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THREE SOLDIERS

 

John Dos Passos was born in Chicago in 1896 of Portuguese descent. His father was an eminent lawyer, and he was educated at the Choate School and then at Harvard, graduating in 1916. After the First World War—during which he served in the U.S. Army Medical Corps—he was a freelance correspondent in Spain and the Near East before settling down to the writing of books. After publishing Three Soldiers (in 1921), he published a volume of poetry and a collection of essays that explored Spanish culture. In 1925 he published Manhattan Transfer, his first experimental novel in what was to become his peculiar style—a mixture of fact and fiction. He began his panoramic epics of American life with the U.S.A. trilogy, written with the same technique and tracing, through interwoven biographies, the story of America from the early twentieth century to the onset of the depression in 1929. Then came the  District of Columbia trilogy, which is a fictionalized social history of America in the thirties and forties. During the Second World War Dos Passos became a war correspondent in the Pacific for Life magazine.

In later years John Dos Passos published one more well-received novel, Midcentury (1961), and a number of historical works dealing with the founding years of the United States: The Ground We Stand On, The Head and the Heart of Thomas Jefferson, The Men Who Made This Nation, and The Shackles of Power.

His most permanent home was his father’s farm in Tide-water Virginia. He died in 1970.

 

Townsend Ludington is Boshamer Distinguished Professor of English and American Studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where he directs the American Studies Curriculum. He is the author of John Dos Passos: A Twentieth Century Odyssey and editor of The Fourteenth Chronicle: Letters and Diaries of John Dos Passos.
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INTRODUCTION

A—perhaps the—defining moment in John Dos Passos’s life occurred between August 16 and 20, 1917, when he first experienced warfare while driving an ambulance on the Western Front in France near Verdun. Three days afterward he wrote his young friend Rumsey Marvin: 

I’ve been meaning to write you again & again—but I’ve been so vastly bitter that I can produce nothing but gall and wormwood

The war is utter damn nonsense—a vast cancer fed by lies and self seeking malignity on the part of those who don’t do the fighting

Of all the things in this world a government is the thing least worth fighting for.

None of the poor devils whose mangled bodies I take to the hospital in my ambulance really give a damn about any of the aims of this ridiculous affair—They fight because they are too cowardly & too unimaginative not to see which way they ought to turn their guns—

For God’s sake, Rummy boy, put this in your pipe and smoke it—everything said & written & and thought in America about the war is lies—God! They choke one like poison gas—





 

Out of this brief experience came his hatred for systems, laws, bureaucracies, bosses—anything and everything that stifled individual freedoms and self-expression. Or rather, the experience coalesced sophmoric feelings of rebellion that he had harbored from his days at Harvard. Those sentiments, genuine enough, had about them the ring of ideas intellectualized but not yet experienced. In the early months of 1917, for instance, before he sailed for France in June, he circled the edges of left-wing, bohemian Greenwich Village groups which included political radicals such as the anarchist Emma Goldman and the leftist journalists John Reed and Max Eastman.

To get even as far as Greenwich Village had been a substantial intellectual journey for Dos Passos. Born in Chicago on January 14, 1896, he was the illegitimate child of Lucy Madison and a New York corporation lawyer, John Randolph Dos Passos. The son had a Victorian upbringing while living with his mother abroad for the most part until he entered the Choate School, an eminently proper preparatory institution for boys in Wallingford, Connecticut. Leaving Choate after his junior year with enough credits to enter college, he traveled abroad for  much of the academic year prior to entering Harvard University in 1912.

At Harvard he excelled as a student and writer and gradually became familiar with “the new” in the arts, which revealed itself frequently in Cambridge, Boston, and especially New York, where on weekends he visited his father, married to Dos Passos’s mother since 1910. He saw the Armory Show—the artistic extravaganza that introduced Americans to the modernist works of such European artists as Picasso and Matisse; he saw and heard performances of the Ballets Russe; and he knew of the political radicalism of the journalist John Reed, recently graduated from Harvard, and the literary radicalism of poets such as T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and Imagists such as Amy Lowell. It was a heady time for someone who knew he wanted to work in the arts, whether as a writer, a poet, or a painter he had not yet determined.

Rebellion, however genteel, was in the air, and Dos Passos picked it up through the arts and through the protests occurring in the United States as it moved nearer to declaring war on the Central Powers in April 1917. And always, a resentment against his illegitimacy and against his powerful, domineering father played an important part in his rebellion against class, privilege, and organization.

In the spring of 1917 New York—at least his part of it—was a giddy place: “Every day I become more red,” he wrote his college friend Arthur McComb. “My one ambition is to be able to sing the [Communist] internationale.” He scorned his own group, “a pretty milky lot,” and wanted to “annihilate these stupid colleges of ours, and all the nice young men in them, instillers of stodginess in every form, bastard culture, middle class snobbism.” He continued, “Until Widener [Library at Harvard University] is blown up and [President] A. Lawrence Lowell assassinated and the Business School destroyed and its site sowed with salt—no good will come out of Cambridge.” With a flourish he signed his letter “Sans culottely Dos,” a reference to the dress of the French revolutionists in 1789.

Despite asserting that he was a pacificist, he was eager to see the war firsthand—much later he would remark that a young man hoping to be a writer at that time knew he must experience the war in some fashion. He signed up to be an ambulance driver with the Norton Harjes Volunteer Ambulance Unit. His group sailed on June 20, 1917, for France, where he arrived the very end of June and soon was sent to Sandricourt, a small village northeast of Paris. There during several weeks of training he had his first taste of the monotonous regimentation of the military.  Near the end of July he joined a section of ambulance drivers headed for the front. In the days before his true initiation into war he poured his thoughts into his journal, noting that his past methods of writing were inadequate to capture the mass of sensations nearly engulfing him. “The stream of sensation flows by,” he scribbled in one entry. “I suck it up like a sponge—my reactions are a constant weathervane—a little whimsical impish—giggling—sneering at tragedy.” In fact the giggling was about gone as his unit neared the front. “Horror is so piled on horror that there can be no more,” he observed bitterly. “How damned ridiculous it all is! The long generations toiling—skimping, lashing themselves screwing higher and higher the tension of their minds—My God what a time—All the cant and hypocrisy, all the damnable survivals, all the vestiges of old truths now putrid and false infect the air, choke you worse than German gas—the ministers from their damn smug pulpits, the business men—the heroics about war—my country right or wrong—Oh infinities of them!”

These sentiments came together in Three Soldiers, but first they needed the seasoning that would emerge from his experiences during the next two years. By October 1917 he was back in Paris and as soon as possible enlisted for ambulance service in the American Red Cross. The idle times he experienced in Paris, a tryst with a petite femme—“Rigajig, coucher avec (alas the remorseful prophylaxis that followed,)” he wrote in his memoir The Best Times—became part of the wartime demimonde that John Andrews and others experience in Three Soldiers.  In mid-November the ambulance unit Dos Passos had joined set out for Italy with the hope of a quick trip to their post. But it dragged on, and only in mid-January did he arrive in Bassano in northern Italy, which would be his base until the end of May. He experienced plenty of action around Bassano, but none as sustained and intense as had been the days near Verdun. The more he saw of the military and its adjuncts such as the YMCA men, the more cynical he became. In late February or early March 1918 he wrote a Spanish friend, José Giner Pantoja: 

... from a distance the war must seem a little theoretical, but here, or anywhere at the front, I assure you it is a wholly different matter. It is boredom, slavery to all the military stupidities, the most fascinating misery, the need for warmth, bread, and cleanliness. I assure you there is nothing beautiful about modern war. I have lived in it for a year now, and many illusions have crossed the river Styx. It is nothing but an enormous, tragic digression in the lives of these people.





None of the comments in the rest of his letter were any more pointed than these. It was a lament from someone genuinely saddened by the events of war. But Red Cross officials intercepted the letter and decided that he should be made an example of. Dos Passos served out the remainder of his enlistment, but when in early June 1918 he tried to reenlist in Rome, he was challenged about the supposedly disloyal letter and ultimately told that he should return to the United States, where he might clear his name by enlisting in the army.

Before sailing for the United States in mid-August he had almost two months free of any duties, during which he enjoyed himself immensely even though Paris was intermittently under seige from German air raids and the shelling from a long-range cannon nicknamed “Big Bertha” located in Laon, north of Paris. Dos Passos’s admiration for the spirit of the French which comes through in Three Soldiers stemmed partly from those months: in his memoir The Best Times he wrote about the shelling. Each time the Germans would fire the cannon, criers in Paris after receiving the message by telephone from Laon would announce that a shell was on its way. People died, but Dos Passos wrote that the French “insisted on treating Bertha as a joke. They laughed cynically when little President Poincare turned up promptly after each explosion to congratulate the survivors.” Dos Passos watched a shell explode in the Seine while he was browsing among the bookstalls along the quays. Fishermen immediately pushed out into the river and pulled in nets full of stunned fish. In the nightclubs the French sang, “I’m in the path, I’m in the path of the big cannon.”

A far more gruesome experience for him was to serve as a volunteer stretcher bearer during the last great offensive the Germans mounted in mid-July that reached within thirty-five miles of Paris. When the Allies counterattacked their casualties were high, and Dos Passos recalled one night carrying off “buckets full of amputated arms and hands and legs from an operating room.” Before he returned to the United States he had had his fill of the realities of war.

Experiences such as these, living in an idyllic spot on the Quai d‘Anjou that overlooked the Seine and the Pont Marie—one of the historic old bridges which traverse the river—the long leisurely days when he was free to write and to roam around Paris, and the friendships he had with young Americans and Frenchmen and -women all became grist for his fiction. Experiences he had after returning to France later in 1918 also entered in as he tried to convey his—and in Three Soldiers his chief character John Andrews’s—love for the richness of Parisian life as well as his hatred of war and military conformity.

While still in Paris he planned a book entitled “The Letters of an Embusque,” that is, someone who shirks his duty much as John Andrews eventually does, although Martin Howe, the central figure of a manuscript he had already been working on, entitled “Seven Times Round the Walls of Jericho,” was the character he had in mind then. “Seven Times” would never be published during his lifetime, although the fourth part of it and his ideas for “Letters” became One Man’s Initiation: 1917, his first published novel; as a protest against conformity, repression, and war, both works served as a backdrop for Three Soldiers.

After landing in New York in August Dos Passos visited cousins in Bay Head, New Jersey, for several days. The innocence and opulence of that summer resort appalled him. In his journal while he was staying there he wrote about “the grotesques, the farce-like quality of American life”; and he expressed the need to destroy old systems and governments and begin anew. “Cannot we let the old gods die?/ Cannot we/ Huge striding men naked shining strong untrammeled with loud voice cry,” he jotted down quickly before stopping. No, became his answer, especially after he had undergone another dose of the military.

That came quickly. In late September, having cleared up his contretemps with the Red Cross, he was inducted into the Army Medical Corps and sent immediately to Camp Crane in Allentown, Pennsylvania. The camp had been a fairgrounds and was known to the soldiers as “Syphilis Valley.” Until he could get a waiver for his bad eyes, he was assigned to a casuals company and quickly found its routine stultifying. In addition, the camp was quarantined because of influenza, so he felt like a prisoner in the thrall of boredom and dreary organization.

The experiences of the soldiers in the early chapters of Three Soldiers  parallel those of Dos Passos, for whom much of what he found was new. Earlier he had been among college graduates for the most part, people like himself who had volunteered because of their idealism and their wish for adventure—Dos Passos would later say that while he considered himself a pacifist in World War I, he knew that if he were to be a writer he must see it, because it was clearly a defining event for the twentieth century.

At Camp Crane he was among common men as he had rarely been before. They were people who like Fuselli and Chrisfield in Three Soldiers had little of the cultural interests or desire for travel which defined Dos Passos. They were most interested in home, women, and a life unsullied by ideas and discipline. One should never make the mistake of equating biography precisely with fiction, but in the case of Three  Soldiers Dos Passos drew quite directly on Camp Crane and its inmates as the basis for his tale. A man from Indiana by the name of Christenbury, who hated another man in his section and at one point drew a knife on his antagonist, provided the idea for Chrisfield; “a little raucous-voiced Californian named Fuselli” inspired Fuselli of the novel, although the fictional figure has about him a timidity and nervousness that apparently the real man did not. Here Dos Passos was infusing something of his derogatory sense of himself into the character—a swaggering braggart was hardly the sort Dos Passos needed to show how organizations killed one’s spirit and ground one down “Under the Wheels,” to use the title of the last part of the novel.

 

“You can’t imagine the good nature and blundering willingness of the American privates,” he wrote John Howard Lawson, a friend from the ambulance corps. Movies every night, prayer meetings in the YMCA building, shoveling coal, sweeping floors, and window washing were his steady diet, one which quickly drove him to declare that “organization kills,” a phrase which he told a friend he repeated over and over. “Hast ever washed windows,” he asked his friend Rumsey Marvin. “It’s a merry sport.” The day he wrote he joked that he had washed 7,898,976,432,148,264,312,800 and several more. He had wanted to meet common Americans; now he was drowning in them. Despite his grumbling he was not unhappy to be in the service. It was a way to move beyond his upperclass, monied background.

His pose was that his Camp Crane experiences in a casuals company were merely boring. In fact for him they were intensely interesting and packed into a short time. Three weeks after he arrived in Allentown he received a waiver for his eyes and was immediately assigned to Ambulance Section 541, which was forming up to ship out for France. On October 31 the section marched out of Camp Crane under the command of its top sergeant, a man named O’Reilly, who appointed Dos Passos acting quartermaster sergeant and who was “a delight,” Dos Passos claimed, “a regular New York Irish politician always ready to do a friend a good turn and play a mean trick on an enemy.” The other men in the section were a lively group: among them were a taxi driver, a man who had driven a hearse, and “cowpunchers and railroad men and farmers and bakers and butchers and candlestick makers.” Dos Passos’s spirits were high as he anticipated the return to France.

Their first destination aboard a packed train was Camp Merritt in New Jersey. They were confined there for security reasons, then on November 11, the day of the Armistice, they left the camp to board ship.  Amid all sorts of rumors about the war they headed across the Atlantic, excited about what lay ahead but for the most part seasick aboard the jammed troopship Cedric. Dos Passos’s memory of the voyage was chiefly of being on the mess detail and having to serve nine sittings each day while half the men he commanded were themselves seasick, their condition aggravated by the hot, rancid atmosphere in the mess hall. He meditated about the power of command; officers prowled the ship looking for trouble among the troops, who in his opinion had been made sheeplike by the army. As an acting sergeant he was issuing commands, and it made him distinctly uneasy. “Ordering people about—habitually—as a daily occupation—is the most remarkable experience I ever had. It is so curious bawling people out,” he wrote in his journal. He did not like it, but made the experience part of Fuselli’s in Three Soldiers.

The slow voyage that finally ended in Southampton drained the enthusiasm from the soldiers. Few were excited by the prospect of Europe, were scared by the “sea cold, sea dark” which he noted in his journal, and mostly felt like “little comfortable soul[s] torn out of [their] groove[s] and shivering in the great shaggy world.” In that mood he thought back to his experiences as an ambulance driver around Verdun and recalled a vivid dream image he had of the sun “filmed over like a bloodshot eye [which] began to sway and wobble in the sky as a spent top sways and wobbles, and whirling rolled into the sea’s vermillion waves so that pitchblackness covered me.” Countless other soldiers had experienced something similar; the image, more than anecdotes about the actual fighting or cynical observations about the stupidities of the military, conveys what at the deepest level makes a person hate war: the visceral horror of actual battle.

After a short time in Southampton, where Dos Passos and many others in his section had influenza, the entire section was shipped across the English Channel to Le Havre. They next moved to an American base in Ferrieres-en-Gatinais, eighty kilometers south of Paris in the Loire Valley. While there was occasional heavy work at the base he had plenty of chance to enjoy the locale and especially the Hotel du Cheval Blanc where the food was good and the American soldiers congregated, providing him with more material for Three Soldiers. Drinking was constant, and the men hung around the cafés eyeing the French barmaids and lusting after the prostitutes who located in the hotel. His brief career as a sergeant ended when, ordered to have his men stand inspection and then drill before a visiting colonel, they were sloppy, unprepared, and abysmal. The fiasco ended with them marching into a stone wall when  Dos Passos was unable to issue the proper commands. Unlike his character Fuselli he was not disturbed by his demotion and used any extra time to explore the countryside. Also, he heard of the army’s plan to allow qualified soldiers to study at various European universities, so he applied and was accepted to study anthropology at the Sorbonne in Paris.

Early in March 1919 he arrived in Paris, ostensibly to begin his studies but really to enjoy the city and write. In a room close by the Pantheon—one thing a reader notices in Three Soldiers is Dos Passos’s keen eye for exact, realistic detail when describing Paris, a trait that makes the novel the first of what he would later call “contemporary chronicles”—he wrote constantly at his typewriter “from morning to night with intervals for food—delicious sizzly Paris food and concerts,” while he revised the manuscript of his earlier effort, “Seven Times.” Dos Passos’s work on his various texts was akin to John Andrews’s struggle with his musical scores. Andrews moved from a score about the Queen of Sheba to one about the “Soul and Body of John Brown”—the American abolitionist—just as Dos Passos abandoned “Seven Times” when he labored first on what became One Man’s Initiation: 1917 and then on “The Sack of Corinth,” the basis for Three Soldiers. Both author and character were moving from aestheticism to social and political involvement.

Paris in the spring of 1919 was the place to do that. “The new” in the arts was in the air. Dos Passos later wrote about “the creative tidal wave” which had swept over western Europe before the Great War. Paris was “the capital of Europe.” Modern painting, new music, and avant-garde dance poured forth at a great rate, and inherent in them was a distrust of the past. The motto of the expatriate American poet and literary tastemaker Ezra Pound was “Make It New.” In that context Dos Passos and his contemporaries lived in Paris, revelled in the bohemian life, and became political cynics watching a naive and then physically stricken Woodrow Wilson be duped out of his ideals for the postwar world by self-serving pragmatists such as the French leader Georges Clemenceau. The Allied leaders dictated peace terms to the defeated Central Powers so stringent as to guarantee the eventual rise of a tyrant named Adolf Hitler, to cite but the most vile of a generation of vipers. “We were convinced that life in the militarized industrial nations had become a chamber of horrors and we believed that plain men, the underdogs we rubbed shoulders with, were not such a bad lot as they might be,” Dos Passos asserted.

While earlier he could denigrate the common soldiers who let themselves be pushed around by authority, he was on their side after seeing the carnage that authority could engender. By 1919 he was nearing the radical left in his politics, but he was defiantly individualistic; and his close identification with the Communists did not surface until the mid- 1920s in the context of the Sacco-Vanzetti case in America. At that moment he became intellectually and emotionally involved with the defense of the two Italian anarchists found guilty of murdering a bankroll guard.

Despite the freedom the Sorbonne Detachment provided him, he still felt constrained by the army. He had to wear a uniform; he could not consort openly with officer friends; and he was not able to travel as he would have liked. The more he had to wait for discharge from the service, the more he was resentful. Amid this he began writing his new book. “Have written three chapters of the ‘Sack of Corinth,’ ” he told a friend in late May 1919. At first he had in mind a novel structured like “Seven Times” in which the central figure, Martin Howe, moves from childhood through college to the verge of experience as an ambulance driver in the war. For Three Soldiers he had from the start» intended to show what happens to several men in the army. When he began writing he intended to portray the most nearly autobiographical character, John Andrews, as a child discarding toy soldiers exactly as, in the military, he would be cast off and his freedom destroyed by organization—“organization kills.” In a piece Dos Passos would later mark as “Ex prologue of Three Soldiers” a young child plays with and mutilates some of his lead soldiers. The prologue ends with the child furtively lining the soldiers who are still whole in rows where they are most conspicuous. He hides the broken ones, thinking to mend them later: 

 

He collected carefully the bits of the soldiers he had pulled to pieces and dropped them down a crack in the floor in the corner of the room. Then he washed his hands very clean, cleaner than usual, and brushed his hair, and went down to sit beside mother on the back porch.

And the soldiers stood there, while the dusty twilight gathered about them, identical, in rows, khaki rows, blue rows, all in the same attitude, all cast in the same mould, and the dust settled about them through the evening as they stood motionless.





 

 

The episode was unnecessary for his novel so he left it out, beginning instead at a training camp and having the men fill the roles of the toy soldiers.

His life in Paris affected his art. He was consistently viewing avant-garde painting and sculpture, symphonies, and especially opera. Claude Debussy’s Pelléas and Mélisande, first performed in 1902, fascinated Dos Passos because of its techniques, which appealed to his modernist sensibilities and led him to try to combine several mediums of expression. The opera blended music, language, poetry, and setting—most operas do, of course—but it was Debussy’s modernist style that most captivated Dos Passos. We do not think of Three Soldiers as being particularly avant-garde but rather a reasonably straightforward account of soldiers’ lives and a strident attack against conformity and militarism. By talking about art, music, and literature in the novel and by referring to specific places and events, however, Dos Passos was attempting to blend several mediums of expression, something he would do more obviously—and with greater artistic sophistication—in Manhattan Transfer (1925) and the three volumes of U.S.A. (1938).

With a friend from the ambulance corps, Tom Cope, Dos Passos attended concerts whenever he could. One evening at the Gaveau, a concert hall where the Russian singer Kubitsky was performing, Cope recognized a woman he had met the previous year in Brains, a small village south of Nantes. Her name was Germaine Lucas-Championnière, the sister of a doctor he had met two years earlier while an ambulance driver. Dos Passos was immediately taken with her, and soon they were going to musical performances together, returning over and over to Pelléas and Mélisande, while at her family’s apartment at 52 rue de Clichy he listened to her play the music of Stravinsky, Poulenc, and Auric on the piano, or they might attend a concert of the music of Darius Milhaud. He was a little in love with her but never tried to push their friendship into a romance.

She became an important ingredient in the character Geneviève Rod, with whom John Andrews has the same sort of relationship, although she never distanced herself from Dos Passos as Geneviève does Andrews. If anything, it might have been the opposite; most important for Three  Soldiers Germaine gave Dos Passos the idea for a character whose intellectual qualities separated her—and Andrews—from life; that is, from the French philosopher Henri Bergson’s élan vital that Andrews means to express in his composition about John Brown. Their aestheticism had a stultifying effect on the energy and rebelliousness which were essential to combat the forces of conformity and systematization Dos Passos had come to despise.

Amid his intense friendship with Germaine in 1919 his assignment at the Sorbonne ended. While he awaited his discharge from the army  to be processed he was shipped at the end of June to Gievres, where as part of a casuals company he lifted scrap iron back and forth across some railroad tracks. The authorities had problems locating his service record and quickly he sank into “a state of despair such as [he had] never suffered before.” After ten days he left his unit without authorization and carefully made his way to army headquarters in Tours, where a friendly master sergeant found his papers and wrote out his discharge orders. Unlike John Andrews, who deserts and is eventually captured by military police, Dos Passos returned to his unit in time for roll call the next morning, presented his orders to his amazed commanding officer, and was released from the army on July 11, 1919.

Soon he was on his way south into Spain, arriving after a roundabout journey in Madrid, where he and friends remained for a few weeks before heading to Granada. While still in Madrid he told his friend Rumsey Marvin about Three Soldiers. He noted that he had begun it the previous winter but that now it would not come, although he had all his material in mind. He wrote that he wished the novel to express his “utter,” he began, then paused. “It’s not exactly that though. The feeling of revolt against army affairs has long crystallized itself into the stories of three people.” His characters and plot were clear in his mind: “The first part is at training camp in America, the second part at the front, the third in that strange underground world of deserters and AWOL’s, the underside of the pomp of war. There is going to be rather a lot of murder and sudden death in it.” Once in Granada he took up his writing in earnest, and despite a severe bout of rheumatic fever he wrote fast so that the book was well along by the time he returned to Madrid late in 1919. Along with fretting about the publication of One Man’s Initiation: 1917 and writing essays which would later be published together as Rosinante to the Road Again (1922) he worked on his newest manuscript each day at the Ateneo, a club for writers and scientists. Then after a good deal of travel during the first part of 1920 he returned to Paris with the intention of completing the novel and finding a publisher for it. In June he took a typed manuscript to England and turned it over to the publishers Allen and Unwin, who were to publish One Man’s Initiation: 1917 in October 1920.

Allen and Unwin’s reader reported back quickly. He thought Three Soldiers was a powerful book, “a conscientiously realisitic account of life in the American army” that showed not the fighting—few Americans had seen a lot of that—but “the filth, the monotony, the feeling that one is a degraded slave, a number, mere cannonfodder.” He called it “a fine piece of realism and a powerful anti-militarist document” that  contained effective sketches of minor characters. If it was on occasion monotonous, monotony was what the author intended to portray. The reader knew that words such as “friggin’,” “bugger,” and certain sordid scenes with French “whores” would be offensive but could be changed. He thought the cost of publication would be a problem, especially as there would probably not be a large audience for the novel because the reading public had little taste for antiwar sentiments or for vivd portraits of war. Reluctantly, he conceded that Allen and Unwin would be correct not to publish Three Soldiers.

If Dos Passos’s count later was correct, thirteen other publishers decided the same thing before George H. Doran accepted it. In New York during the fall of 1920 and on into 1921 he worked with his editor, Eugene Saxton, to revise the manuscript. He balked at some of Saxton’s recommendations and insisted on keeping the rough language, “Jesuses” and “sonsofbitches” especially. “Jesus” might become “jez,” but the language should not be cut out entirely because that was how men spoke in the army. “Freedom of the press,” he declared, “does not mean compromise. It means publishing what Tom Dick or Harry damn please and letting people lump it if they don’t like it.” Various changes agreed to and made, the book was scheduled for publication in September 1921. Dos Passos left for Europe and the Near East, and the stage was set for his first taste of literary fame.

After a fall of travel and adventures that included a camel caravan journey across the Sahara Desert Dos Passos arrived in Damascus in early 1922 to find a packet of mail for him at the American consulate. Letters from friends congratulated him on the success of Three Soldiers. John Howard Lawson declared him “as famous as Wrigley’s” and assured him that the book was creating a “grandiose rumpus.” Eugene Saxton mailed Dos Passos copies of numerous reviews, most of which praised the novel. Heywood Broun, for example, writing in the December 1921 Bookman, asserted that “Nothing which has come out of the school of American realists has seemed to us so entirely honest.... It represents deep convictions and impressions eloquently expressed.”

Conservatives lambasted Three Soldiers. Coningsby Dawson attacked it in his front-page piece in the New York Times Book Review for October 2, 1921. It failed, he wrote, “because of its unmanly intemperance both in language and in plot.” He heard no “voice of righteousness” but only that of “complaint and petty recrimination.” Such attacks continued. In the March 13, 1922, Chicago Tribune an unnamed author who identified himself as “a member of the First Division, a Legionnaire, a father, and a citizen,” condemned the book as a “blow  at Americanism” in an article headlined THREE SOLDIERS BRANDED AS TEXTBOOK AND BIBLE FOR SLACKERS AND COWARDS.

Dos Passos had good reason to be pleased. He had stirred things up as he had hoped to and had created the first important American novel to come out of World War I, a work which was as much a pioneer in war fiction as was The Red Badge of Courage. At moments contrived and a curious pastiche of realism and impressionistically rendered scenes, Three Soldiers nevertheless remains significant as a literary work and as a cultural statement. The critic H. S. Canby put it about right when in his October 8, 1921, piece for the Literary Review he declared, “This is by no means a perfect book, but it is a very engrossing one, a firsthand study, finely imagined and powerfully created. Its philosophy we may dismiss as incomplete; its conception of the free soul tortured, deadened, diseased by the circumstances of war, we cannot dismiss.”

With the publication of Three Soldiers, Dos Passos was on his way to recognition as one of America’s most important social novelists. His fame reached its apex in 1936 with the publication of The Big Money,  the third volume of the trilogy U.S.A., which Norman Mailer called the closest thing we have to the “Great American Novel,” a work which incorporates much of the wide swath that is the United States. That shortly thereafter Dos Passos’s stature declined as he moved away from the political left and wrote less innovative fiction should not cause us to ignore work such as Three Soldiers. It had—and has—important ideas about war, organizations, and the military. It portrays young men’s initiation by fire—not one man, but three, whose notions of individualism are shattered by the realities of deadly organization and combat. Dos Passos’s ideas in Three Soldiers would be picked up on repeatedly in such works as Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead and Joseph Heller’s Catch-22. It marks a significant moment in America’s coming of age through its literature.
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PART ONE MAKING THE MOULD




I

The company stood at attention, each man looking straight before him at the empty parade ground, where the cinder piles showed purple with evening. On the wind that smelt of barracks and disinfectant there was a faint greasiness of food cooking. At the other side of the wide field long lines of men shuffled slowly into the narrow wooden shanty that was the mess hall. Chins down, chests out, legs twitching and tired from the afternoon’s drilling, the company stood at attention. Each man stared straight in front of him, some vacantly with resignation, some trying to amuse themselves by noting minutely every object in their field of vision,—the cinder piles, the long shadows of the barracks and mess halls where they could see men standing about, spitting, smoking, leaning against clapboard walls. Some of the men in line could hear their watches ticking in their pockets.

Someone moved, his feet making a crunching noise in the cinders.

The sergeant’s voice snarled out: “You men are at attention. Quit yer wrigglin’ there, you!”

The men nearest the offender looked at him out of the corners of their eyes.

Two officers, far out on the parade ground, were coming towards them. By their gestures and the way they walked, the men at attention could see that they were chatting about something that amused them. One of the officers laughed boyishly, turned away and walked slowly back across the parade ground. The other, who was the lieutenant, came towards them smiling. As he approached his company, the smile left his lips and he advanced his chin, walking with heavy precise steps.

“Sergeant, you may dismiss the company.” The lieutenant’s voice was pitched in a hard staccato.

The sergeant’s hand snapped up to salute like a block signal.

“Companee dis ... missed,” he sang out.

The row of men in khaki became a crowd of various individuals with dusty boots and dusty faces. Ten minutes later they lined up and marched in a column of fours to mess. A few red filaments of electric lights gave a dusty glow in the brownish obscurity where the long tables and benches and the board floors had a faint smell of garbage mingled with the smell of the disinfectant the tables had been washed off with after the last meal. The men, holding their oval mess kits in front of  them, filed by the great tin buckets at the door, out of which meat and potatoes were splashed into each plate by a sweating K. P. in blue denims.

“Don’t look so bad tonight,” said Fuselli to the man opposite him as he hitched his sleeves up at the wrists and leaned over his steaming food. He was sturdy, with curly hair and full vigorous lips that he smacked hungrily as he ate.

“It ain’t,” said the pink flaxen-haired youth opposite him, who wore his broad-brimmed hat on the side of his head with a certain jauntiness.

“I got a pass tonight,” said Fuselli, tilting his head vainly.

“Goin’ to tear things up?”

“Man ... I got a girl at home back in Frisco. She’s a good kid.”

“Yer right not to go with any of the girls in this goddam town.... They ain’t clean, none of ’em.... That is if ye want to go overseas.” The flaxen-haired youth leaned across the table earnestly.

“I’m goin’ to git some more chow. Wait for me, will yer?” said Fuselli.

“What yer going to do down town?” asked the flaxen-haired youth when Fuselli came back.

“Dunno,—run round a bit an’ go to the movies,” he answered, filling his mouth with potato.

“Gawd, it’s time fer retreat.” They overheard a voice behind them.

Fuselli stuffed his mouth as full as he could and emptied the rest of his meal reluctantly into the garbage pail.

A few moments later he stood stiffly at attention in a khaki row that was one of hundreds of other khaki rows, identical, that filled all sides of the parade ground, while the bugle blew somewhere at the other end where the flag-pole was. Somehow it made him think of the man behind the desk in the office of the draft board who had said, handing him the papers sending him to camp, “I wish I was going with you,” and had held out a white bony hand that Fuselli, after a moment’s hesitation, had taken in his own stubby brown hand. The man had added fervently, “It must be grand, just grand, to feel the danger, the chance of being potted any minute. Good luck, young feller.... Good luck.” Fuselli remembered unpleasantly his paper-white face and the greenish look of his bald head; but the words had made him stride out of the office sticking out his chest, brushing truculently past a group of men in the door. Even now the memory of it, mixing with the strains of the national anthem made him feel important, truculent.

“Squads right!” came an order. Crunch, crunch, crunch in the gravel.  The companies were going back to their barracks. He wanted to smile but he didn’t dare. He wanted to smile because he had a pass till midnight, because in ten minutes he’d be outside the gates, outside the green fence and the sentries and the strands of barbed wire. Crunch, crunch, crunch; oh, they were so slow in getting back to the barracks and he was losing time, precious free minutes. “Hep, hep, hep,” cried the sergeant, glaring down the ranks, with his aggressive bulldog expression, to where someone had fallen out of step.

The company stood at attention in the dusk. Fuselli was biting the inside of his lips with impatience. Minutes dragged by.

At last, as if reluctantly, the sergeant sang out:

“Dis ... missed.”

Fuselli hurried towards the gate, brandishing his pass with an important swagger.

Once out on the asphalt of the street, he looked down the long row of lawns and porches where violet arc lamps already contested the faint afterglow, drooping from their iron stalks far above the recently planted saplings of the avenue. He stood at the corner slouched against a telegraph pole, with the camp fence, surmounted by three strands of barbed wire, behind him, wondering which way he would go. This was a hell of a town anyway. And he used to think he wanted to travel round and see places.—“Home’ll be good enough for me after this,” he muttered. Walking down the long street towards the centre of town, where was the moving-picture show, he thought of his home, of the dark apartment on the ground floor of a seven-storey house where his aunt lived. “Gee, she used to cook swell,” he murmured regretfully.

On a warm evening like this he would have stood round at the corner where the drugstore was, talking to fellows he knew, giggling when the girls who lived in the street, walking arm and arm, twined in couples or trios, passed by affecting ignorance of the glances that followed them. Or perhaps he would have gone walking with Al, who worked in the same optical-goods store, down through the glaring streets of the theatre and restaurant quarter, or along the wharves and ferry slips, where they would have sat smoking and looking out over the dark purple harbor, with its winking lights and its moving ferries spilling swaying reflections in the water out of their square reddish-glowing windows. If they had been lucky they would have seen a liner come in through the Golden Gate, growing from a blur of light to a huge moving brilliance, like the front of a high-class theatre, that towered above the ferry boats. You could often hear the thump of the screw and the swish of the bow  cutting the calm bay-water, and the sound of a band playing, that came alternately faint and loud. “When I git rich,” Fuselli had liked to say to Al, “I’m goin’ to take a trip on one of them liners.”

“Yer dad come over from the old country in one, didn’t he?” Al would ask.

“Oh, he came steerage. I’d stay at home if I had to do that. Man, first class for me, a cabin de lux, when I git rich.”

But here he was in this town in the East, where he didn’t know anybody and where there was no place to go but the movies.

“‘Lo, buddy,” came a voice beside him. The tall youth who had sat opposite at mess was just catching up to him. “Goin’ to the movies?”

“Yare, nauthin’ else to do.”

“Here’s a rookie. Just got to camp this mornin’,” said the tall youth, jerking his head in the direction of the man beside him.

“You’ll like it. Ain’t so bad as it seems at first,” said Fuselli encouragingly.

“I was just telling him,” said the other, “to be careful as hell not to get in wrong. If ye once get in wrong in this damn army ... it’s hell.”

“You bet yer life ... so they sent ye over to our company, did they, rookie? Ain’t so bad. The sergeant’s sort o’ decent if ye’re in right with him, but the lieutenant’s a stinker.... Where you from?”

“New York,” said the rookie, a little man of thirty with an ash-colored face and a shiny Jewish nose. “I’m in the clothing business there. I oughtn’t to be drafted at all. It’s an outrage. I’m consumptive.” He spluttered in a feeble squeaky voice.

“They’ll fix ye up, don’t you fear,” said the tall youth. “They’ll make you so goddam well ye won’t know yerself. Yer mother won’t know ye, when you get home, rookie.... But you’re in luck.”

“Why?”

“Bein’ from New York. The corporal, Tim Sidis, is from New York, an’ all the New York fellers in the company got a graft with him.”

“What kind of cigarettes d’ye smoke?” asked the tall youth.

“I don’t smoke.”

“Ye’d better learn. The corporal likes fancy ciggies and so does the sergeant; you jus’ slip ‘em each a butt now and then. May help ye to get in right with ’em.”

“Don’t do no good,” said Fuselli.... “It’s juss luck. But keep neat-like and smilin’ and you’ll get on all right. And if they start to ride ye, show fight. Ye’ve got to be hard boiled to git on in this army.”

“Ye’re goddam right,” said the tall youth. “Don’t let ’em ride yer.... What’s yer name, rookie?”

“Eisenstein.”

“This feller’s name’s Powers ... Bill Powers. Mine’s Fuselli.... Goin’ to the movies, Mr. Eisenstein?”

“No, I’m trying to find a skirt.” The little man leered wanly. “Glad to have got ackwainted.”

“Goddam kike!” said Powers as Eisenstein walked off up a side street, planted, like the avenue, with saplings on which the sickly leaves rustled in the faint breeze that smelt of factories and coal dust.

“Kikes ain’t so bad,” said Fuselli, “I got a good friend who’s a kike.”

They were coming out of the movies in a stream of people in which the blackish clothes of factory-hands predominated.

“I came near bawlin’ at the picture of the feller leavin’ his girl to go off to the war,” said Fuselli.

“Did yer?”

“It was just like it was with me. Ever been in Frisco, Powers?”

The tall youth shook his head. Then he took off his broad-brimmed hat and ran his fingers over his stubby tow-head.

“Gee, it was some hot in there,” he muttered.

“Well, it’s like this,” said Fuselli. You have to cross the ferry to Oakland. My aunt ... ye know I ain’t got any mother, so I always live at my aunt’s.... My aunt an’ her sister-in-law an’ Mabe ... Mabe’s my girl ... they all came over on the ferry-boat, ‘spite of my tellin’ ’em I didn’t want ‘em. An’ Mabe said she was mad at me, ’cause she’d seen the letter I wrote Georgine Slater. She was a toughie, lived in our street, I used to write mash notes to. An’ I kep’ tellin’ Mabe I’d done it juss for the hell of it, an’ that I didn’t mean nawthin’ by it. An’ Mabe said she wouldn’t never forgive me, an’ then I said maybe I’d be killed an’ she’d never see me again, an’ then we all began to bawl. Gawd! it was a mess....”

“It’s hell sayin’ good-by to girls,” said Powers, understandingly. “Cuts a feller all up. I guess it’s better to go with coosies. Ye don’t have to say good-by to them.”

“Ever gone with a coosie?”

“Not exactly,” admitted the tall youth, blushing all over his pink face, so that it was noticeable even under the ashen glare of the arc lights on the avenue that led towards camp.

“I have,” said Fuselli, with a certain pride. “I used to go with a Portugee girl. My but she was a toughie. I’ve given all that up now I’m engaged, though.... But I was tellin’ ye.... Well, we finally made up an’ I kissed her an’ Mabe said she’d never marry any one but me. So when we was walkin’ up the street I spied a silk service flag in a winder,  that was all fancy with a star all trimmed up to beat the band, an’ I said to myself, I’m goin’ to give that to Mabe, an’ I ran in an’ bought it. I didn’t give a hoot in hell what it cost. So when we was all kissin’ and bawlin’ when I was goin’ to leave them to report to the overseas detachment, I shoved it into her hand, an’ said, “Keep that, girl, an’ don’t you forgit me.” An’ what did she do but pull out a five-pound box o’ candy from behind her back an’ say, ‘Don’t make yerself sick, Dan.’ An’ she’d had it all the time without my knowin’ it. Ain’t girls clever?”

“Yare,” said the tall youth vaguely.

Along the rows of cots, when Fuselli got back to the barracks, men were talking excitedly.

“There’s hell to pay, somebody’s broke out of the jug.”

“How?”

“Damned if I know.”

“Sergeant Timmons said he made a rope of his blankets.”

“No, the feller on guard helped him to get away.”

“Like hell he did. It was like this. I was walking by the guardhouse when they found out about it.”

“What company did he belong ter?”

“Dunno.”

“What’s his name?”

“Some guy on trial for insubordination. Punched an officer in the jaw.”

“I’d a liked to have seen that.”

“Anyhow he’s fixed himself this time.”

“You’re goddam right.”

“Will you fellers quit talkin’? It’s after taps,” thundered the sergeant, who sat reading the paper at a little board desk at the door of the barracks under the feeble light of one small bulb, carefully screened. “You’ll have the O. D. down on us.”

Fuselli wrapped the blanket round his head and prepared to sleep. Snuggled down into the blankets on the narrow cot, he felt sheltered from the sergeant’s thundering voice and from the cold glare of officers’ eyes. He felt cosy and happy as he had felt in bed at home, when he had been a little kid. For a moment he pictured to himself the other man, the man who had punched an officer’s jaw, dressed as he was, maybe only nineteen, the same age as he was, with a girl like Mabe waiting for him somewhere. How cold and frightful it must feel to be out of the camp with the guard looking for you! He pictured himself running breathless down a long street pursued by a company with guns,  by officers whose eyes glinted cruelly like the pointed tips of bullets. He pulled the blanket closer round his head, enjoying the warmth and softness of the wool against his cheek. He must remember to smile at the sergeant when he passed him off duty. Somebody had said there’d be promotions soon. Oh, he wanted so hard to be promoted. It’d be so swell if he could write back to Mabe and tell her to address her letters Corporal Dan Fuselli. He must be more careful not to do anything that would get him in wrong with anybody. He must never miss an opportunity to show them what a clever kid he was. “Oh, when we’re ordered overseas, I’ll show them,” he thought ardently, and picturing to himself long movie reels of heroism he went off to sleep.

A sharp voice beside his cot woke him with a jerk.

“Get up, you.”

The white beam of a pocket searchlight was glaring in the face of the man next to him.

“The O. D.,” said Fuselli to himself.

“Get up, you,” came the sharp voice again.

The man in the next cot stirred and opened his eyes.

“Get up.”

“Here, sir,” muttered the man in the next cot, his eyes blinking sleepily in the glare of the flashlight. He got out of bed and stood unsteadily at attention.

“Don’t you know better than to sleep in your O. D. shirt? Take it off.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What’s your name?”

The man looked up, blinking, too dazed to speak.

“Don’t know your own name, eh?” said the officer, glaring at the man savagely, using his curt voice like a whip.—“Quick, take off yer shirt and pants and get back to bed.”

The Officer of the Day moved on, flashing his light to one side and the other in his midnight inspection of the barracks. Intense blackness again, and the sound of men breathing deeply in sleep, of men snoring. As he went to sleep Fuselli could hear the man beside him swearing, monotonously, in an even whisper, pausing now and then to think of new filth, of new combinations of words, swearing away his helpless anger, soothing himself to sleep by the monotonous reiteration of his swearing.

A little later Fuselli woke with a choked nightmare cry. He had dreamed that he had smashed the O. D. in the jaw and had broken out of the jug and was running, breathless, stumbling, falling, while the  company on guard chased him down an avenue lined with little dried-up saplings, gaining on him, while with voices metallic as the clicking of rifle triggers officers shouted orders, so that he was certain to be caught, certain to be shot. He shook himself all over, shaking off the nightmare as a dog shakes off water, and went back to sleep again, snuggling into his blankets.




II

John Andrews stood naked1 in the center of a large bare room, of which the walls and ceiling and floor were made of raw pine boards. The air was heavy from the steam heat. At a desk in one corner a typewriter clicked spasmodically.

“Say, young feller, d’you know how to spell imbecility?”

John Andrews walked over to the desk, told him, and added, “Are you going to examine me?”

The man went on typewriting without answering. John Andrews stood in the center of the floor with his arms folded, half amused, half angry, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, listening to the sound of the typewriter and of the man’s voice as he read out each word of the report he was copying.

“Recommendation for discharge” ... click, click ... “Damn this typewriter.... Private Coe Elbert” ... click, click. “Damn these rotten army typewriters.... Reason ... mental deficiency. History of Case....”

At that moment the recruiting sergeant came back.

“Look here, if you don’t have that recommendation ready in ten minutes Captain Arthurs’ll be mad as hell about it, Bill. For God’s sake get it done. He said already that if you couldn’t do the work, to get somebody who could. You don’t want to lose your job do you?”

“Hullo,” the sergeant’s eyes lit on John Andrews, “I’d forgotten you. Run around the room a little.... No, not that way. Just a little so I can test yer heart.... God, these rookies are thick.”

While he stood tamely being prodded and measured, feeling like a prize horse at a fair, John Andrews listened to the man at the typewriter, whose voice went on monotonously.

“No ... record of sexual dep.... O hell, this eraser’s no good! ... pravity or alcoholism; spent ... normal ... youth on farm. App-earance normal though im ... say, how many ‘m’s’ in immature?”

“All right, put yer clothes on,” said the recruiting sergeant. “Quick, I can’t spend all day. Why the hell did they send you down here alone?”

“The papers were balled up,” said Andrews.

“Scores ten years ... in test B,” went on the voice of the man at the typewriter.... “Sen ... exal ment ... m-e-n-t-a-l-i-t-y that of child of  eight. Seems unable ... to either.... Goddam this man’s writin’. How kin I copy it when he don’t write out his words?”

“All right. I guess you’ll do. Now there are some forms to fill out. Come over here.”

Andrews followed the recruiting sergeant to a desk in the far corner of the room, from which he could hear more faintly the click, click of the typewriter and the man’s voice mumbling angrily.

“Forgets to obey orders.... Responds to no form of per ... suasion. M-e-m-o-r-y, nil.”

“All right. Take this to barracks B.... Fourth building, to the right; shake a leg,” said the recruiting sergeant.

Andrews drew a deep breath of the sparkling air outside. He stood irresolutely a moment on the wooden steps of the building looking down the row of hastily constructed barracks. Some were painted green, some were of plain boards, and some were still mere skeletons. Above his head great piled, rose-tinted clouds were moving slowly across the immeasurable free sky. His glance slid down the sky to some tall trees that flamed bright yellow with autumn outside the camp limits, and then to the end of the long street of barracks, where was a picket fence and a sentry walking to and fro, to and fro. His brows contracted for a moment. Then he walked with a sort of swagger towards the fourth building to the right.

 

John Andrews was washing windows.2 He stood in dirty blue denims at the top of a ladder, smearing with a soapy cloth the small panes of the barrack windows. His nostrils were full of a smell of dust and of the sandy quality of the soap. A little man with one lined greyish-red cheek puffed out by tobacco followed him up, also on a ladder, polishing the panes with a dry cloth till they shone and reflected the mottled cloudy sky. Andrews’s legs were tired from climbing up and down the ladder, his hands were sore from the grittiness of the soap; as he worked he looked down, without thinking, on rows of cots where the blankets were all folded the same way, on some of which men sprawled in attitudes of utter relaxation. He kept remarking to himself how strange it was that he was not thinking of anything. In the last few days his mind seemed to have become a hard meaningless core.

“How long do we have to do this?” he asked the man who was working with him. The man went on chewing, so that Andrews thought he was not going to answer at all. He was just beginning to speak again when the man, balancing thoughtfully on top of his ladder, drawled out:

“Four o’clock.”

“We won’t finish today then?”

The man shook his head and wrinkled his face into a strange spasm as he spat.

“Been here long?”

“Not so long.”

“How long?”

“Three months.... Ain’t so long.” The man spat again, and climbing down from his ladder waited, leaning against the wall, until Andrews should finish soaping his window.

“I’ll go crazy if I stay here three months.... I’ve been here a week,” muttered Andrews between his teeth as he climbed down and moved his ladder to the next window.

They both climbed their ladders again in silence.

“How’s it you’re in Casuals?” asked Andrews again.

“Ain’t got no lungs.”

“Why don’t they discharge you?”

“Reckon they’re goin’ to, soon.”

They worked on in silence for a long time. Andrews started at the upper right-hand corner and smeared with soap each pane of the window in turn. Then he climbed down, moved his ladder, and started on the next window. At times he would start in the middle of the window for variety. As he worked a rhythm began pushing its way through the hard core of his mind, leavening it, making it fluid. It expressed the vast dusty dullness, the men waiting in rows on drill fields, standing at attention, the monotony of feet tramping in unison, of the dust rising from the battalions going back and forth over the dusty drill fields. He felt the rhythm filling his whole body, from his sore hands to his legs, tired from marching back and forth, from making themselves the same length as millions of other legs. His mind began unconsciously, from habit, working on it, orchestrating it. He could imagine a vast orchestra swaying with it. His heart was beating faster. He must make it into music; he must fix it in himself, so that he could make it into music, and write it down, so that orchestras could play it and make the ears of multitudes feel it, make their flesh tingle with it.

He went on working through the endless afternoon, climbing up and down his ladder, smearing the barrack windows with a soapy rag. A silly phrase took the place of the welling of music in his mind: “Arbeit und Rhythmus.” He kept saying it over and over to himself: “Arbeit und Rhythmus.” He tried to drive the phrase out of his mind, to bury his mind in the music of the rhythm that had come to him, that  expressed the dusty boredom, the harsh constriction of warm bodies full of gestures and attitudes and aspirations into moulds, like the moulds toy soldiers are cast in. The phrase became someone shouting raucously in his ears: “Arbeit und Rhythmus,”—drowning everything else, beating his mind hard again, parching it.

But suddenly he laughed aloud. Why, it was in German. He was being got ready to kill men who said that. If anyone said that, he was going to kill him. They were going to kill everybody who spoke that language, he and all the men whose feet he could hear tramping on the drill field, whose legs were all being made the same length on the drill field.



III

It was Saturday morning. Directed by the corporal, a bandy-legged Italian who even on the army diet managed to keep a faint odour of garlic about him, three soldiers in blue denims were sweeping up the leaves in the street between the rows of barracks.

“You fellers are slow as molasses.... Inspection in twenty-five minutes,” he kept saying.

The solders raked on doggedly, paying no attention.

“You don’t give a damn. If we don’t pass inspection, I get hell—not you. Please queeck. Here, you, pick up all those goddam cigarette butts.”

Andrews made a grimace and began collecting the little grey sordid ends of burnt-out cigarettes. As he leant over he found himself looking into the dark-brown eyes of the soldier who was working beside him. The eyes were contracted with anger and there was a flush under the tan of the boyish face.

“Ah didn’t git in this here army to be ordered around by a goddam wop,” he muttered.

“Doesn’t matter much who you’re ordered around by, you’re ordered around just the same,” said Andrews.

“Where d’ye come from, buddy?”

“Oh, I come from New York. My folks are from Virginia,” said Andrews.

“Indiana’s ma state. The tornado country.... Git to work; here’s that bastard wop comin’ around the buildin’.”

“Don’t pick ‘em up that-a-way; sweep ’em up,” shouted the corporal.

Andrews and the Indiana boy went round with a broom and a shovel collecting chewed-out quids of tobacco and cigar butts and stained bits of paper.

“What’s your name? Mahn’s Chrisfield. Folks all call me Chris.”

“Mine’s Andrews, John Andrews.”

“Ma dad uster have a hired man named Andy. Took sick an’ died last summer. How long d’ye reckon it’ll be before us-guys git overseas?”

“God, I don’t know.”

“Ah want to see that country over there.”

“You do?”

“Don’t you?”

“You bet I do.”

“All right, what you fellers stand here for? Go an’ dump them garbage cans. Lively!” shouted the corporal waddling about importantly on his bandy legs. He kept looking down the row of barracks, muttering to himself, “Goddam.... Time fur inspectin’ now, goddam. Won’t never pass this time.”

His face froze suddenly into obsequious immobility. He brought his hand up to the brim of his hat. A group of officers strode past him into the nearest building.

John Andrews, coming back from emptying the garbage pails, went in the back door of his barracks.

“Attention!” came the cry from the other end. He made his neck and arms as rigid as possible.

Through the silent barracks came the hard clank of the heels of the officers inspecting.

A sallow face with hollow eyes and heavy square jaw came close to Andrews’s eyes. He stared straight before him noting the few reddish hairs on the officer’s Adam’s apple and the new insignia on either side of his collar.

“Sergeant, who is









“Now, fellows, all together,” cried the “Y” man1 who stood with his arms stretched wide in front of the movie screen. The piano started jingling and the roomful of crowded soldiers roared out:















































































He thought of his friends, of Fuselli and Chrisfield and that funny little man Eisenstein. They seemed at home in this army life. They did not seem appalled by the loss of their liberty. But they had never lived in the glittering other world. Yet he could not feel the scorn of them he wanted to feel. He thought of them singing under the direction of the “Y” man:
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