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It is not the oath that makes us believe the man,
but the man the oath.

AESCHYLUS






High on a slope in New Guinea

the Grumman Hellcat

lodges among bright vines

as thick as arms. In 1943,

the clenched hand of a pilot

glided it here

where no one has ever been.




In the cockpit, the helmeted

skeleton sits

upright, held

by dry sinews at neck

and shoulder, and webbing

that straps the pelvic cross

to the cracked

leather of the seat, and the breastbone

to the canvas cover

of the parachute.




Or say that the shrapnel

missed him, he flew

back to the carrier, and every

morning takes the train, his pale

hands on his black case, and sits

upright, held

by the firm webbing.

DONALD HALL, “The Man in the Dead Machine”






PROLOGUE

On an autumn afternoon in 2009, two old friends, both approaching ninety, stood a little taller than usual beneath the glass-paned spire of the National Museum of the Marine Corps. Richard “Cosmo” Marsh and Eugene “Vic” Smith slowly lifted their eyes toward one of the restored fighter planes hanging from the ceiling. It was a Corsair, just like the ones they had flown in the South Pacific. Both men were now frail after lifetimes of living, loving, working, and raising large families. But they still burned with the inner fire sparked more than six decades earlier while fending off swarms of Japanese Zeros in a hailstorm of burning metal and lead. The pair of fliers—two of just six surviving members of the forty “Hell’s Angels” who set sail for war in September 1943—made this pilgrimage to the gleaming new museum in Quantico, Virginia, to complete one final mission.

Cosmo, who had left Yale University to join the Marine Corps after Pearl Harbor, had earned his nickname for his “cosmopolitan” background. Nearly as wispy as he had been as a twenty-two-year-old lieutenant, he still worked part-time in the Washington, D.C., law firm he co-founded after the war and where he had penned the squadron’s newsletter, kept up the Christmas card list, and planned the reunions—the last one held in California in 2000. On one wall in front of his desk hung a nearly life-sized black-and-white photograph of the Hell’s Angels, taken in the Solomon Islands in December 1943, all of them young and vigorous and looking invincible as they prepared to enter the jaws of the enemy.

His companion Vic Smith was still the perennially grinning Ohio farm boy who signed up for flight training as a student at Ohio State in the aftermath of the surprise Japanese attack. Though his once-taut muscles had atrophied, he still exuded the pep and wide-eyed exuberance that had made him a squadron favorite. Smitty, as many called him, had flown home after the war in a Stearman biplane, landing on a grass field near his rural boyhood home, where he still lived and helped run his machinery and warehousing business—that is, when he wasn’t traveling to San Diego to visit his grandkids and sail in his beloved schooner. Back in 1987, Vic and his wife had sailed across the South Pacific, returning to the scene of some of those ferocious battles.

Vic and Cosmo had cemented an especially strong bond when they seemed destined to die at Rabaul like so many of their comrades but their fates intertwined to save them both. By late January 1944, the Hell’s Angels had already suffered many losses. They had been assigned another mission to escort B-25s on a bombing run over the Japanese stronghold on the tip of New Britain Island when Vic’s Corsair was hit by debris from a nearby Allied plane that was riddled with anti-aircraft fire. He had to ditch in the dreaded channel, and none of his fellow pilots saw where he went down. To avoid being spotted by the Japanese, he waited until nightfall to deploy his lifeboat, floating for hours with only the aid of his life preserver. Night turned to day with no sign of the hoped-for flying boats, or Dumbos, that served as rescue planes. Tuckered out, Vic finally fell asleep under more stars than he had ever seen. He was dreaming of hunting raccoons with his uncle back in Ohio when he was startled awake by the barking of sea lions surrounding his small inflatable raft. He had been resourceful, but he was also lucky. December and January were the only months when the current in St. George’s Channel traveled northwest to southwest, away from Rabaul and the Japanese torturers. All day and through the night, he drifted nearly fifty miles, until he could make out the landmark of New Ireland.

Back at their base in the Solomon Islands, Cosmo took off on another bomber escort. Approaching the target, he experienced engine trouble and also splashed into the channel near Rabaul. This time, his wingman saw where he went down and swooped in to get a better look at the surroundings, taking readings off the nearby mountains. One of the Dumbos was swiftly dispatched to search for him. Along the flight path the crew spotted Vic, still floating in his life raft from the previous day.

The crew landed and swiftly pulled Vic in before continuing on to Cosmo’s reported position. When it was Cosmo’s turn to be pulled through the gun ports to safety, Vic greeted his surprised—and doubly relieved—friend with a broad smile. For the rest of his long life Vic liked to quip that the best thing that ever happened to him was that his friend Cosmo had crashed off Rabaul. If he hadn’t, he probably never would have been found. He showed his appreciation by making trips to Washington, D.C., every few years to visit his friend in the Maryland suburbs and bought him gifts, such as a winter jacket with the Marine Corps seal on the back.

More than six decades after the war, their journey this day to Quantico, the “Crossroads of the Marine Corps,” was for a singular purpose. Cosmo and Vic had come to bestow a special honor on the comrades who went “up the line” with them but weren’t so lucky—the ones deprived of the full life that they had embraced with the vigor of men who had watched their friends die and had come perilously close to losing it all themselves. The toll that first tour had taken on their rookie squadron was painfully evident by the two group photographs—the one hanging in Cosmo’s office, taken just before they went into combat, the other aboard the USS Guam, just after that first tour in the South Pacific. The first had all forty pilots, the other just twenty-three. In their brotherhood of fighter pilots, where the cold simplicity of mathematical odds had reigned supreme, Vic and Cosmo knew the Hell’s Angels who never returned lost in the grandest poker game of all. But in a real way, they also felt those who hadn’t returned had played their last hand so that the rest of them didn’t have to. For every one of the cots that were swiftly removed from their tents when one of their fellow Hell’s Angels hadn’t returned from a mission, Vic and Cosmo knew their own odds improved. Their comrades had died for the country, yes, but in a very real way they had also died for them.

As their skipper had written to the distraught mother of one of them, “We live for each other a great deal out here, much more than they do at home, I fear—and sometimes we also die for each other.”

Now, before they joined their lost comrades, Vic and Cosmo needed to make sure they were remembered. They came to Quantico to purchase bricks etched with their names at the Marine Corps museum’s Semper Fidelis Memorial Park.

There would be one for Newton “Zombie” Blount, the former boxing champion who had been killed in action right after they arrived in the combat zone. Another was for Harvey Carter, the daredevil pilot with the mustache who seemed invincible before he disappeared after a dogfight with a Zero. Nearby would be engraved the name of Roger Brindos, the debonair card shark, who tragically died in captivity when the Japanese POW camp where he was imprisoned was hit by Allied bombs. Vic had owed Brindos four hundred dollars in poker losses when he went down—money he duly sent home to his widow, Patricia. Another spot was reserved for Robert Marshall, whom they remembered as a quiet kid from Louisiana with a toothy grin and gentle southern manner, who had crashed into nearby Simpson Harbor and died either in the crash or from his injuries in a Japanese POW camp. No one really knew for sure. His body had never been recovered, either. In all, there were the names of sixteen Hell’s Angels who were either killed or missing.

One memorial stone they donated, labeled 12203, was placed along the plaza in front of the museum. It was etched with “Captain Marion Ryan McCown Jr.”

Vic could still picture “Pop” McCown, or, as others in the squadron called him, Mac. How in his genteel manner, a corncob pipe often perched on his lip, he watched over the younger pilots, lifted their spirits with much-needed words of encouragement, and always tried to see the silver lining in what were mostly miserable conditions. McCown was a more experienced pilot who helped give fresh-faced lieutenants like Vic and Cosmo confidence that they would get through this. They flew with Pop McCown on several combat missions and to search for signs of their comrades who had been shot down or crashed. All three of them—Vic, Cosmo, and Pop McCown—were among the swarms of Corsairs that went looking for the iconic Gregory “Pappy” Boyington when word reached the camp that he was missing over Rabaul.

Vic and Cosmo never had a chance to say good-bye before McCown was gone, too. They had heard so many stories of what might have been his fate that day when dozens of the enemy appeared out of the blue, but the mystery was never solved. Ryan McCown was just one of the countless names of those who were missing in action from the war.

The brick etched with his name was Vic and Cosmo’s way of bidding him a final farewell and saying thank you. It was also a way, perhaps, for future generations to remember what he had done. They didn’t know it that fall day in 2009, but Vic and Cosmo weren’t the only ones who had not forgotten Ryan.



PART ONE
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The human soul can always use a new tradition.
Sometimes we require them.
Pat Conroy, The Lords of Discipline




CHAPTER ONE
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THE LEGACY

Almost from the day he was born, July 2, 1974, George Senseny Eyster V thought everyone’s dad wore Army green to work. The first time he held him in his arms, in the maternity ward of the base hospital at Fort Carson, Colorado, George’s father was wearing the uniform of a second lieutenant and the maroon beret of the Army Airborne Corps. The backdrops for George’s baby pictures were the trappings of Army life: as an infant donning “Big George’s” drab-green Army cap, or as a toddler grinning on his father’s lap in the passenger seat of an Army jeep.

His mother, meanwhile, was the epitome of an Army wife. The former Ann Pate, with her southern charm and beauty-queen good looks, was the daughter of a retired Army Air Corps pilot who had been serving in the Pacific during World War II when she was born. She spent the first year of her life being taught to kiss a framed photograph of her poppa. George’s father had been captivated by her when he met her as an ROTC cadet at Florida State University. They were soon married in the base chapel at Patrick Air Force Base on December 28, 1971. Ann, who had a son, Scott, and a daughter, Teri, from a previous marriage, quickly took to her new role, hosting coffees for other Army wives, coordinating sewing demonstrations, and organizing the unit Christmas party when her husband was a young company commander.

“Little George” was born just a few months after a historic shift in the American armed forces: the end of the military draft. Growing up an Army brat in the all-volunteer military meant coming of age in a largely closed society that only occasionally interacted with the outside world. The military was the Eyster family’s life, which meant moving every few years to a different assignment, where there were sometimes as many old faces from previous posts as new ones. By the time George was eight, in 1981, the family had moved from Fort Carson to Stuttgart, Germany, to Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Most of the kids George went to school with, and nearly all his friends and neighbors, also had parents in the Army. In addition to photographs of him blowing out birthday candles, the family scrapbooks were filled with shots of George standing awkwardly in front of the Brandenburg Gate and the Berlin Wall, landmarks of the Cold War that he was learning was his father’s duty to prevent from becoming a full-blown one.

When George was ten, he began to more fully understand what being a soldier meant. His father was flying helicopters in the Eighty-second Airborne Division at Fort Bragg and came home one day that fall to tell him he would be going away for a while. It was October 1983, and President Ronald Reagan was ordering American combat troops to the Caribbean island of Grenada, where a military coup backed by the Cuban and Soviet governments threatened American citizens living there. The family’s tearful good-bye as Big George—Major George S. Eyster IV—went off to Operation Urgent Fury was a formative experience for Little George. The fighting only lasted several days and ended with an American victory over the military government. But nineteen U.S. soldiers were killed and 116 wounded. George would never forget the anxiety on his mother’s face as she awaited her husband’s return.

But it was not until the following spring, when George was almost eleven and finishing fifth grade, that he realized that the faint sound of the bugler playing reveille each dawn was also for him, when he first heard the family ghosts mustering him to the march. It was a Saturday morning in early May 1984. His father was stationed at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, where they were living on a tree-lined street of simple brick homes on the sprawling frontier base along the banks of the Missouri River. George was flipping the dial on the living room TV looking for a cartoon. His parents were busy in the kitchen preparing to host a Kentucky Derby party later that day. George was barely paying attention to the changing channels when he heard the television narrator, his voice recorded over grainy combat footage, call out to him.

“GEORGE EYSTER.”

At first, he didn’t understand what he was watching. He stood there transfixed, unable to move, his right hand motionless on the dial, as the sounds from the television set filled the room. With the crackle of automatic weapons fire, the program quickly trained on an anguished-looking soldier, shirtless and slumped over, as he lay dying on the jungle floor, felled by a sniper’s bullet to the neck.

“Mom!” George broke into tears as he ran from the room. “I think Grandpa’s on TV.”

[image: ]

George never knew Grandpa George, once described as a lean, laconic man of few words who resembled film actor Gary Cooper in a military uniform (which was always freshly pressed, even in the jungle, so the story went). Lieutenant Colonel George S. Eyster III was killed in combat in Vietnam seven years before George was born. But George felt as if he knew him. The void his grandfather left behind was palpable. It defined his own father’s identity and before long George’s, too. Grandma Harriet, a tall, regal-looking southern lady with a warm disposition, spoke adoringly of her late husband whenever her favored grandson came to visit. Grandpa George’s lingering presence could be felt at Thanksgiving dinner, on birthdays, and at other family celebrations. At times his loss brought a deep sadness to Harriet’s sparkling blue eyes, but her feelings were usually well hidden. Instead, her face would grow bright when she spoke of the profession he had chosen.

More than a decade after Grandpa George’s death, when the quagmire that became Vietnam was a dark stain for so many, Harriet still exhibited little bitterness about what it had cost her and her four children.

“George wanted to be a military man, he was trained for it, and we have always been proud of what he did,” she told a newspaper reporter in 1977. If she had any anger at all, it was that the United States had walked away from the war, allowing the South Vietnamese capital of Saigon to fall to the North Vietnam Communists. “I don’t pretend to know the political subtleties,” she said, “but we could not help asking ourselves what all the loss of life was for. Yet I hate to say George’s life was wasted.”

Theirs, too, was a storybook Army love affair. Grandpa George and the former Harriet LaRoche both grew up in Army families. They met in high school at Fort Leavenworth and were married in the West Point chapel on June 6, 1945, Grandpa wearing his starched white cadet uniform. Harriet’s father, who was serving in World War II as the chief military surgeon in the Pacific, couldn’t make the ceremony. Harriet’s bridegroom did not get a chance to fight in World War II, but he served in the Philippines and then on the staff of General Douglas MacArthur in postwar Japan, where Big George had been. He later led an infantry company in the Korean War. He had been one of the Army’s most accomplished battalion commanders when he was cut down early in the Vietnam War.

The fact that a photographer and a war correspondent were standing just feet away when he was shot made his loss even more acute. His wife, children, and grandchildren were in effect forced to watch his violent death. Three weeks after the family first heard the news, three images of his final moments were flashed on national television. An obituary by the Associated Press published in dozens of newspapers across the country further immortalized him.

“He was the son of a general,” it began, “a West Pointer and a battalion commander. But Lieutenant Colonel George Eyster was to die like a rifleman.”

Harriet received twenty-two hundred letters from strangers offering condolences. After reading her husband’s obituary in the Orlando Sentinel, she felt compelled to thank the war correspondent who chronicled his death.

“You gave his children a legacy that no one else could have by writing in such a manner that his courage and heroism will live with them and be an inspiration to them forever,” she wrote.

Harriet eventually remarried—to a retired Army general of course. But she kept the memory of her first husband very much alive. She did so, in part, by making it known, not always so subtly, that his children could best honor him by living up to his example of selfless service. She was supremely proud when both of their sons followed in his footsteps and their two daughters married military officers. She clearly wanted her favored grandson, George V, to follow suit. But there was time for that.

Big George, who was away at preparatory school when he heard the tragic news from his mother, spoke little about how his father’s death affected him. Whenever Little George asked him about Grandpa George, his father volunteered few insights into the man or his influence on him—other than to assure Little George that his father had been far more of a disciplinarian than he was. Only years later would George learn how his father struggled to live up to the ideal that Grandpa George set as a leader of men and how the pressure of it all steered him away from West Point and almost from becoming an Army officer altogether. Big George, too, had ultimately answered the call, earning an ROTC scholarship at Florida State University and graduating in 1971 with the real prospect that he, too, might be sent to the jungles of Vietnam.

But while Big George refrained from lionizing Grandpa George, Grandma Harriet retold stories of his bravery and heroism at every opportunity. Little George ate them up in those early years, rereading his grandfather’s obituary countless times, both because he was captivated by the man and in an effort to better understand his own father. A year after he first saw the images of his dying grandfather flash across the TV, a newly published book about the battle further added to the mystique. In the book the men who had been with him that fateful day reported that before he died, Grandpa George voiced his begrudging respect for his enemy.

“Before I go,” Lieutenant Colonel Eyster whispered as he gasped for breath on the jungle floor, “I’d like to talk to the guy who controls those incredible men in the tunnels.” He never got the chance. After being evacuated to a field hospital, he died on January 14, 1966, at the age of forty-two.

There was a lot to live up to if you were named George Senseny Eyster. But as Little George soon learned, there was more—much more. In fact, most of his male forebears, going back seven generations, had been soldiers, serving in nearly every major conflict in the nation’s history. His was a martial legacy—some might say a burden—stretching back more than two centuries to before American independence. It was a paternity that made him eligible for that most exclusive of military fraternities: the Society of the Cincinnati.
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The Society of the Cincinnati is located at Anderson House, a stately fifty-room mansion on Embassy Row in Washington, D.C. Distinguishing it from the ornate diplomatic posts along Massachusetts Avenue is the statue of General George Washington standing sentry underneath the flags of the United States and France. The society was established in 1783 at the close of the American War of Independence by officers who served in the Continental Army and their French counterparts who came to their aid. Among its founders were such illustrious patriots as Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Hamilton and Major General Henry Knox. The fraternal order, which took its name from the Roman citizen-soldier Cincinnatus, is essentially the nation’s oldest veterans’ group—and its most exclusive.

Originally, membership was only for military officers who could trace their parentage directly back to one of the 5,795 eligible officers who served in the Continental Army during the American Revolution. Now in its third century, the society reserves membership for those with the same lineage, but they do not have to serve in the military. With the exception of the South Carolina chapter, each of the original Revolutionary officers can only be represented by one relative at a time, keeping the society exceedingly small; currently, there are roughly thirty-eight hundred members, including several hundred from the French branch. One of those Continental Army officers was George Eyster’s seventh great-grandfather Wilhelm Heyser.

The family’s martial lineage, recounted in some of the brittle parchment rolls kept in the secure vault in the society’s library, began in the hot, turbulent summer of 1776. On July 12, a week after the signing of the Declaration of Independence, Wilhelm Heyser was commissioned a captain by the Continental Congress. He prepared to set out from his farm in the hills of western Maryland to command a company of ninety soldiers in the German Battalion of the Continental Army. Heyser, a German-speaking immigrant, was born in Holland in 1748 and came to the colonies in his teens. A physician, Freemason, and master builder of the First Reformed Church of Hagerstown, he had already demonstrated his support for the cause of his adopted land, providing “rashons and drink” for the Maryland militia and feeding a company of Continental Army soldiers. He also served on the local Committee of Observation, convened in September 1775 to raise several companies of militia and serve as a clearinghouse for intelligence on British activities in the area. Patriotic fervor was strong in the area, where there were few known loyalists to the British Crown. The mostly German and Swiss immigrants responded in large numbers to the call to arms. Local communities provided uniforms, while gunsmiths struggled to keep up with the German Battalion’s training and supply needs.

After taking command, Heyser’s unit was dispatched to the outskirts of Philadelphia, where its first battle orders came on Christmas morning, hours after General Washington crossed the Delaware River to launch a surprise attack against the British forces near Trenton, New Jersey. Captain Heyser, who was now going by the Americanized William, gathered with his fellow company commanders on the Pennsylvania side of the river to hear their orders:


You are to see that your men have three days’ provisions ready cooked before noon, everyone fit for duty, except a sergeant and six men to be left with the baggage, will parade with arms, accouterments, and ammunition (40 cartridges) in best order and with provisions and blankets. No man is to quit his division on pain of instant punishment. Each officer is to provide himself with a piece of white paper stuck in his hat for a field mark. You will order your men to assemble and parade them at 4 pm in the valley immediately over the hill from McKonkey’s Ferry, to remain there for further orders.



By late afternoon George’s seventh great-grandfather and the main body of the attacking force, a little more than five thousand men, assembled near the ferry landing. Washington ordered they be read a new tract by Thomas Paine, the pamphleteer whose writings gave voice to the American cause. The troops, some wearing woolen cloaks, others clutching blankets to shield them from the wind, stood at attention as Paine’s words were read:


These are the times that try men’s souls.… Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph. What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly.



As darkness fell, the formation was ordered to move. The 350-strong German Battalion forded the icy waters of the Delaware around midnight, just as it began to sleet. By 4:00 a.m., they were trekking southeast across open fields with their rifles and cannons toward the main road between Trenton and Princeton. The faint sound of musket fire pierced the stillness. Just after daybreak, the enemy opened up a full attack, their cannons raining down on the Americans and splitting open the hardened winter earth. Two enemy regiments tried to outflank them, and in the ensuing melee Washington, mounted on horseback, ordered the German Battalion to “throw themselves before them,” which “they did with Spirit and Rapidity and immediately checked them,” as the commander in chief reported two days later. The enemy troops, two regiments totaling about 600 men, fell by the dozens and finally surrendered to the smaller German Battalion.

Heyser spent the winter of 1777 encamped with Washington’s Army at Valley Forge, where he received a letter from his eldest son, William Heyser II:


My Dear father, my greatest grief is, that I am incapable of the military Service, that I might enjoy the company of so loving a father, and serve my country in so glorious a cause, but tho’ absent from you yet my constant prayer is for your safety, in the hour of danger, your complete victory, over the enemies, of the United States of America, and your safe restoration to the government of your family. I and my brother Jacob continue at school, and hope to give a full satisfaction, to our parents, and friends in our regular conduct, and progress in learning, my Mamma, my brother and sister do join me in their prayers and well wishes for you.

I am Dr. Father your most dutiful and obedt son,
William Heyser
Hagers Town



Captain Heyser’s military career came to an end less than a year later, on September 11, 1777, when he was severely wounded at the Battle of Brandywine. Upon hearing the news, Heyser’s wife, the former Anna Trudy, rode on horseback to Philadelphia to nurse him back to health and bring him home to their Hagerstown farm. Heyser reported after the battle that his company was at less than half its full strength, with only thirty-eight men fit for duty. He also reported two of his soldiers “missing.”

In nearly every succeeding generation, George’s ancestors answered the call to defend the nation. Heyser’s teenage grandson, upon hearing the news that the British had burned Washington in 1814, joined a unit of volunteers in Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, just across the Maryland border, where the family settled after the Revolution. To the sound of the drums and fife, William Heyser III, then only sixteen, marched off to the defense of Baltimore. Two of his sons later fought in the Union Army during the Civil War, while he watched Confederate troops burn some of his storehouses and, in the summer of 1863, tended to wounded soldiers from the battle at nearby Gettysburg.

It was Heyser III’s son-in-law, J. Allison Eyster, from whom George got his surname, who was supplying equipment to Union forces when he was captured by the Confederates and imprisoned in the notorious Libby Prison near Richmond, Virginia. J. Allison Eyster’s ancestors came to America from Germany and settled in Chambersburg in the early eighteenth century, also giving their share of sons to the defense of the country. One of his brothers was Captain George Eyster, who served as the provost marshal in charge of the military police for the Union Army in Pennsylvania during the Civil War. The first George Senseny Eyster was born in Chambersburg in 1795, his middle name derived from his mother’s maiden name. It was a name that would stick.

By the twentieth century, the tradition was embodied in George’s great-grandfather, who graduated from West Point in 1917. In World War II he served as chief of the operations branch on the staff of General Dwight Eisenhower, the top Allied commander in Europe. After the war he oversaw the withdrawal of American forces from Europe, and his last assignment before retiring in 1950 was as a brigadier general serving as the chief spokesman for the Army.

The ancestors of George’s mother, the former Ann Pate, also had deep roots planted in the New World, arriving in Virginia from England in 1650, along with their own military tradition. Three Pate brothers were among several Pates who served in the Revolutionary War.

As he came of age, George was learning he had a pedigree that was about as all-American as it gets.
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In the summer of 1985, twelve-year-old George Eyster knelt down next to his father on the rocky ridgeline known as Little Round Top. He listened intently as Big George described the ferocious fighting that had taken place there on July 2, 1863. His father gestured to where the federal troops had repelled the Confederate attack during the Battle of Gettysburg in the Civil War, pinpointing some of the locations on the granite spur where the decisive engagements took place.

The Gettysburg battlefield was one of Big George’s favorite places to visit on long drives between Army posts or on family getaways. He knew intimately the history of the bloody battle, including all the skirmishes and the units and officers that played prominent roles in them. He was especially thrilled when his wife, Ann, was hired to type the manuscript for The Killer Angels, the Pulitzer Prize–winning novel about the Gettysburg battle that was later made into a popular film.

On this particular visit to the farmland of southern Pennsylvania, the Eysters spent several days at the historic site. They toured the military cemetery where President Lincoln gave his famous address and traced each battlefield marker. The patience of a young kid could grow thin after a few hours. One day as they took the battlefield driving tour, a restless George sat in the backseat with a picture book his father purchased at the gift shop. It showed image after image of the carnage that had taken place over those dreadful three days at the beginning of July in 1863. He looked intently at the grainy photographs of Union and Confederate soldiers lying dead and wounded on the sloping fields of corn and in culverts along the wooded dirt roads. It was difficult to tell the Union soldiers from the Confederates. They were stacked up like so many cords of wood. It was hard to see the glory in it all.

His was an early distaste for the cost of war that George learned later was shared by others in his bloodline. His ancestor William Heyser III expressed a similar disdain in his diary in late 1862 as the Civil War engulfed the nation and grew ever closer to his native Pennsylvania.

“Every day we hear the sad strains of martial music as the hearses pass carrying the dead from some distant battlefield to be buried at their home,” wrote the veteran of the War of 1812, reflecting that “all lose in the end, the poor victims killed giving the most.”

As he approached his teens, George began searching for glory elsewhere.
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George’s eyes were opened to a new reality when he entered middle school. Big George was assigned to the small Army base of Aberdeen Proving Ground in Maryland, and George was enrolled for the first time in a public school made up largely of kids with no military ties. He was now learning what lay outside the gate of an Army post, beyond the strictures and expectations of military life. They were living in Abingdon, Maryland, a middle-class suburb about twenty-five miles northeast of Baltimore. George was that in-between age when childhood begins to fade and a newly discovered independence fuels a desire to test one’s limits.

He was blessed with a natural athletic ability, inherited from his father, who had been a football star and accomplished high school baseball pitcher. But George was drawn to the traditionally less popular sport of lacrosse, which not only was physically demanding but also required keen hand-eye coordination. As he entered seventh grade in suburban Baltimore, it was also clear that he had a knack for it. Before long, he was recruited to play with the high school kids and even found himself invited to practice games under the lights with college players from nearby Towson State University, who were impressed by the tenacious twelve-year-old’s skills as a midfielder, a position that allowed George to roam freely, playing both offense and defense.

Nearly overnight, George was thrust from the sheltered world of an Army brat into a world of greater autonomy and self-reliance—and the pitfalls that came with it. Both on and off the field he found new acceptance among his lacrosse buddies, all of them several years older than he. Soon they were dragging him to high school parties. The adulation from his teammates and the attention he was getting from girls pumped him with a new confidence. Though somewhat shy and tentative in social situations, he started to gain a greater sense of himself than simply as the son of an Army officer dutifully playing his part supporting his father’s calling and striving to meet his parents’ high expectations.

His parents were wary of his newfound independence but could clearly see his love for lacrosse and didn’t want to hold him back. But his wider berth soon proved too much for George to handle. He was drinking alcohol after lacrosse games, he grew more boastful and even bullying to his middle-school friends, and his grades sank. He acted out in other ways, growing his hair long like some of the other lacrosse players. In eighth grade he pierced his left ear with a safety pin.

George tried to hide the piercing from his parents, knowing that his buttoned-down father would be furious. He kept his head turned ever so slightly to shield the still-bleeding piercing when Ann picked him up from school that day. She took him to the mall, where they were to meet Big George for a treat of Boardwalk Fries in the food court. As soon as Big George arrived from work in his Army uniform, however, the game was up.

“What’s happened to your ear?” Big George demanded as he sat down at the table.

Over the next year George’s behavior only grew more troubling to his parents. He was punished, his after-school activities curtailed, and his participation in lacrosse limited to practices and games. Nothing seemed to work. It came to a head one day in the ninth grade when George was confronted in school by another kid whose girlfriend George had been flirting with. George head-butted the kid in the hallway and broke his nose. He was summarily expelled.
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If the Eysters considered any place home, it was, as for many Army families, Fort Bragg in Fayetteville, North Carolina. They had been stationed there several times, and it was only a morning’s drive to Grandma Harriet in Beaufort, South Carolina.

After George was expelled from school in Maryland, his father enrolled him on the sprawling Army base, and the two of them moved back to Fayetteville, in advance of Big George’s next assignment. Ann stayed behind in Maryland until Scott and Teri finished the school year. George was now fifteen, and his parents hoped that Fort Bragg’s more familiar environment would keep him out of trouble.

Before long, George’s grades began to improve, and his parents were eager to continue encouraging his love for lacrosse. Because the sport was less prevalent in Fayetteville, it meant driving several hours to play in a league in Raleigh. After school Ann picked him up, plopped a TV dinner on his lap, and drove George the two hours each way for practice. After completing his homework in the car, he would climb into bed exhausted late in the evening.

George’s interests were also beginning to broaden. He mostly viewed himself—as did most of his friends—as a jock: blond, brawny, and better suited for the ball field than the library. But as he prepared to enter the eleventh grade, he discovered that he had a more intellectual side, an impulse to draw deeper meaning from his experiences and a better understanding of the wider world. His mother and Grandma Harriet encouraged it, recommending various books for him to read. He got hooked on the novels of Pat Conroy, who captured the quaint exterior and inner demons of southern life in his acclaimed novels such as The Prince of Tides and The Lords of Discipline, which chronicled the Citadel military academy in Charleston. George not only was captivated by the stories but identified with the writer himself. Conroy was the son of a Marine who decided to become a teacher instead of following in his father’s footsteps. One of George’s favorite Conroy novels was The Great Santini. George saw some of himself in the fictional Ben, the eighteen-year-old son of a fighter pilot who is a born athlete but finds it hard to contend with the expectations of his overbearing father—the story, as Conroy described it, “of a boy’s determination to be himself, whatever that may be.”

George had not completely tamed his rebellious streak. The run-ins with his own father continued, like when he was caught sneaking out of the house when everyone was asleep to drink beer with his friends in the back fields of Fayetteville. One night he awakened Big George when he broke a window screen while gingerly climbing from the porch roof back through his bedroom window. After a middle-of-the-night confrontation that woke up the whole house, George found himself assigned to yard work and other heavy chores under the watchful eye of a stern Colonel Eyster.

But any resentment he felt toward Big George melted away in a flash on August 2, 1990, when Saddam Hussein’s Iraq invaded Kuwait.
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Within days Operation Desert Storm began, and George’s father, who was now commanding the First Battalion of the 159th Aviation Regiment, received orders that his unit would soon be leaving for the Persian Gulf. The outlook was troubling. To build support for liberating the oil-rich kingdom, President George H. W. Bush took to the airwaves and likened the Iraqi dictator, Saddam Hussein, to Adolf Hitler. Iraq, listeners were told, also had one of the largest armies in the world. Unlike the conflicts in Grenada in 1983 or Panama in 1989, which only lasted a few days, this one looked as if it might drag on for months and be far more dangerous for Big George and his soldiers. The Eysters soon learned that two of George’s uncles were also being deployed. George’s stepbrother, Scott, was summoned home to help look after Ann and George—and to bid a tearful good-bye on the front porch of their house in Fayetteville.

Within weeks Big George was in Saudi Arabia. No one could say when he might return. The fall months dragged on. The nonstop news about the massive American buildup, broadcast from the front lines by CNN, only ratcheted up the anxiety of soldiers and loved ones alike. Would the Iraqi strongman back down, or would the United States and its allies have to go to war with the elite Iraqi Republican Guard? Their worries only grew deeper with reports of Hussein’s stockpiles of chemical weapons and the grisly images flashed on TV of the Kurdish civilians he had ordered gassed a few years earlier. It was the longest that Big George had been away from the family, and they did their best to stay connected. George’s father mailed home upbeat video greetings on VHS tapes, relaying how morale was high and his troops were ready for what might lie ahead. For Halloween 1990 he donned a bedsheet and dressed up as a cot, one of the goofy antics he and his men performed before the camera to keep up spirits on the home front.

Not to be outdone, Ann and the kids videotaped a series of skits they put together in the basement, staying up until dawn one night to complete the first of what they coined “Purple Heart Productions.” In one sequence, George, displaying the awkward earnestness that would come to define him later, was dressed in a blue blazer and ascot, feigning an aristocratic accent. In another, he played a comical character named Commander Seagull. He took the roles seriously, almost too seriously. He insisted on shooting multiple takes before he felt the skits were just right, revealing a perfectionist streak like his father’s.

The holidays were especially difficult without Dad. Saddam was refusing to back down, and as war seemed more likely, the tenor of Big George’s video greetings changed. The one he taped on December 12, 1990, troubled the family greatly. His usually sunny and upbeat outlook had turned decidedly dark. They had never seen him so taciturn, almost melancholy. Looking somber in his flight suit and sitting behind a metal desk in an aircraft hangar, Big George shifted uncomfortably in his chair as he spoke in a low voice into the camera.

“Things are going fairly well here,” he began, “but we are beginning to have a great deal of loneliness and some despair over how long this affair is going to take place. It seems that now staring us in the face is the reality that we are in fact going to war.… It may be a long time until you hear from me, but each and every one of you will be within my thoughts and in my heart.”

He spoke movingly to his beloved Ann. “You have been the one thing in my life that has pushed me along to achieve bigger and better things,” he told his wife of nineteen years. “I feel extremely lost and lonely when I don’t have you there.”

He then addressed each of his children individually, thanking his stepson, Scott, for coming home to help look after George and expressing his pride in his stepdaughter, Teri, who now had two young children. He then singled out George for praise but, as was his nature, also gave him a bit of advice.

“I am really proud of your academic work in school.… I got your report card, and you are doing, in fact, pretty doggone good,” he told his namesake. “I still think you can do better.”

Big George wanted to do something his own father never had a chance to do: tell them all how much they meant to him, in case he never saw them again.

“While I hope that nothing will happen, I am not above believing that there is always that possibility,” he intoned. “If it does, I want you all to know … that I have loved each of you very much.”

Watching the video message back at Fort Bragg, George couldn’t help but think that he had not been the best son to his father and desperately wanted him back so that he could make it up to him.

When the Persian Gulf War finally commenced in the New Year, the United States scored a stunning victory over Iraq, and Big George returned home safely. His actions flying troops into heated battle further burnished the Eyster reputation for bravery in the face of danger, earning him a Bronze Star.
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As George neared his high school graduation, the question was rarely uttered but hung over the Eyster household: What would Little George decide to do? Would he, too, go into the Eyster family business? A generation earlier Big George felt he had little choice in the matter and now seemed determined to let his own son decide for himself the path he would choose. He knew from his own experience the enormous pressure that came with the name George Senseny Eyster. In some ways, Little George’s burden was even heavier than his own. Big George had a brother. George was the only Eyster heir.

For George, there were constant reminders of what so many expected of him—his family, his friends, his peers, and of course Grandma Harriet. As a favored guest at his grandmother’s house, he sometimes felt as if he were being watched by all those photographs of George Eysters in their Army uniforms. Sometimes it even felt as though they were mocking him. The hallmarks of the family business—the Silver Star Grandpa George had earned in Vietnam, the endless citations and awards of his own father—were on display virtually everywhere. Even his step-grandfather, Frank Linnell, Harriet’s second husband, who had become an influential presence in his life, was a retired Army general who had received the Distinguished Service Medal in Vietnam and had been one of the pioneers of Army aviation in the 1960s. Nearly everyone in his family was in the Army or had married into it, including most of his cousins.

One photograph in particular haunted him. Even as George was drawn to its almost Hollywood mystique, it conjured up painful memories of those violent images he had seen on television as an impressionable fifth grader. It was a picture of a grinning Grandpa George, one of the last ever taken of him. Standing in the tall grass of a Vietnamese rubber plantation, he was primed for combat, his weapon slung over his shoulder, a canister for launching smoke grenades tucked under one arm. Jutting from his lips was his ever-present cigar. The framed copy was inscribed by one of his beloved soldiers:


When we were needed; we were there;

When the call came out for freedom; we were there.

Well it wasn’t always easy, it wasn’t always fair;

But when freedom called we answered; we were there.



Part of George had always aspired to be the man in that black-and-white photograph. But he had privately decided after Dad returned from the Gulf War that whatever his future held, it was not to be a soldier. For starters, he didn’t have the academic record to tackle the demands of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, even if he could manage to get an appointment. He might not even qualify for an ROTC scholarship. In the end, it didn’t really matter. There were too many things about the Army he found unappealing—the rootless existence, the need to constantly follow orders and bow to authority, and, yes, the prospect of real danger. It was an honorable calling, he knew, just not for him. And while Big George never said it in so many words, George had the distinct feeling that his father didn’t think he should do it, either. It was too hard. And maybe he just wasn’t cut out for it.

After the Gulf War, Big George was assigned to Army headquarters in the Pentagon, and the family moved again. This time they chose to live in the nearby Virginia suburb of Springfield so George could enroll for his senior year at Springfield High School, which had a top-notch lacrosse program. Fate would have it that the decision about his future was soon made for him when he was offered a scholarship to play lacrosse at Towson State University.

Towson State had one of the best collegiate lacrosse teams in the country, and George’s scholarship to play for the Tigers was a true achievement that made his parents immensely proud. By the fall of 1992, Big George had retired from the Army after a career of more than twenty years. For the first time since Woodrow Wilson was president, there was no George Senseny Eyster wearing an Army uniform. By the looks of it, there probably never would be.
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By the middle of his junior year at Towson State, George had already changed majors four times. First it was animal behavior, then mass communication, followed by zoology. He even toyed briefly with chemistry. As for lacrosse, for the first time he didn’t enjoy it; being on the team felt too much like a chore. Many of his teammates were hooligans who seemed more interested in boozing than playing lacrosse. He decided he had had enough after a close game against the Naval Academy. Towson lost in the last minute when a goal was disallowed because of unsportsmanlike conduct; one of his teammates tried to attack a referee. In search of a new compass, George decided to drop out and go home to his parents to figure things out. Maybe, he thought, he could take a few classes at Florida State and then try to walk on at another lacrosse powerhouse like the University of North Carolina.

When he moved in with his parents in Tallahassee in early 1995, it seemed everyone else in the family was on a steady path but him. Big George, now out of the Army several years, was working as the chief of general services for the Florida Department of Agriculture. George’s mom, Ann, had a job at the Florida Restaurant and Lodging Association, building on all her years as an Army wife and the director of community services during their posting to Maryland. Meanwhile, George’s stepbrother, Scott, had been accepted into the Florida Highway Patrol, and his stepsister, Teri, was married and busy raising her two kids.

One weekend, as George was preparing to enroll in classes at Florida State, he and his father went to a baseball game on campus. As they were walking back to the car, Big George pointed out one of the campus buildings.

“That’s where I did ROTC. Want to see it?”

It was Big George’s not-so-sly way of giving his son a glimpse of what the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps might offer—the same scholarship program he graduated from more than two decades earlier after he had opted out of West Point.

[image: ]

Inside the ROTC office, they were greeted by an Army major who hit it off famously with George’s dad when he learned he was a retired colonel and a distinguished graduate of FSU’s Seminole Battalion. The major warily eyed George, with his long hair. The officer’s demeanor said it all. George was probably not what they were looking for. But outside, George noticed a rappelling tower that had been erected for the ROTC cadets. He was intrigued; it looked as if it might be fun. He turned to his father and asked him what type of commitment he would be making if he took one of the ROTC courses at the university.

“No commitment,” Big George told him.

George went back to the ROTC office that fall. The colonel in charge was a gifted talker and charmed him. He highlighted the fun he would have—there were cadet challenges like “adventure training,” he informed him—and skimmed over some of the other stuff, like ROTC boot camp in the summers. The athlete in George was drawn to the physical stamina ROTC would require. He was also attracted to the more regimented existence of the cadet, a far cry from his college experience to date. Besides, it was still an elective, and for the first two years he could participate “without incurring any obligation to serve in the military,” as the promotional packet pointed out. George decided to give it a shot. He signed up for Military Science I: An Introduction to Military Arts. He also started attending weekly drill. Soon he was approved for an ROTC scholarship.

As he settled into FSU, George was pleasantly surprised that ROTC wasn’t an all-encompassing experience. He had plenty of time to enjoy himself. He joined the fraternity Sigma Chi. He also met Vivian, a curvaceous dark-skinned Colombian girl from Miami. He was enthralled by her from the moment she walked into his Brazilian history class. He finally got up the courage to talk to her at a frat party. After that George and Viv were inseparable.


CHAPTER TWO
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A TRUE CHARLESTONIAN

April 24, 1942, was a fragrant spring evening, with the bold scent of the tidal marshes carried on the breeze and the azaleas in full bloom. Wearing his freshly pressed dress blue uniform, Ryan parked Ma’s car and walked down Meeting Street. He was exhilarated to be home on leave in his beloved Charleston. Its narrow streets, lined with centuries-old oaks, swaying palmettos, and colonial-era steeples, held a thousand cherished memories. Just a few yards away his mother, Grace, bought fresh flowers—two bundles for twenty-five cents—from the black ladies balancing baskets on their heads. One block south on King Street the shrimp man used to push his cart, shouting in a barely discernible twang, “Shrimp-de-rah, shrimp-de-raw.” Just around the corner from there, on Queen Street, he had thrilled as a boy to the singing Irishmen, the street performers who outdid virtually every act he had seen since.

Ryan had been away at flight school for the past six months. He missed strolling with Ma and the girls around the Battery, the promenade along the shores of the peninsula. He and his youngest sister, Claudia, had dreamed up countless stories about the brightly colored eighteenth-century mansions with their wide porches and carefully sculpted gardens, competing to see who could come up with the most outlandish yarn about the mysterious people who lived behind the high brick walls and iron gates. How many afternoons had he sat with his sister Uranie in the shade of old Castle Pinckney, the masonry fortification constructed in 1810 in Charleston Harbor, or shared a steak with Ma at the Huguenot Tavern, that “hot, close, dusty little place” in the French Quarter, with its legendary desserts? The four of them—Ryan, “Claudie,” Uranie, and Ma—had enjoyed countless pictures at the Riviera, the majestic Art Deco movie house on King Street, knocked around the white sandy beaches on the nearby Isle of Palms, and cooled off from the summer heat in the hidden coves snaking through South Carolina’s Low Country.

The familiar sights and sounds of Ryan’s Charleston were still here, but almost everything was now drowned out by the drumbeat of war. He continued a few blocks farther down Meeting Street and was engulfed by a hive of activity surrounding the City Market, the series of open-air buildings spreading northeast for four blocks to the Old Custom House on East Bay Street. The lazy seaport he once knew now swarmed with sailors, soldiers, fliers, construction workers, cooks, and countless other new arrivals. The restaurants and taverns were bursting with customers and the rooming houses crammed to capacity. Perhaps the starkest sign of the changes the war wrought were the military police keeping a watchful eye over the Friday night revelry.

The city’s population had doubled to 220,000 in just two years with the expansion of the Charleston Navy Yard. Located about ten miles west along the Cooper River, the facility employed more than twenty-five thousand workers and operated around the clock, six days a week, building and repairing warships for the Allied invasions of Europe and the Pacific. At night, according to one observer, the sparks of molten metal from the welder’s arcs and the glow of their forges made the shipyard look like a giant amusement park.

The hum of activity was fueled by the nearby Charleston Army Airfield and other military installations that had sprung up around the city, including the Army’s Stark General Hospital in North Charleston, where wounded soldiers returning from the battlefields of North Africa were being nursed back to health. The changes had been profound in the five months since the Japanese attack on the American fleet moored in Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. County Hall was now the offices of the U.S. Army, the Calhoun Mansion was boarding Army and Navy personnel, and the Fort Sumter Hotel was headquarters for the Sixth Naval District. Charleston was struggling to keep up with the influx. On Broad Street the newly established Committee for Congested Production Areas was overseeing the construction of new restaurants, cafeterias, and living quarters while working feverishly to improve the disposal of garbage and expand medical, fire, and police services.

Those not serving in uniform, meanwhile, worked in munitions factories, sold war bonds to finance the effort, volunteered for the Red Cross, or planted “Victory Gardens” to supplement the depleted supplies of fresh vegetables. Countless others served as nurses’ aides, salvage workers, or aircraft spotters. Indeed, the dangers of the war were not just something feared from far across the sea. Earlier in the war German submarines had been spotted just outside Charleston Harbor. Beach patrols were established to prevent enemy infiltration, while the bridges over the Cooper and Ashley Rivers on either side of the peninsula were patrolled to look for saboteurs.

As in the rest of the nation, rationing was part of the new way of life. Shortages of sugar, meat, coffee, shoes, gasoline, tires, and other staples were common, while luxuries like perfume, whiskey, and nylons were almost impossible to come by, found only on the black market. City leaders were trying to locate enough rice and grits to keep the natives happy. They met with only modest success. Most Charlestonians, turning up their noses, had to settle for yellow grits instead of white grits for the remainder of the war. The signs of the collective effort were everywhere. “Support the War Effort. Make Do, or Do Without,” urged one entreaty tacked to Charleston’s faded brick storefronts. “Gasoline Is Vital. Save!” appealed another.

The tumult was wholly unfamiliar to a city that a novelist not long before described as “a beguiling old place with the smell of the sea, a place that spells leisure in a manner quite un-American.” The Charleston Post and Courier summed up the new landscape in a recent editorial. “The old Charleston is one of the casualties of the war,” the editors wrote, “and there is no time for mourning over it now.”

But after all, this was still the same Charleston where Scarlett O’Hara in Gone With the Wind shops for her elegant accessories in the boutiques lining King Street. Some things were still sacrosanct, including the treasured tradition of socializing. The grand balls, hops, receptions, and debutante teas continued virtually unabated despite the war. Tonight was no different.

A few blocks beyond the City Market, Ryan arrived at the wrought-iron gate and glowing gas lamps of Hibernian Hall, the benevolent society and private social club where his sister Uranie was waiting in her white gloves and gown for him to escort her to the Medical Ball.
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Ryan and Uranie ascended the stairs and proceeded through the six pillars of the imposing Hibernian Hall, a fixture of antebellum Charleston built in 1840. They stepped through the two heavy wooden doors and beneath the benevolent society’s seal of a harp with the words, inscribed in Latin, “Non ignara mali, miseris succurrere disco”—“Being familiar with misfortune, I learn to assist the unfortunate.” They stood in the grand foyer, a triple-tiered rotunda with two facing staircases. Along the ornately wallpapered central hallway hung the portraits of past presidents of the society, and on each side were spacious sitting rooms with imposing marble fireplaces furnished with plush antique lounges and billiard tables covered in red velvet. At the rear of the hall was a small, elegantly appointed ballroom decorated with large hanging mirrors and, just beyond it, a cozy barroom with high-backed leather chairs.

They ascended one of the staircases to the ballroom on the second floor but found it nearly empty, barring a stag or two. The orchestra was just setting up onstage for the dance. Undaunted by the lack of music, Ryan took Uranie by the hand, twirled his sister around, and they danced a few steps beneath one of the five golden chandeliers hanging in the cavernous room. They glided along the dance floor before the tall open windows, the curtains drawn, looking out over Charleston and the imposing stone spire of the Unitarian Church two blocks south on Archdale Street. The orchestra, Skura and His Boys, quickly took Ryan’s hint and started up.

Uranie, with her brown eyes and dark curls cut attractively short, had creamy white skin and radiated a wholesome beauty like their mother, Grace. She was a student at the medical college and had a buttoned-down air about her. To Ryan, it seemed that the only time he got to spend with her was while driving her to and from her classes in Ma’s car. But if anyone could bring Uranie out of her shell, it was her brother, Ryan. In earlier times the two of them went horseback riding in Hampton Park, the former plantation adjacent to the Citadel, sharing a bock beer afterward at Harry’s Tavern or the Huguenot—once in a while even ordering a scotch and soda or a Bloater’s Punch. Like Ma and their younger sister, Claudia, Uranie adored her older
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