steady infl uence of Frederic Fox, 

a young lieutenant in the Signal Company Special. Fox was 

“the smart guy who had a knack for coming up with the 

answer and making it seem like somebody else’s idea.” And 

often that “somebody else” was Simenson.

After graduating from Princeton University, Fox had 

gone to Hollywood to become a movie star, so he brought 

a theatrical fl air to the operations, often taking on “the role 

of scriptwriter and director.” As Spike Berry, one of his ser-

geants, recalled, “Behind every operation was a touch of 

Fred Fox.” Fox “seemed to know just how hard to push; when 

to break the tension and ease off .” It was no wonder that the 

men of the Ghost Army liked and respected him.

603rd Engineer Camouflage Battalion

Without question, the most unusual unit in the Twenty-

Third Headquarters Special Troops was the 603rd Engineer 

Camoufl age Battalion. It was the most “un-army” group of 

soldiers that you would expect to meet in uniform, what 

with its actors, artists and designers, meteorologists, set 

designers, and photographers all trying to create a fantasy 
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world that would fool the Nazis and shorten the war. About 

half of the men in the unit were artists. The other enlisted 

men in the unit were, in the words of artist Arthur Shilstone, 

“a wild array of all kinds of people,” including police offi  -

cers, factory workers, supermarket clerks, and salespeople. 

Jack Masey recalls that the artists in the 603rd, like himself, 

were “looked on as kind of nutcases by the hardworking, no-

nonsense backbone of America, the people who worked for 

a living and didn’t sketch.”

The backbone of the 603rd was a group of young artists 

who were recruited out of art schools, mostly in New York 

City and Philadelphia. Many of the men were students at 

Pratt Institute and Cooper Union, both in New York. In fact, 

the dean of Pratt, James Boudreau, a general in the army 

reserves, envisioned the importance of camoufl age in a war 

that many people felt would leave the United States vulner-

able to air attacks. Boudreau had organized a laboratory 

devoted to camoufl age study and development. And he had 

also engaged camoufl age experts to teach the theory and 

practice of camoufl age at Pratt.

Recruitment for the Twenty-Third benefi ted from the Army 

Specialized Training Program (ASTP), the “single biggest col-

lege education program in the nation’s history.” Although the 

program lasted only slightly longer than a year, it sent more 

than two hundred thousand soldiers to more than two hun-

dred colleges to study fi elds that would benefi t the army, such 

as engineering, foreign languages, dentistry, and medicine. 

All soldiers selected for the program had high IQs.

However, because of the growing need for combat troops 

late in 1943, the army announced in February 1944 that 

110,000 soldiers in the ASTP would be returned to combat 
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duty on April 1, signaling the beginning of the end of the 

college program. Many of the soldiers in the ASTP had the 

training, education, and intelligence that the Twenty-Third 

was looking for in its soldiers.

For many of the men who enlisted in the army and 

wound up in the 603rd, it was simply a matter of patriotism 

to serve in the military once the United States declared war 

on Germany and Japan in December 1941 after the Japanese 

attack on Pearl Harbor. That they could serve their country 

while getting the opportunity to sketch and draw and paint 

was a bonus.

Walter Arnett, a cartoonist with the 603rd, remembered 

how he drilled with the unit at Fort Meade, Maryland, where 

they climbed trees and telephone poles, marched on “every 

road and by-path in the State of Maryland, [and] bivouacked 

on the Potomac.” 

All the young recruits, artists included, were also warned 

about the dangers of speaking to strangers who might be 

spies. Arnett remembers riding on the train to Fort Meade 

when an army major started a friendly conversation with 

him about where the young soldier was going and what his 

assignment would be. Worried that the offi  cer was a spy, 

Arnett was reluctant to tell the offi  cer anything about his 

orders. When they changed trains in Washington, D.C., the 

major helped Arnett with his bag and wished him good luck. 

Arnett never even told the major his name, afraid that he’d 

be giving away national secrets.

The artists of the 603rd were, after all, in the army and 

therefore expected to follow the army’s rules and to com-

plete basic training. Their commanding offi  cer, Colonel 

Julian Sollohub, said that he and his staff  had the sole 
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responsibility of getting all of his men ready for combat.

And get the troops ready they did. The recruits’ basic 

training included “lots of marching, twenty-mile hikes 

lugging full fi eld packs, close-order drill with heavy 1903 

Springfi eld rifl es,” and hours of calisthenics, as well as run-

ning the obstacle course: climbing over walls, “swinging 

on ropes across mud pits [and] crawling under barbed wire 

while machine gunners sprayed live ammo over their heads.”

Sollohub was quite gratifi ed with the progress of his unit. 

He knew that the recruits understood that, as volunteers in 

the 603rd, if they failed to measure up to his standards, that 

meant a one-way ticket to the infantry. In addition, the vol-

unteers were motivated by a strong desire to do their best 

for the war eff ort.

When basic training was completed, the men were given 

“fi eld problems,” exercises cooked up by Sollohub and his 

staff . Some were practical engineering exercises that they 

might very well need to replicate when the Twenty-Third 

was shipped overseas. For example, the men had to build 

a log bridge over a creek near Chesapeake Bay. To test the 

construction of the bridge, the men were ordered to drive 

their trucks across it.

In addition, the men were ordered to erect “fl attops,” 

structures to hide vehicles and artillery. The task was hard 

work, beginning with sinking large, heavy poles into the soil, 

leaving twelve feet above ground. To support these posts, 

heavy wire was attached near the top of each one and then 

fastened to stout pegs driven into the ground with large 

mallets. Next, wire grids were strung across the top of the 

posts, like a fl at roof. The wire roof on each fl attop was then 

covered with wire mesh. Finally, strips of burlap, painted 
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with camoufl age colors, were woven through the mesh. As 

the men worked on their fi eld problems, Sollohub checked 

the progress of each group.

While the camoufl eurs engaged in fi eld problems, they camoufl eurs engaged in fi eld problems, they camoufl eurs

also took on a number of large-scale camoufl age projects 

that were more important than training exercises. Since the 

fear of an attack by the Luftwaff e, the German air force, was 

especially keen on the East Coast of the United States, the 

603rd was called upon to use its expertise to hide some 

important defense positions. The camoufl eurs traveled to camoufl eurs traveled to camoufl eurs

Long Island, New York, where they camoufl aged large artil-

lery pieces mounted on fl atbed railroad cars.

At the end of 1942, the unit made a short trip from Fort 

Meade to Baltimore to make the huge Glenn L. Martin air-

craft assembly plant invisible to Luftwaff e bombers. The 

plant was crucial to the war eff ort because it produced the 

B-26, a twin-engine bomber that was to become a workhorse 

in the air war in Europe. The size of the plant and its parking 

lots posed a real challenge to the men of the 603rd. The two 

main buildings alone covered nearly three hundred acres, 

equivalent to roughly 275 professional football fi elds. The 

plant was, after all, the largest aircraft manufacturer in the 

world during World War II, with a workforce of fi fty-three 

thousand.

The camoufl eurs’ job was to design and create camou-camoufl eurs’ job was to design and create camou-camoufl eurs’

fl age that would make the plant and its huge parking area 

look like regular countryside from the air. A man who was 

part of the 603rd saw the operation as “one of the greatest 

achievements in the art of camoufl age.”

However, after the camoufl age project was successfully 

completed, misfortune struck. In January 1943, a severe ice 
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and snowstorm slammed the Northeast. Men of the 603rd, 

along with the 76th Infantry, were ordered to return to the 

plant to remove the tons of snow and ice from the camou-

fl age nets that had collapsed on some of the sixteen thou-

sand cars in the parking lot. While some men cleared the 

snow and ice from the camoufl age nets, others crawled 

under the nets to assess the damage and take license plate 

numbers of the buried cars. One of the men in the detail 

remembered how “all the tires were fl at and the tops [of the 

cars were] crushed in.” 

Victor Dowd, a painter with the 603rd, recalled that the 

men at Fort Meade were kept busy training. Nevertheless, 

the artists did have time to relax, and for them, that meant 

time to paint and draw. “It wasn’t as if we weren’t busy. 

Cars parked under camouflage netting at the Glenn L. Martin aircraft 
plant in Baltimore
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But . . . there’s always down time.” He noted that some sol-

diers sang and played music. Others read. Some gambled. 

But Dowd, and others like him, often sketched and painted 

in their free moments. “I just developed the habit,” he said, 

“and I don’t think it’s ever left me.”

Signal Company Special

For a deception plan to work, the enemy has to buy the 

deceivers’ “story,” the information that the deceivers want 

the enemy to believe and act on. After all, one of the goals 

of battlefi eld deception is to get the enemy to believe that 

The camouflaged roof of the Boeing aircraft plant in Washington State
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something is true when it isn’t, whether that’s the strength 

of one’s troops or what those troops plan to do. The 603rd 

was to play its part in selling the deception through visual 

means: camoufl age, dummy tanks, and special eff ects. 

However, before enemy forces can see dummy tanks and 

special eff ects, they have to know where they are. That’s the 

role of “spoof radio,” or false and misleading radio messag-

ing: letting the enemy learn of fake battle plans. And that 

task was assigned to the Signal Company Special. Sergeant 

Spike Berry, one of the members of the company, said one 

couldn’t deny the importance of the “infl atable tanks or the 

sound guys,” but they needed “a stage on which to perform. 

And we provided that stage.”

The Allies realized that the German army relied heavily 

on intercepting radio transmissions to learn the enemy’s 

plans, location of troops and equipment, and strength of 

their forces. In fact, it has been estimated that the German 

army gathered “as much as 75 percent of their intelligence 

from radio intercepts.” The U.S. Army planned to take 

advantage of the German reliance on radio transmissions 

by feeding misinformation through the skilled hands of the 

radio operators of the Signal Company Special.

The U.S. Army expected that the radio transmissions 

sent by the Signal Company Special would be intercepted 

by the Nazis. In fact, the army wanted the messages to be wanted the messages to be wanted

intercepted because they would be fi lled with misinforma-

tion that would allow the Twenty-Third to fool the German 

army. This deception would then allow the U.S. troops to 

attack the Germans from an unexpected position or initiate 

a surprise attack.

Unlike the 603rd, which was created specifi cally for its 
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role in the Twenty-Third and trained for eighteen months at 

Fort Meade, Maryland, the Signal Company Special was made 

up of many men already in the army as members of the 

244th Signal Operations Company, under the command of 

Captain Irwin Vander Heide. Like many soldiers who wound 

up in the Twenty-Third, the men of the 244th had special 

skills critical to the deception operation. However, not all 

the men of that unit were good enough to meet the needs 

of the Twenty-Third. The offi  cers of the Twenty-Third were 

“ruthless in weeding out anyone not up to the high demands 

they knew would be placed on the men.” In fact, “roughly 40 

percent of [the men in] the 244th were transferred to other 

units” and never went overseas with the Twenty-Third.

The men who were accepted into the Signal Company 

Special of the Twenty-Third Headquarters Special Troops 

were selected for their ability to send and receive radio 

transmissions quickly using a telegraph key, much like 

those used in the 1830s and 1840s, the early days of the 

telegraph. It may seem hard to imagine in our age of instant 

wireless communication, but the telegraph was one of the 

technological advances of the Civil War. In fact, the tele-

graph key used by the men of the Signal Company Special 

was not much diff erent from the type used by telegraphers 

during the Civil War.

Morse code, the language of military communications, 

assigned a combination of dots and dashes to all the letters 

of the alphabet, from A (• –) to Z (– – • •). The letters most Z (– – • •). The letters most Z

frequently used in English words — e and t, for example — had 

the shortest equivalents, e being • and t being –, and no t being –, and no t

letter had more than four parts to its equivalent.

The men in the Signal Company Special sending a Morse 
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code message needed a light touch on the key. When they 

pressed on the key, it buzzed for as long as they held their 

fi nger on it. So to send e, they would tap on the key for a 

very short signal called a dit. For t, they would hold the 

key a bit longer for a dah. They combined short and long 

touches to make other letters. For example, a would be a would be a dit 

dah, and h would be dit dit dit dit. The electrical dits and 

dahs would resonate across the miles to the key of the per-

son to whom they were sending the message.

The radio operators of the Twenty-Third had to master 

the dits and dahs of Morse code because they were respon-

sible for sending and receiving spoof messages on the 

battlefi eld, phony messages that they expected the Nazis to 

intercept. Speed and accuracy were crucial in sending mes-

sages, but also in receiving them and writing them down as 

they arrived in rapid-fi re fashion.

A typical telegraph keyA typical telegraph key
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The radio operators were trained to memorize the dots 

and dashes of the letters, but more important, to instanta-

neously think of the letter the sounds represented rather letter the sounds represented rather letter

than merely hearing the dots and dashes and then taking 

the extra time to “translate” the sounds into a letter. Further, 

they were taught to master small common words, like the, 

and, and of. The operators needed to recognize the words 

they heard as words and not merely a string of letters. All words and not merely a string of letters. All words

the radio operators needed to be good listeners to detect the 

pattern and rhythm of messages. Finally, the radio opera-

tors of the Signal Company Special needed to transmit at a 

steady pace that honored the brief space between letters as 

well as the slightly longer space between words.

To make sure that the Germans were getting the “correct” 

misinformation, the radio operators of the Signal Company 

Special needed to follow a carefully prepared script that con-

tained fake intelligence that the army wanted the Germans 

to have. The scripts changed from battle to battle, any 

time circumstances called for a tactical adjustment by the 

American command. Adhering to the script with accuracy 

set the stage, as Sergeant Spike Berry noted, for the actions 

of the 603rd and the combat engineers.

One of the men of the Signal Company Special who came 

to the outfi t later was E. Gordon Wilson Jr. Before he was 

inducted into the army in 1943, Wilson worked for Western 

Electric as an installer of telephone equipment (long before 

the age of fi ber-optic transmission lines and cell towers). 

In fact, he was on the job in Georgia when the Japanese 

attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, catapulting the 

United States into World War II.

After he was inducted into the army, he continued to 
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work on telephones in Florida until he was interviewed for 

work with the Twenty-Third. Like all the members of the 

Twenty-Third, he was kept in the dark about what the new 

unit was all about. He recalled that he was asked one ques-

tion that gave him pause: Would he rather continue to work 

in telephone communications or switch to radio communi-

cations? His answer, which would aff ect the course of his 

life in the army, was far from resolute. Wilson answered, 

“Radio — I guess.” He came to realize that “the Good Lord 

had been with me in that decision.”

His next stop was Camp Gruber, Oklahoma, where he 

found the Signal Company life “fairly routine, more like 

school.” Wilson studied Morse code, learned how to assem-

ble and disassemble a few common combat weapons, and 

took lots of hikes with his unit. He had been shooting guns 

since he was thirteen and had learned Morse code in high 

school, so he thought basic training was a “breeze.”

Wilson and nine others from his unit were transferred 

to Camp Forrest, Tennessee, early in 1943, where he joined 

another 120 men from units all over the country who were 

similarly trained in high-speed radio operation. The men 

of the Signal Company Special trained at Camp Forrest for 

about fi ve months. In addition to his communications train-

ing, Wilson was assigned to drive a two-and-a-half-ton truck 

that carried a huge radio transmitter enclosed in a steel 

shell, and also to maintain the truck and keep it and the 

generator supplied with gasoline.

Wilson and the men in his outfi t had no idea why they 

had been brought to Camp Forrest. In fact, Wilson said 

it wasn’t until fi fty years after the end of the war that he 

realized that his unit was formed to be a secret part of the 
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ramp-up to the invasion of France. “We were all ‘shanghaied’ 

out of other army units,” he wrote, “so that there would be 

no record of our company being formed in order to keep it 

top secret.”

406th Combat Engineers 

As it did with the men of the 603rd and the 3132nd Signal 

Service Company Special, the U.S. Army wanted only the 

best-qualifi ed soldiers for the combat engineer unit. They 

found what they were looking for in the 293rd Engineer 

Combat Battalion, and they selected Company A as “the best 

company of that battalion.” The company had trained at 

part of General George Patton’s sprawling and challenging 

desert training facility near Indio, California, and later at 

Camp Forrest. The legendary general would lead the U.S. 

Third Army from the beaches of Normandy across France to 

Germany.

Company A was redesignated as the 406th Engineer 

Combat Company and was led by Captain George Rebh, 

its demanding commander and one of the best students 

in his graduating class at West Point. In the words of one 

of the men of the 406th, the combat engineers were “the 

only real soldiers” in the Twenty-Third. Rebh made sure that 

his engineers could handle a machine gun as well as they 

handled bulldozers. The men worked on infantry tactics at 

night and on weekends until they had reached an accept-

able level of skill. Unlike the Signal Company Special, which 

needed to replace many of its original units, very few of 

the men in the 406th failed to meet the standards set by its 

commander.
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The unit provided security for the three other units in 

the Twenty-Third. They would protect the men as they did 

their work setting up decoy tanks, stringing radio wire, and 

preparing the sonic trucks. The men of the Twenty-Third 

often used their bulldozers to create fake tank tracks as part 

of a deception. Later, when the Twenty-Third moved about 

in populated areas of Luxembourg and France, the combat 

engineers also kept nosy natives from getting too close to 

the decoys or other equipment.

The non-fi ghting roles of the combat engineers included 

using heavy equipment to build roads and bridges for their 

own troops. They also constructed fi eld fortifi cations and 

obstacles to slow the advance of enemy forces, planting 

land mines and digging trenches and ditches. Combat engi-

neers also cleared enemy mines and worked with explosives 

to demolish structures such as bridges so the enemy could 

not use them.

The combat engineers brought various skills and 

equipment and weaponry to operations in the European 

theater and played a pivotal role in some of the key battles. 

Mechanized combat engineers guarded armored personnel 

carriers with a variety of heavy fi repower, including 

demolition explosives and antitank weapons. Moving into 

battle, mechanized combat engineers could “unleash a 

tremendous amount of fi repower as they established what 

was basically a portable minefi eld around the position.” The 

light engineers moved on foot, carrying demolition supplies. 

The role of the heavy or topographical engineers was to 

provide intelligence related to mapping. One of the main 

roles of combat engineers was to protect friendly forces and 

contain attack options of the enemy.




