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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON


For my father, Max Cox, who planted the writing seed, and
for my husband, Glenn Berger, the rainmaker


“You may be certain that we shall prove ourselves ready to suffer and sacrifice to the utmost for the Cause, and that we glory in being its champions. The rest we leave with confidence to you and to your people, being sure that ways and means will be found which future generations on both sides of the Atlantic will approve and admire.”

—Winston Churchill, letter to Franklin Roosevelt upon his election
to a third term as president, November 1940

“If you have never yourself had the experience of feeling that you are yoked to the great steam engine of history, then allow me to inform you that the conviction is a very intoxicating one.”

—Christopher Hitchens, Hitch-22
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

When I was growing up in New York City in the 1950s and 1960s, strangers occasionally approached my father on the subway and asked him flattering questions, such as “Are you Paul Newman?” He had the arresting blue eyes and strong, regular features of the actor, but was taller, rangier. Thus, “You look like the Marlboro Man. Have you ever been in commercials?” His were the iconic sort of good looks that used to be called “all-American.” His four brothers and two sisters had them too.

But their all-American aura extended beyond looks. They belonged to a distinguished American family of a kind the world has now acknowledged bore little resemblance in reality to America at large, in the same way that movie stars were not representative of actual humans. Or perhaps they were, if we remember that Michael Douglas would bear a quite different surname if his father, another fair-haired boy with strong bone structure, hadn’t changed his own name from Issur Danielovitch to Kirk Douglas.

Illusion or no, within my father’s family circle when I was young, we breathed the air of American righteousness, and America was us. No one pretended the American government was always right. Indeed, as the Vietnam War unfurled its bloody battle flags across our television screens, blind allegiance became more and more suspect. But we believed that the foundations were sound. The government went astray when it lost track of its principles. And these principles were exemplified in our family stories.

Consider my great-great-great-great-grandfather Roger Sherman, also known as “the great compromiser,” who saved the Constitutional Convention by proposing a bicameral legislature with one house apportioned according to state populations, the other fixed in size, and the only American to sign all four of the country’s founding documents. Or his son-in-law Jeremiah Evarts, who led the Christian crusade to stop Indian resettlement and fought against the terrible Indian Removal Act of 1830 until the day he died. His son, the lawyer William M. Evarts, successfully defended President Andrew Johnson when he was impeached, represented Lincoln’s Republican Party as counsel for Rutherford B. Hayes in the disputed election of 1876, and went on to become secretary of state and then senator of New York.

My favorite was a story of principled heroism and the Civil War. At his Princeton commencement in 1863, my great-grandfather Rowland Cox, a Pennsylvania Quaker, listened to the college president as he contended that all loyal sons of Princeton would go forth and fight for the noble Confederate cause. Afterward, Great-grandfather Cox, as my grandmother told it, went back to his room, packed his bags, and that very night, before leaving, pushed a note under the college president’s door. “To hell with you,” it said, “I’m off to join the Union Army.”

Their accomplishments seemed to promise, even require, great things from the rest of us, though admittedly from boys more than girls, and to a surprising degree experience bore out expectation. Of my father’s four brothers, the oldest, Archibald, would gain national, even global renown as the Watergate special prosecutor, an icon of moral rectitude, of old-time Yankee honesty and independence. The youngest, Rowland, an Episcopal minister, became headmaster of the high-minded Massachusetts prep school Groton when it was still considered more elite than elitist.

But the aura of American exceptionalism always shone most forcefully from the brother who, by the fifties, when I was born, was already gone for good and so could only and evermore be what we supposed him to be. A portrait in pastels—he looked confoundingly like my father—hung over my grandmother’s desk at her comfortable Federal-era house in Windsor, Vermont. His prep school medals—ob egregiam diligentiam atque virtutem: “for outstanding diligence and virtue”… Best Boy!—decorated a dining room side table. And near Grandma’s bed hung a photograph, a head shot in rich, taupey hues, that seemed to embody the very essence of heroism. There, Uncle Robbie gazes forward eternally in semiprofile, a handsome blond in the flat tin helmet of a British Tommy, the leather chin strap accentuating his firm, sharp jawline, the curve of the brim suggesting, it occurs to me now, a halo. Matted below the photo is a small rectangle of type, which I have learned contains the words of his cenotaph, the bronze memorial plaque that still hangs near the altar of the family church in Windsor. They were written by my grandmother’s brother Max Perkins, fabled editor of Hemingway and Fitzgerald and Wolfe. Awash in grief, he nevertheless crafted a brief, elegant tribute that evokes the sacrifice of every soldier who volunteers himself to war.

ROBERT HILL COX II


Lieutenant in the King’s Royal Rifle Corps, killed in the Battle of Tunisia April 19, 1943, who, at the age of twenty-two, convinced that his own country should share in the great war for human freedom, joined the British Army in July 1941 and so gave to that cause all of America he could command.



With a few additions, all that I knew of the story was contained in that paragraph. While my missing uncle cast a strong and mysterious afterglow, my grandmother spoke of him rarely. I picked up a few things. She adored him. He was a paragon. Foreseeing the Nazi menace, he had been among the first Americans to fight. There had been a group of them; one, a Dartmouth man from Connecticut named Chuck Bolté, still dropped in from time to time to see my grandmother, decked out for her benefit in a handsome green British officer’s tunic and cap. As a child, I was fascinated by the knowledge that under his crisply creased trousers Lieutenant Bolté had only one real leg. But just as it clearly would have been rude to ask about the gory details, I knew that in that traditional Yankee household nothing more would be said.

It would take decades, my father’s death, and growing confidence in myself as a journalist to get back to that story. What exactly was it? I had long since recognized my relatives’ actual imperfections, one of them a frustrating reticence about any question touching on sex or death, ill health, or bad behavior. Was Uncle Robbie really as heroic as he looked? Was he really the first to fight? Why did he go, this attractive young man with the future before him and plenty of good connections and priceless credentials to ease the way? With two sons of my own, I struggled with the terrible depth of my grandmother’s loss, but also recognized the male affinity, even relish, for combat. How could she have let him go? Who went with him, and what became of them? How did he die? Was the sacrifice worth it? Chuck Bolté had come back. He named his son after my uncle. He had an artificial leg, but he lived. My uncle died. Why the difference?


PROLOGUE

El Alamein, Egypt

October 29, 1942

Bolté’s toes were cold.1 It was strange, even humorous, if you could focus long enough to think about it—to be worried by cold toes in a place that had so effectively refined and deepened his understanding of hot. When the troopship Duchess of Atholl had turned north, two months ago, and entered the Red Sea, the heat had closed around them like a sweaty palm—four thousand of His Majesty’s soldiers packed into a space designed for eight hundred, so that at night the intrepid ones arranged themselves like spokes on a wheel, heads by the stairwells, hoping to catch a breath of air as yet unpoisoned by their own male stink.2 The riflemen coped in their usual way. Creatures of damp and dusk and shade, Englishmen and never more self-consciously nor proudly so, they joked in that sarcastic, self-effacing way that Bolté and his American compatriots had at first found so disarming. “Get closer to the fire,” they enjoined gleefully. “Nice cool day, Joe, ought to be hot pretty soon.” They relished the irony inherent in the otherwise disheartening fact that the cold shower water was at long last nice and warm.3

After disembarking in Suez and through the weeks of waiting and preparation that followed, Bolté felt the dry, dusty heat of the Egyptian desert bore in at every pore. Surprisingly, it even invaded up through the soles of his feet, something that never happened at home in New England no matter how oppressive the weather. But oh, how it sharpened the joy of an afternoon plunge in the Med,4 his comrades whooping and diving beside him in the spangled surf—a soldier’s reward after days filled with marching and training, poor food, and tedium, to mention only the most clichéd of a soldier’s challenges and deprivations. Who could have imagined such contrasts of feeling existed, back when he had been simply a Dartmouth man, his worries as insubstantial, it now seemed, as air—essay deadlines, honor societies, whether his latest piece for The Dartmouth would run on page one or page two?

Then had come the heat of battle—a jolt as intense and electric and uncontrolled as he had learned to imagine it, and far more so. He had been scorched very badly; that much was clear. Not literally—if he were going to die, it would be from the flesh wound in his leg, not burns—but nevertheless, effectively. For three days now in the Casualty Clearing Station just behind the Alamein lines, the kind, patient Kiwi doctor had been waiting, hoping, for blood circulation to return to his right lower leg. The piece of metal that had harmed him—a fragment of 88mm high-explosive antitank shell—was remarkably small, considering how effectively it had demolished the big artery in his thigh—so small that he would lose track of it when, a few days later, it would work its way out of the shambles.5

From the cold in his toes and the numb ache that seemed to creep toward his heart, Bolté guessed that circulation was not returning, and he later would contend that he was glad to see them all go—foot, ankle, and calf in addition to toes—on account of the trouble they’d given him,6 the “guillotine amputation” a tactical maneuver to stop gangrene’s advance. Shortly thereafter, an ambulance carried him to a British military hospital in Cairo, where he joined a big ward full of other soldiers also damaged by metal of many and various deadly forms, as well as by flame.

They led a nightmare life there—“in death’s dream kingdom”; T. S. Eliot’s line rang over and over in Bolté’s head.7 “Hollow Men” indeed. The restless, damaged soldiers lay in rows, narrow iron beds like life rafts, all adrift on the same dark morphine sea, each exhausted man, maimed man, moaning or mumbling man struggling in his delirium to ride the sudden, heaving swells of time and chance and physical pain and make sense of what had happened to strand him there. Bolté found himself again and again returned to the company of the cockney rifleman Nobby Clark as he had looked in the hellish light of a brewed-up tank that burned all night in the minefields of Kidney Ridge, Nobby’s leg sheared off clean above the knee by the shell that had penetrated the back of No. 1 section’s three-tonner. A few nights later a stranger mounted two machine guns on Bolté’s bed and ordered him to advance around the ward tank-hunting. This shook him so that in the morning he told the doctor about it. “Everybody has it that way at first,” the doctor said, then handed over the first of the antinightmare pills.8

When the nightmares stopped, Bolté thought hard about the chain of events that had brought him there. As the days progressed, his sense of time unhinged by morphine, the effort to remember became his weapon of choice against the inhuman weight of pain that lived in what remained of his leg and, despite the guillotine, moved up.9


PART 1
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Celebrity Soldiers


Gentlemen, songsters, off on a spree

Doomed from here to eternity.

Lord have mercy on such as we,

Baa! Baa! Baa!

—from “The Whiffenpoof Song” 
by Meade Minnegerode as derived from Rudyard Kipling
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CHAPTER 1

Decision

Hanover, Concord, and Manchester, New Hampshire

April 24–May 31, 1941


Now we have waited long enough.… The world we know is breaking up around us, and we try to maintain business as usual… the loudest voices are those crying peace, peace; when there is no peace.… Having waited long, sir, we now ask you to override these voices: to override the personal distaste for death and armies held by every one of us: and to make us our best selves by waging war.

—Charles G. Bolté, “Letter to the President of the
United States,” The Dartmouth, April 24, 1941



In the light of six decades’ hindsight and the glow of tenderness for fathers, uncles, and grandfathers, veterans now aged or dead, America’s entry into World War II sometimes appears to have been all but providential. As the heroes of the story, weren’t we bound to ride in to the rescue of the civilized world?

In the spring and summer of 1941, however, the question of whether and how to join the War in Europe—finally decided for us by the German declaration of war on December 11, 1941—was deeply fraught, highly divisive, and resistant to simple labeling. As the list of Nazi conquests lengthened and Britain grew ever more beleaguered and isolated, the argument for belligerent engagement appeared ever more compelling—to its proponents. To the many who, for any number of reasons, resisted the prospect of American blood once again being spilled to resolve squabbles abroad, popular support for in-kind aid to Britain—for sending supplies and weaponry and providing naval escorts for their delivery—reinforced a determination that assistance must end there.

The arguments played out with particular ferocity among the young men most at risk of dying for them, as the political and ideological struggles that divided America in 1941 roiled the customarily placid atmosphere at America’s leading colleges and universities. At Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire, where the stolid, white-brick school buildings lining the village green before a picture-perfect steeple still seem to embody the ideal type of high-minded New England liberal arts education, the conflict came to a head at the end of April.

On Thursday, April 24, the front page of The Dartmouth, the student-run daily and self-proclaimed “Oldest College Newspaper in America,” carried two electrifying items. One reported on the war in Greece: With British and Greek defenders on the run, the Nazi Wehrmacht stood on the brink of adding yet another trophy to its growing string of subject nations. Beginning with Poland, advancing into Denmark and Norway, the Netherlands and Belgium, bagging the great prize of France, then overrunning Yugoslavia, the Germans now had violated the very birthplace of democracy. At the top left of the page ran a more unusual piece, hard to pigeonhole at first by its headline—“To the President”—but fiercely pointed in its rhetoric. It was a lengthy, powerful, and inflammatory call to arms.

Only the day before, isolationists had commanded the campus stage. On Wednesday the Student Committee Against War (SCAW) had sponsored Peace Day demonstrations, the lead-up to a fiery evening address by the isolationist New Hampshire senator Charles W. Tobey, who famously opposed allowing American naval vessels to protect aid shipments to Britain. A counterpetition circulated that day by the local Student Defenders of Democracy nevertheless garnered more than three hundred student and faculty signatures urging Congress “to take any measures necessary to defeat the Axis powers.”1 That night, the Defenders’ questioning of Senator Tobey turned aggressive, his replies sarcastic. The address had devolved into bitter, heated discord.

Now The Dartmouth had printed a letter addressed to President Roosevelt from one of the college’s most high-profile seniors, Charles G. Bolté, and while not writing an actual editorial, had endorsed it as “the best current expression of The Dartmouth’s editorial opinion.”2 Bolté enjoyed a reputation as an able and prolific writer, though some called him glib, and the letter—plainspoken, incantatory, even Whitmanesque—channeled all the fervent certainty that had evolved in him over the last year as he moved away from ardent peace advocacy to a desperate conviction that America and all she stood for faced extinction if she failed to fight, and soon. He had pulled out all the stops:


Now we have waited long enough. We have seen the Greeks go down and we have heard the words of a Greek: “On October 28 Roosevelt pledged America’s complete aid to Greece, but not a single cartridge has yet arrived from the United States.” Greece held on no longer.

Now we have waited long enough. We hear that Greece has fallen and on the same radio broadcast we hear that the United States is sending Britain some ships—“small ships, 20 torpedo boats.” It is travesty in the midst of tragedy.…

Now we have waited long enough. We have seen the United States move slowly toward war, through conscription, industrial defense mobilization and the lease-lend act: we have known that it moved too slowly.

We have not produced enough guns, tanks, airplanes, bombs.

We have not supplied the ships.…

We have not supplied the men.…

Now we ask you to order complete industrial mobilization of this country on wartime lines.…

Now we ask you to authorize the sending of supplies across the seas in American ships, convoyed by the American navy.

Now we ask you to send American pilots, mechanics, sailors and soldiers to fight wherever they are needed.



Contrasting a dark vision of a world “breaking up around us” and doomed to a future under the fascist boot against a bright, heroic alternative wherein Americans do what they must to “save the last best hope on earth… of staying free and bringing freedom,” “Now, having waited long enough,” Bolté asked Roosevelt “to make us our best selves by waging war.”

It was a gutsy move, to address the president of the United States with such hortatory certainty, but Bolté, a tall, dark, and handsome young man whose wide forehead and dimpled chin evoked comparisons to the youthful Orson Welles, whose name was frequently coupled with the word “brilliant,” and whose opinions were repeated by the likes of the poet Robert Frost, had never lacked confidence. His nimble mind and exceptional drive had earned a certain fame among the faculty and won him the honor of spending his last year at Dartmouth as a senior fellow, one of seven who could study as they chose with the goal of producing a long senior paper, which the college would publish in an annual book. His essay on Moby-Dick cast Captain Ahab as a symbol of American individualism hunting down the monstrous evil of fascism.

His simultaneous courtship of the dark-haired Wellesley sophomore Mary Brooks Elwell had been prosecuted with similar determination and confidence. Spotting her at a party, he immediately judged her “the most beautiful and vital girl I’d ever seen.”3 Undeterred by her initial demurrals, he continued the pursuit until, six months later, she agreed to a secret engagement.

But Bolté’s outspoken confidence also inspired rivals and detractors. Two days after publication of “Letter to the President,” one classmate threw down the gauntlet in a letter to Bolté containing a personal challenge: “Meet me Saturday morning by the Hanover post office and we’ll hitchhike to Manchester and enlist.” Two days later, on Monday the twenty-eighth, the letter appeared, with Bolté’s response, in the “Vox Populi” section of The Dartmouth. “I have always thought you an extremely clever person,” goaded Bolté’s friend Arnold W. Bartlett. “I still do. You can write glibly for peace in one instance and write just as glibly for war in another.… I accuse you of being a carbon copy of a big moment.”4

By then the appointed day had passed, and Bolté explained. “Your line has been that I ratted on my conviction by refusing to accept your challenge.” But Bartlett, he said, had proposed a small gesture when he himself was talking about large ones. “I wasn’t figuring on Bolté or Bartlett; I was figuring on the nation. The letter was bigger than me.” He closed with a suggestion that the two of them spend their last weeks of college spreading the argument for national mobilization and urging on the president and the Congress. Then, in June, “if we’re still not in the war, you come with me when I go to Montreal to sign up for the Royal Canadian Air Force.”

Meanwhile, Dartmouth’s two leading debaters had issued their own challenge, to “meet Bolté and any partner he chose on a public platform.” Consequently, the night of Tuesday, April 29, saw the largest room in Dartmouth Hall packed with undergraduates, faculty, and townspeople eager to watch Bolté and his second defend the premise “Resolved: That the United States should immediately enter the war on the side of Great Britain.” A lively question-and-answer period lasted past midnight.5

The next morning, The Dartmouth again scathingly asserted its position, dismissing the isolationists’ insistence on recognizing the “facts” of the argument as naive and outmoded, since so many supposed facts—the impregnability of the Low Countries, the advantage that defense always has over offense, the impossibility that Stalin would ever let Hitler march into the Balkans—already had proved fallacious. The conflict boiled on for days on the pages of “Vox Pop” in long, troubled, satirical, thoughtful, outraged, or, in one case, shockingly anti-Semitic letters. (The writer declared publication of Bolté’s opinion to be “either a publicity stunt or inspired by Jew members of your board.”6) Meanwhile, Bolté’s “Letter to the President” was reprinted in part or in whole in the New York Herald Tribune, the Des Moines Register, and the Boston Herald. On May 8, New Jersey senator William H. Smathers (a Democrat) read it into the Congressional Record. Dartmouth College itself, proud of the model of persuasive rhetoric crafted by one of its most promising students7 (and led by an avowed interventionist, President Ernest Martin Hopkins), reprinted the letter as a booklet, which the alumni office, where Bolté was undergraduate editor of the Dartmouth alumni magazine, mailed out.

The threat of war cast a long shadow over college classes of 1941. At Harvard, the annual spring dance organized by the final clubs was called “The Lost Generation,” not “The Greatest Generation.”8 It was hard to focus on your studies when you thought you might be drafted, and the draft greatly complicated planning for life after graduation. Some took the bull by the horns and, asserting what control they could, enlisted in the marines or the air force or the navy. A few, perhaps inspired by the American flyboys who had helped save Britain from the Luftwaffe in the Battle of Britain, or, even earlier, more idealistically, and less successfully, the International Brigade in the Spanish Civil War, sought out more direct routes to the battlefield. American Field Service volunteers would man ambulances and aid stations. The Canadian military accepted some Americans, but the prospects for action there were murky. A very few, Charles Bolté among them, found their way into the only military service that seemed certain to see action soon—the British army.

On the day Harvard senior Rob Cox decided to go to war, he did the thing most likely to make that Saturday, May 31, seem like every other last day of May since boyhood. He returned to his prep school alma mater. In 1941, Anniversary at St. Paul’s School was a celebration akin to homecoming at other schools, but with straw boaters and gravitas. Set amid rolling farmland near Concord, New Hampshire, the cluster of redbrick buildings and grassy playing fields populated by some four hundred boys aged eleven to eighteen and their schoolmasters formed the intellectually rich, architecturally Spartan archetype of the New England boarding school, an idealistic amalgamation of monastery, fraternity, and orphanage where Christian charity intermingled with athletic rivalry, a classical education was maintained as a necessary stepping-stone to gentlemanly distinction, and noblesse oblige was cultivated as the beneficent counterweight to economic entitlement.

The school that prided itself on molding the characters of America’s leading families’ male heirs had a way of imprinting its own history and its spiritual mission nearly everywhere. The founder’s initials, G. S., had been forged into the weather vane and the long iron door hinges of the old chapel that stood at the school’s heart. In the oak paneling of the Upper School dining room were incised the names of every graduate back to the first class, of 1858, whose seven members included the founder’s elder son, George Brune Shattuck. Even the school power plant added in the 1930s displayed beneath its eaves a quotation from the Book of Common Prayer: “O Ye Fire and Heat, Bless Ye the Lord.”

On Saturday, May 31, 1941, Rob Cox drove up from Harvard with a friend, the pretty, brown-haired Boston debutante Lee Thacher, to enjoy Anniversary celebrations. He had a lot on his mind. Safe to say, on that springtime Saturday—typically for New England a tantalizing mixture of soft blue sky behind a scudding scrim of cloud, warming sun, and rising dampness—no question weighed more heavily on the collective American mind than that of if, when, and how American soldiers would take up arms against the Nazis and their Axis allies, and Cox had been wrestling with his own personal version of that multifaceted conundrum for some time now. In just nineteen days he would graduate from college. Twelve days earlier, German paratroopers had fallen on Crete—an astonishing feat of military enterprise that only increased the frightening aura of nearly superhuman ingenuity and skill that Hitler’s war machine radiated. Their rout of British forces now raised the specter of Nazi control of the Suez Canal and the indispensable Middle Eastern oil fields beyond.

Throughout New England, yesterday’s Memorial Day events had resonated with foreboding. “Memorial Day Keynote Is National Security,” the Boston Globe headlined. Amid holiday crowds, American soldiers in new uniforms stood as reminders of the gathering storm. “Never has Memorial Day been observed in an atmosphere deeper fraught with sober, brooding reflection,” Dorothy Wayman wrote in her front-page story.9 Newspapers nationwide reported the return from London, recently devastated by its most ferocious bombing yet, of John Gilbert Winant, who two months earlier had replaced Joseph Kennedy as the American ambassador to the Court of St. James’s. The diplomatic pouch under his arm suggested dramatic developments, even if his landing at LaGuardia by Pan Am flying boat produced nothing more newsworthy than a tip of his gray fedora, a friendly word to a familiar photographer, and the spontaneous utterance, as newsreel cameras rolled, “This is worse than a bombing.”10

In his fireside radio chat the previous Tuesday night, May 27, President Roosevelt, alarmingly, had proclaimed an “unlimited national emergency,” thereby assuming broad military and civilian powers that, by law, could be exercised only when the president believed war to be imminent. Just forty miles north of Concord, a Laconia, New Hampshire, defense contractor posted guards at the plant for fear of sabotage.11

Last October, for the first time since the Great War ended in 1918, American men aged twenty-one to thirty-six had registered for the draft, as required by the Selective Training and Service Act passed by nearly two votes to one in September. Born on April 13, 1919, Rob too had done his duty. The agents at the draft board in New York, where his mother lived in an apartment on East 72nd Street, had given him a registration number. The order in which the numbers would be called to service was determined by national lottery. On October 29, 1940, amid much media hoopla, a blindfolded Secretary of War Henry Stimson drew the first number from a giant fishbowl that had been used for the same purpose in World War I. When all 7,836 numbers had been drawn,12 Rob’s number was unsettlingly close to the top of the list.

At intervals all that winter and early spring, Rob had telephoned his mother in New York and asked her to go around to the draft board and check when his number would come up. Now he felt sure that fateful event was, at best, just weeks away. As Harvard commencement approached, he had cast about for a more promising and interesting alternative to being drafted into an army that might never go to war. He was well aware of the prejudices and assumptions of friends and classmates—that one would go as an officer was taken for granted, whether navy, air force, or marines was debatable, but usually decided in line with family traditions.

One day that spring when Rob called home, he amended his usual request. “Cambridge calling,” the operator told Mamma, and then Rob came on. “Would you go around to the draft board, because I am thinking of joining a British regiment and to go over with some volunteers.”

“I was pretty startled when he told me this,” Fanny Cox later remembered. But she recognized the plan as a gesture of American support, or of the boys who would volunteer, at least. She herself had been busy with a charitable organization called Bundles for Britain, one of several efforts of the women in her circle to aid British civilians displaced and injured by the Blitz.

“Well, you think this over like a man, not like a boy,” she told her son. “Then, whatever you decide is all right with me.”

At St. Paul’s, things British had long been admired and emulated. The curriculum was heavy with classics, British history, and British literature. Lunch was called “tuck,” snack time “tiffin.” Teachers were “masters,” grades were “forms,” as in English “public” schools such as Eton and Harrow. The rector, Dr. Drury, even insisted that cows be driven every morning from the school barn to a meadow below his office because he had been taken with just such a tableau on a visit to Eton.13

This year, reunion weekend had begun Friday night with a special demonstration for Britain. As dusk descended over the New Hampshire hills, a brass band organized just for the occasion led a parade to the playing fields, where the assembled company of students, masters, and alumni sang “Hail Britannia,” then were stirred further by an address by sixth-form president Douglas W. Franchot, who declared unreserved sympathy and support for the British struggle in defense of freedom, and eager willingness to embrace the new sense of purpose offered by the prospect of war. A British-born master delivered an equally heartfelt thank-you for funds collected at the school—the equivalent of about $25,000 in 2011 dollars—to be given to alumnus and former master in history John Gilbert Winant, who in his capacity as American ambassador to the Court of St. James’s would apply the gift as he thought best. After a vigorous rendition of “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” the ceremonies ended with fireworks.

When Cox arrived on Saturday, the mood was more customarily genial. Old friends shook hands warmly. “Whitey” Cox was a favorite, in many ways the embodiment of all that St. Paul’s held dear. He was handsome in a fair-haired, square-jawed way (though his left ear flared out a bit more than his right); tall, at nearly six-foot-three; and very athletic. His slap shot was remembered as a thing of grace and power. On the first line of the freshman hockey team at Harvard, he had garnered mention in The Crimson for scoring two goals at Boston Garden in the team’s 7–0 victory over Andover, their sixth consecutive win. On the Harvard varsity, junior year brought him the Angier trophy, a silver box with his name engraved on the lid, “awarded annually to the player showing the greatest improvement during the year 1939–40.”

In the sixth form at St. Paul’s, he was an editor of the literary magazine Horae Scholasticae. His stories and poems published there have an old-fashioned, Latinate ring today, possibly the reflection of a curriculum weighted heavily toward classics. But they still resonate with youthful high seriousness, lyrical ardor, love, valor, and a romantic view of death. Even his mother’s brother, Uncle Max Perkins, editor of the era’s new American greats Wolfe, Fitzgerald, and Hemingway, spoke of Rob’s promise as a writer.

At a time and place where the ideal of the scholar athlete was a very serious matter, Rob Cox was it. At St. Paul’s graduation in 1937 he was awarded the highest possible honor—the School Medal Ob egregiam diligentiam atque virtutem MCMXXXVII—for outstanding diligence and virtue. He was Best Boy. “That was quite a thing,” observed one close friend and classmate seven decades later. At a school that considered its student body to be the best American society could boast, “It meant you were chosen as the best of your generation.”14

Cox had accepted the prize with characteristic self-effacement. Modesty was a virtue, too, without which such an award would be unthinkable. He had gained the respect of peers and masters for his kindheartedness, unfailing fairness, and a certain principled simplicity that set him slightly apart from most of his highly privileged classmates. During third form, at fourteen, his essay “Greatness” won the Thanksgiving Prize. Starting from the question, “Is it true that a broken heart is better than loneliness?” he proceeded to argue that hardship is indeed the key to living life “to its fullest possibility, and that is greatness.” In a sort of coda that suggested precocious self-awareness about the lives most of his peers could at that point look forward to, the last paragraph acknowledged the difficulty of achieving greatness. “For we have been brought up to believe that if we are good we will be happy. We have listened to a hedonistic philosophy for so long that we will never be able to face the fact that virtue is not always pleasant.… Instead we shall live a comfortable life, give a little money to charity, and adopt a philosophy of life that excuses us from real ambition. If only we had the courage to dream and suffer for our dreams, we could all develop the powers within us.”

Rob’s own experience of hardship was delineated and defined by the event that had upended his family eleven years earlier: the loss of his father. His father and mother had met each other while next-door neighbors in the quiet railroad suburb Plainfield, New Jersey; eighteen years younger than her husband, Frances Perkins Cox had known Archie virtually all her life. Fanny Cox’s people were Boston Brahmins—the descendants of wealthy tea merchants and sea captains, patrons of Harvard, founders of the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. Like her kin, she still served tea every afternoon, and like many of them she was no longer wealthy. Archie was, like his father before him, a successful patent attorney in New York, and while he lived, their seven children enjoyed a comfortable, well-ordered existence in a big house not far from where their parents grew up. There were poetry readings after supper every Sunday, and the cook and the maids and the nanny would hover on the fringes of the living room to listen when the growing family—Rob had an older brother and two older sisters, then three younger brothers—gathered for morning and evening prayers.

Then his father, at fifty-six, had grown tired and thin and then ill, and when Rob was ten and utterly ignorant of the gravity of the illness, his father died of lung cancer. Soon after, the servants were let go. One night the children found their mother, who had never learned to cook, sprawled on the kitchen floor among cookbooks and recipes, weeping. Before long, the big, comfortable house with the tennis court and a wild acre out back that Father, a quoter of Kipling, had teasingly called the Jungle would be put on the market, and Fanny found a walk-up apartment in New York. Whether or not her sons knew of the special tuition arrangements she made with the rector, Dr. Drury, to keep them at St. Paul’s is unknown.

In September 1931, still numb from his father’s death just seven months earlier, Rob, like his older brother, Archie, and their father, Archie, before him, like his grandfather and three uncles, four great-uncles and countless cousins, was left at St. Paul’s to get settled in one of the three-sided, beadboard cubicles that flanked the long corridor of the barnlike Lower School dormitory. There was a narrow bed, a dresser, a bookshelf, a towel rack, his trunk… his new home. With just a curtain door, he slept at night cocooned by the small noises of his classmates—a cough, a scratch, a whimper. With time, he got to know these boys better than his own brothers and sisters. Well, why not? From age twelve to eighteen he lived most of his life in their company. Apart from the Christmas holidays, visits home were rare. He ate with them, studied with them, roughhoused and joked with them, marched into chapel with them seven days a week and twice on Sundays, listened as the resonant voice of Dr. Drury made the high-vaulted, ornate choir feel cavelike and intimate, his invocations and exhortations washing over them as a group.

Rob became accustomed to taking long walks on the school grounds with or without his classmates, striding around the Lower School pond—said to be the place where the game of ice hockey first took hold in America—past the stone shrine erected by an alumnus where the path entered thick woods, a little house on a pedestal sheltering a crucifix and entreating passersby with Ecclesiastes, “Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy Youth,” then along a path to the northwest through the woods to the top of Jerry Hill, where the farms and forests of New Hampshire spread out at his feet, to the west the distant billows of the Green Mountains fading into the Adirondacks, to the northeast the rugged ramparts of New Hampshire’s Whites, with the town of Concord clearly visible to the east, the Merrimack River, its banks crowded with vast redbrick mills spouting smoke, winding off southeast toward the sea. He learned to love the ever-changing landscape, looked back at the school, its buildings tucked cozy and villagelike into the Turkey River Valley, its paired spires, belfry and smokestack, barely visible above the trees, and found he loved it in an encompassing way that stretched from individual schoolmates out into all the world, seen and unseen, around them.

In the fifth form (junior year) Rob wrote a story called “Shadows of the Clouds,” about a ten-year-old boy whose father has died, leaving his mother remote and unresponsive. The boy remembers happier times: how his father would comfort him when he was hurt—“Be brave and it will stop hurting at any moment”—how the three of them had climbed together to a hilltop, where his father read a poem that captured the boy’s sense of longing: “Come out, pull out on the old trail / The trail that is always new.” Later, back in his cheerless home, the boy indulges an impulse to do something forbidden: He builds a fire in the fireplace, just as his father used to do. As he works, he hears a sob. “It was so like him,” his mother cries, and as they weep together, the wound of his father’s death begins to heal. He knows “that all would be as it used to be and that next June, when the sun was warm, they would walk up ‘the Hill’ together and, sitting on the summit, would watch the shadows of the clouds drifting slowly across the valley.”

[image: ]

Strolling now beneath the fountaining elms of the chapel lawn, Cox greeted old classmates, like himself back for the day from Harvard, Yale, or Princeton, possibly Dartmouth or West Point. For all the day’s reassuring familiarity, they too had war on their minds, and talk turned to whether and when to enlist. Already, some of his classmates were gone. Tony Duke, who had argued the Nazi threat ever since a terrifying, accidental encounter with some soldiers in Austria in 1934, had enlisted in the navy in 1939.15 Rob’s St. Paul’s friend and Harvard roommate Chris Herter had left for the U.S. Army. Paul Moore Jr., one of Rob’s two close school friends whose conversion experiences at St. Paul’s would lead to religious vocations (Moore eventually becoming Episcopal bishop of New York), had signed up for the marines. But here was Cox’s St. Paul’s roommate “Baldy” McLane, ready as always to join in conversation. (Despite a tall, slim physique and distinguished aquiline profile, Charles McLane could not escape being teased for his high forehead.) Cox was considering, he told Baldy, a British regiment—he’d heard about it at his club—the very one that held up the Nazi army at Calais, setting the stage for the evacuation at Dunkirk, that heroic and moving rescue of the British Expeditionary Force by every kind of vessel from destroyer to pleasure launch. As McLane would explain decades later, “Everyone was looking for something.”

The day, which had begun cool and breezy, grew warmer. As the sun climbed behind thin clouds, the crowd increased. Boys and masters, their sweethearts and friends, jostled into line along Dunbarton Street to applaud the alumni parade, processions being, in a community knit together by ecclesiastical ritual, a familiar form of celebration. The Halcyon banner splashed red between spring-green elms, where it hung across the school street as it had every year since the late, legendary master Willard Scudder, for decades president of the Halcyon boat club, first hung it outside his rooms in the Middle School. Across the street, girls and women tripped across the lawns, took the men’s arms. This fact alone had transformed the atmosphere, lent it unfamiliar lightness and fizz. And only two weeks off, the bittersweet rites of Last Night, then graduation, awaited the sixth formers, with summer vacations beckoning hopefully just beyond.

Grouped by class, the old men marched first, then the merely mature, ranks swelling as the year displayed on the placards they carried grew more recent, all of them regardless of age seeming to have been cut from the same wholesome cloth, all upright of carriage and fair of face, all cheerfully at ease in their navy blazers, white button-down shirts, rep ties, and gray flannels, or white flannels and white shoes, school blazers with pocket crests and white piping, many of them sporting straw boaters or fedoras.

After the parade, celebrations took a still more quintessentially Pauly turn. Even the old boys had an athletic contest to take part in. The Alumni Dash, a footrace of one hundred yards or so, had two chief requirements: You needed to be a good sport, for there was generally much confusion about the locations and timing of start and finish, and you needed to wear a hat for the entirety.16 As his reward, the behatted winner would enjoy the enduring honor of having his name inscribed on a handsome silver cup.

The schoolboys themselves did what they had done every school-day afternoon rain or shine since the ice went out on Long Pond two months earlier: They rowed, only this time with added urgency and zest. It was Anniversary. It was Race Day—the two were one and the same. The old boys were watching, and many an old boy was a student’s father or grandfather or uncle. The masters who had served as surrogate, bachelor fathers to the boys at school looked sporty and festive in their boat club blazers—navy for Shattuck, crimson for Halcyon. They overflowed with old stories, prodded the boys with new challenges. Good-natured chaffing abounded.

It was a fine spring day in New England, this May thirty-first, the land smelling of grass and pine needles, the pond of fresh mud. Along the shore the bright, budding leaves of the hardwoods winked and shimmered, tender as a girl’s ear. The tall pines mottled the hillside dark and light. After the short drive to the pond, the women, in coats and hats and sturdy shoes, the men in their blazers and boaters, wandered beneath the pines seeking conversation and comfortable vantage points for the races.

At two big, shingled boathouses at one end of Long Pond, the boys had divided themselves by rowing club, teams to which, since the first Race Day in 1871, they were assigned at admission, usually in line with family tradition—Shattuck, named for the school founder, or Halcyon, for the ancient Greek bird believed in legend to bring calm to its breeding grounds, but with time simply an adjective synonymous with youth, peace, and happiness: halcyon days.

The boys wore tan knitted briefs with padded bottoms and a stripe at each cuff in their team color, blue or crimson. As Cox watched from the bank, one after another crew of eight brought a long, sliver-shaped cedar shell out of the boathouse, lifted, overturned it, and carried it overhead to the dock. The boys’ legs looked reedlike and pale, walking the narrow craft in unison to dock’s edge, where in one smooth, well-practiced maneuver, they pressed it up, flipped it over, and set it down on the lapping lake water. Each club put up eight boats organized by skill level, and before long a flotilla of eight-headed craft, long oars bristling, crowded the lakefront, forming an archaic, strangely moving tableau reminiscent of some preindustrial time when the phrase “manpower” had real force—ancient Greece, perhaps, in the days of the trireme.

Rob himself was never a great rower—football and hockey were his sports—but with his rangy build he’d pulled his weight. The Coxes were Shattuck—he himself third seat, second crew—and as he watched the shells gain speed off the start he couldn’t help but feel a sympathetic tension in lats and biceps, a rhythmic tensing of calves. The long oars, moving precisely in sync, swept back, swept forward at a hastening pace. He’d always relished being part of a team.

As the afternoon wore on, the rowing improved in speed and grace until the climactic contest when the first boats, rowed by the most skilled and powerful boys, pulled up to the start. The gun barked. The shells surged forward, slowly gaining momentum, each rower lost in collective rhythm, each vessel assuming its own larger life, like a beating heart or a well-machined piston. The coxswain, hunched under his windbreaker in the stern, strained toward the oarsmen, shouting through his little megaphone—“Stroke…stroke…stroke…stroke… stroke…stroke…stroke…stroke…stroke”—as the eight bare-chested young men pulled away and away from him. The white-painted deck of the committee boat flared at the finish line. One bow crossed—crimson blades—the winner was Halcyon! Sighs met cheers. Oh, but it’s all in good fun, well fought, good contest.

Congratulations tendered, hands clasped and shaken firmly, the crowd, awash in bonhomie, dispersed back toward the center of campus. Before long the winning crew would reappear, resplendent in crimson and white, would clamber into the Halcyon barge and, singing, oars in the air, ride back to campus in glory. (Barges were large, low wagons drawn by teams of horses; the origin of the term, reminiscent of royal outings on the Thames or the Nile, is obscure.) When they climbed down at the school flagpole, cheers and applause would buoy them. Their red-bladed oars would lean on their grips against the flagpole, while the stroke oar, knotted onto the halyard, would be raised with the club banner toward the sky.

Rob had made plans to join Baldy McLane for dinner at Three Acres, the hilltop apple orchard outside Manchester, New Hampshire. There the McLanes had relocated a tumbledown seventeenth-century barn to create a setting for their holiday gatherings, which entailed Scottish country dancing and kilts. Baldy’s grandfather had emigrated from the Isle of Skye in the mid-nineteenth century, then made his fortune manufacturing the metal banks of small, locking mailboxes that to this day line the walls of rural post offices throughout America.

Charles’s mother, Ibbis (Elizabeth Bancroft McLane), had discovered the barn in far northern New Hampshire, bought it, had it moved, added a massive stone fireplace at one end, repaired the diamond-shaped panes of leaded glass and the wooden shake roof, and equipped it with iron candelabra and a huge central chandelier—no electricity, thank you, just candlelight. The problem of falling wax distracting the guests below had been solved when she located a Jewish religious supply house in New York that sold dripless candles. She bought them by the crateful.

For tonight, Ibbis had organized cocktails and a simple supper for family and friends—Baldy’s father, “Judge” McLane; his older brothers, Malcolm and Jock, and their families, as well as the Evartses and the Howards, family friends whom Rob also knew well. He had spent two summers with the Howards tutoring their children, a common summer job for well-educated young men at that time and a helpful supplement to the family coffers. The Evartses were cousins through Fanny Cox’s grandfather, William M. Evarts, who in addition to his many successes in public life had sired twelve children and established an expansive family compound in Windsor, Vermont, where his large extended family would summer together for decades.

In the mellow light in the ancient room, now comfortably furnished with chairs and sofas and rugs, the turmoil in Europe seemed far away indeed. As usual, there were parlor games after supper. For charades, Baldy was teamed with Rob’s puckish thirteen-year-old cousin, Carol Evarts, who climbed onto the back of a settee and mimed the sinking of the Lusitania with such fervor that the seat toppled over backward, she with it. Charles McLane would remember the incident all his life. It proved to be his first encounter with his wife.

At the time, however, McLane was enamored with a young woman of more suitable age and, under the circumstances, more unusual background. Teru Osato was a Japanese-American student at Bennington and roommate of the daughter of Sidney Cox, one of Baldy’s English professors. Teru would play a pivotal part in the running discussion that Cox and McLane pursued off and on all that night about their futures—military and otherwise.

Charles McLane was one of Rob Cox’s closest friends. They had been counterparts and rivals in debating at St. Paul’s, fellow editors at the Horae and the yearbook, and they shared New England roots and a deep affection for the countryside. Charles had wanted to attend Harvard, as nearly 40 percent of his St. Paul’s class would do, but his father had persuaded him that he would find more success in a smaller college where he wouldn’t have to compete with socially prominent Bostonians and New Yorkers. Like his father, Charles went to Dartmouth. There he’d become captain of the ski team and a mainstay of the drama club, his campus achievements recognized at the end of junior year with a “tap,” the notice of his election to Casque and Gauntlet, the prestigious residential secret society, where he shared a study with Charles Bolté, known to his friends as Chuck. But McLane and Cox had continued to ski together in Vermont and New Hampshire, and every spring they sought out the last snow at the headwall of Tuckerman Ravine on Mount Washington. At 6,288 feet, Washington is New England’s tallest peak, and Tuckerman’s, a snow catcher that furrows the north face like a ragged scar, posed a hair-raising, irresistible challenge. The ascent required hours of trudging, skis strapped to their backs, up a slope so steep that an arm extended at shoulder height touched the snow face. The descent rushed dizzily by in a few thrilling, perilous minutes. In both cases, the price of a fall was an uncontrollable, immeasurable, and possibly mortal tumble, nothing to stop you but the boulders at the snowfield’s hem.

Rob hoped to persuade Baldy to enlist in the King’s Royal Rifles and go to England with him. They discussed the possibility in detail. Cox’s draft number was nearing the top of the list. Alternative plans were more or less nonexistent. He knew one other probable volunteer, a fellow Harvard student, Heyward Cutting, but he was only a sophomore and a member of the Porcellian Club, not Rob’s club, the A.D. In those days, a Harvard man’s final club formed the focus of his social life. Rob rented a room down the street in a row of boardinghouses known affectionately as the “rat houses,” and he generally slept there, but the club was the convivial place, the place to eat and, especially, drink in comfort and privacy with others of your ilk.

That night, Rob emphasized to Baldy the advantages of enlisting as a British officer over waiting to be drafted as an American GI. He talked about the heritage and the character of the King’s Royal Rifle Corps, also known as the 60th Rifles, whose colonel in chief was King George VI himself. Unlike any other military unit they might join, this one was at that moment actively engaged in North Africa with the 7th Armoured Division—the fabled Desert Rats—as they struggled to drive out the quick and deadly panzers of the Afrika Korps led by Erwin Rommel, the Desert Fox.

Rob could have talked about the KRRC’s inspiring American roots: how Rogers’ Rangers, the band of New Hampshire irregulars celebrated by Kenneth Roberts in Northwest Passage, had contributed their expertise as guerrilla warriors during the French and Indian War, when the regiment first formed up in the American colonies. It was a twist that gave enlistment now a gratifyingly patriotic historical resonance, even if they would be serving a foreign power. In 1756, after a disastrous battle near Fort Duquesne hammered home the need for local knowledge and improvisational tactics, a British act of Parliament had allowed American colonists to serve as British soldiers. The 60th Royal American Regiment, as it then was called, won its first battle honors for the capture of Louisburg, on Cape Breton Island, in 1758. The American presence had, of course, ended with the Revolution. Now the British military had reasserted the connection in order to bring in at least a few Americans to fight the Axis. Since the Battle of Britain, a growing number of American fliers had joined the Royal Air Force. But the KRRC volunteers would be the first American men to fight with the British on the ground.

That spring and the previous winter Rob had hashed over the issues with his elder brother, Archie, the effective male head of the family. He too had attended St. Paul’s and Harvard, but his temperament was less ebullient than Rob’s. Whereas Rob, easygoing and witty, had enjoyed the glossy conviviality of deb parties on the North Shore or in town and was a skilled participant, if not a true believer, in the Boston and New York social scenes, Archie had worked doggedly at his studies, sights trained squarely on law school; it suited his careful, abstract habit of thought. What they shared was a devotion
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