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			American Expeditionary Forces Chain of Command and Organization*

			PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES

			SECRETARY OF WAR

			(renamed the Secretary of Defense in 1949)

			ARMY CHIEF OF STAFF

			AEF COMMANDER

			GENERAL OR LIEUTENANT GENERAL

			Commander of a field army, each consisting of two to five corps (By the end of World War I, the United States had two field armies, First Army and Second Army. General Pershing created “VI Corps,” but it existed mostly on paper and was used to deceive the Germans before the battle for Saint-Mihiel in September 1918.)

			LIEUTENANT GENERAL

			Commander of a corps, each consisting of two to five divisions

			MAJOR GENERAL

			Commander of a division, each consisting of three brigades

			BRIGADIER GENERAL OR COLONEL

			Commander of a brigade, each consisting of two regiments

			COLONEL

			Commander of a regiment, each consisting of two or more battalions

			LIEUTENANT COLONEL OR MAJOR

			Commander of a battalion, each consisting of three or more companies

			CAPTAIN

			Commander of a company, each consisting of three or more platoons

			LIEUTENANT

			Leader of a platoon, each consisting of four or more squads

			SERGEANT

			Leader of a squad, each consisting of four to twelve soldiers or Marines

		

	
		
			Foreword

			STASHED AWAY FOR DECADES and found by chance in a garage attic, the small bundle of World War I–era letters sent from France by a U.S. serviceman had never been published or shown to anyone outside of his family. In the letters, the soldier expresses how meaningful it is to receive mail and be reminded that he hasn’t been forgotten. “Dear Aunt Eliza,” he wrote on November 9, 1917. “It was very delightful to get your letter and to know that you still think of me; also to know that I have your sympathy and good wishes.”

			And to a friend he had not heard from, he added a short, plaintive handwritten note at the end of a typed letter to her, stating: “Dear Anne: I don’t know why you do not write to me. I asked you to do so but have I think received but two letters from you in the past two years—It is not easy to understand. Best Love. J.J.P.”

			“J.J.P.” was John Joseph Pershing, the fifty-seven-year-old general who was commanding the entire American Expeditionary Forces in World War I at the time. His leadership and the decisions he was making on a daily basis were affecting the lives of millions of individuals and even the fates of nations. But all of Pershing’s prestige and power couldn’t mitigate the very human longing he felt to be thought of and remembered while he was thousands of miles from home.

			Woven through these newly discovered letters are also references to a catastrophic personal loss that Pershing suffered before the war that caused those close to him to fear he might, emotionally, never recover. In the same November 9, 1917, letter to his Aunt Eliza, Pershing remarked that his focus on the war helped distract him from thinking about the tragedy he had endured, confiding: “Only by being continually at work in positions requiring my whole thought have I been able to live during the past two years.”

			To the soldiers of the American Expeditionary Forces serving under Pershing, these intimations of emotional vulnerability would have come as a shock. Pershing was notoriously strong-willed, to the point of seeming cold, rigid, and humorless, almost more machine than man. He was especially unforgiving when it came to matters of discipline. From the youngest privates to senior officers, including other generals, Pershing would lash out if he noticed the slightest imperfection, be it an unpolished boot or a missing button. (Ironically, Pershing had one pronounced failing throughout his entire military career: He was constantly late. The reason wasn’t laziness though; Pershing often became so absorbed in what he was doing that he lost his sense of time. Nevertheless, it irritated his staff members and, in particular, the obsessively punctual French and British officers with whom he worked.)

			Pershing’s private letters reveal that the crusty old general was in fact a doting and sweet-natured father, a husband passionately in love with his wife, and an empathetic soul, quick to offer solace to friends and strangers alike coping with their own trauma. And regardless of what many AEF soldiers might have thought of Pershing, his letters frequently conveyed his deep pride in them for their courage, their resilience, and their sense of duty. Whatever sternness he displayed outwardly, he would argue, was because of his concern for his troops. He believed that those who pushed themselves to their physical limits and could function under enormous pressure in the face of extreme hardships were the ones most likely to survive. If his unyielding strictness and lack of warmth caused him to be unpopular, he couldn’t care less.
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				Pershing’s letter to Aunt Eliza. The censor’s mark on the left side of the envelope indicates that even the commanding general of the American Expeditionary Forces had his correspondences inspected before they were mailed.

			

			In the years immediately following World War I, people across the United States heralded Pershing as one of the country’s greatest heroes, on par with George Washington and Pershing’s own idol, Ulysses S. Grant. Communities bestowed countless awards on him, organized parades to honor his service, and named streets, plazas, squares, schools, and parks after him.

			By the time of his death, in 1948, the general’s prestige had undoubtedly waned. In part it was simply that he was now overshadowed by a new generation of leaders such as George Patton, Dwight Eisenhower, Douglas MacArthur, and George Marshall. Another reason Pershing’s reputation lost some of its shine was that in the wake of World War II, World War I itself increasingly appeared to Americans to have been a hollow victory. The Great War, as it was often referred to before 1939, gave the United States no appreciable gains and, if anything, would come to be perceived as the cause of World War II. Some argued that President Woodrow Wilson should have allowed Pershing to fight the Germans all the way to Berlin in November 1918 to ensure that they’d be so thoroughly annihilated they could never dominate Europe again. (Pershing himself contended that this is what the United States should have done.) In any event, the prevailing opinion remains that the penalties imposed on Germany in 1919, particularly the substantial financial reparations, sent its economy into a downward spiral and enabled Adolf Hitler and his henchmen to prey on their country’s wounded pride to elevate the Nazis in their rise to power.

			The full story of World War I, of course, begins well before America’s entry, back to the summer of 1914, when a Serbian terrorist group known as the Black Hand sprang their plot to kill Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie, during their visit to Sarajevo. Ferdinand was the nephew of Franz Joseph I, emperor of Austria-Hungary, and the presumptive heir to the throne. The Black Hand had wanted Serbia to unite with Bosnia-Herzegovina and liberate itself from Austria-Hungary, and its members thought that by assassinating Ferdinand they could ignite a larger war that would lead to independence. By sheer luck, they had learned of Ferdinand’s schedule weeks in advance, giving them ample time to prepare. Nedeljko Čabrinović, one of the conspirators, had bumped into a friend of his father’s, and he happened to be an officer in Sarajevo’s police department, who told Čabrinović the exact day the archduke would be touring the city.

			On the morning of June 28, when Ferdinand’s slow-moving procession approached where Čabrinović was standing, he lobbed a grenade directly at the archduke, but missed. The bomb hit the back of the vehicle and dropped into the street, and then exploded under the next car, wounding more than twenty passengers and bystanders.

			Realizing that they had come under attack, Ferdinand’s driver accelerated out of the scene and sped past three of the other conspirators—Cvjetko Popović, Trifun Grabež, and Gavrilo Princip—so quickly that the men didn’t have a chance to use their weapons.

			Understandably rattled, the archduke excoriated Sarajevo’s mayor, Fehim Čurćić, when he arrived at the town hall for a reception. “I came here on a visit,” Ferdinand raged, “and I am greeted with bombs. It is outrageous!” Sophie was able to calm her husband down, and the mayor returned to officiating the prearranged welcoming ceremony.

			Afterward, Ferdinand insisted on changing the day’s schedule and going to the hospital to visit the people wounded by Čabrinović’s grenade. On the way there, Ferdinand’s driver took a wrong turn and, upon realizing his mistake, stopped the car and backed up—right in front of a café where the nineteen-year-old Bosnian Serb Gavrilo Princip was sitting. Princip walked over to the car and, nearly at point-blank range, shot Ferdinand in the neck, severing his jugular vein, and then fired a bullet into Sophie’s stomach. With blood spurting out of his neck, Ferdinand leaned over to Sophie and implored her to live for their children’s sake. She slumped forward and died moments later from internal bleeding. Ferdinand was delirious from shock and repeated, “Is nischt, is nischt”—“It is nothing, it is nothing”—but suddenly he could no longer speak and emitted a loud, gurgling death rattle.

			Gavrilo Princip swallowed a cyanide pill, but it was too weak to be fatal. As police officers rushed toward him, he aimed his gun at his head and was about to pull the trigger when someone grabbed the pistol, and he was taken into custody.

			Emperor Franz Joseph had no love for his nephew (and even less regard for Sophie; the emperor didn’t attend either their wedding or their funerals), but, if sanctioned by another government, the assassination of the archduke could be considered an act of war.

			Austria-Hungary began an inquiry into whether the Serbian government itself was complicit in the murders. Regardless of the outcome, Germany’s Kaiser Wilhelm II, Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, and Foreign Minister Gottlieb von Jagow wanted to use the crisis to destroy Serbia, which they considered a destabilizing force in the region.

			On July 6, senior German officials, with the kaiser’s blessing, urged the Austro-Hungarians to go to war against Serbia, promising the German military’s full support. Austria-Hungary’s hawkish foreign minister, Count Leopold Berchtold, began drafting an ultimatum so draconian that Serbia would have to reject it; Austria-Hungary could then argue that they had at least attempted diplomacy. Berchtold, in fact, had no desire for a peaceful resolution.

			Nor did the kaiser and his advisers. They understood the reasoning behind the document, but they were impatient and felt that in order to ensure that the attack on Serbia was successful, war should commence as soon as possible. A swift victory, they believed, would also prevent Russia from coming to the aid of their fellow Slavs.

			On July 11, the German Foreign Office was consumed with a somewhat awkward situation: July 11 was King Peter of Serbia’s birthday, and normally the Germans would send a congratulatory message to his highness on the special occasion. In light of the fact that their government was currently plotting the destruction of Serbia—and, if necessary, its king—they were flummoxed as to what to do. The matter was finally presented to the kaiser, who, not wanting to raise any suspicions whatsoever, ordered that the foreign office send King Peter happy and hearty best wishes for his birthday. So they did.
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				Gavrilo Princip.

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				The Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie, minutes before they were shot to death.

			

			Austria-Hungary presented the ultimatum to Serbian officials on July 23 and told them they had forty-eight hours to accept it. That same day, Kaiser Wilhelm and other prominent German officials went on vacation to maintain the fiction that they had nothing to do with Austria-Hungary’s demands to Serbia.

			Once the document became public, however, there was a sudden frenzy of diplomatic maneuvering across Europe, especially in France, Russia, and England. The British cabinet was already meeting over another contentious matter, the brewing civil war in Ireland, when they learned the news. “The Cabinet was about to separate,” First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill recalled of the moment, “when the quiet grave tones of [Foreign Secretary] Sir Edward Grey’s voice were heard reading a document which had just been brought to him from the Foreign Office. It was the Austrian note to Serbia.” Upon hearing its contents, Churchill called it “the most insolent document of its kind ever devised” and that “it seemed absolutely impossible that any State in the world could accept it, or that any acceptance, however abject, would satisfy the aggressor. . . . Europe is trembling on the verge of a general war.”

			England’s prime minister, Herbert Henry Asquith, was equally pessimistic. “The situation is about as bad as it can possibly be,” he wrote privately to a friend. “Austria has sent a bullying and humiliating ultimatum to Serbia, who cannot possibly comply with it, and demanded an answer within forty-eight hours—failing which she will march. This means, almost inevitably, that Russia will come to the scene in defence of Serbia and in defiance of Austria, and if so, it is difficult for Germany and France to refrain from lending a hand to one side or the other.”

			But incredibly, the Serbs seemed willing to accept almost all of the terms. England, France, and Russia all pressured Austria-Hungary to negotiate with Serbia. Not knowing that Germany was complicit in the scheme, the various foreign ministers and ambassadors also implored Germany to use its influence over Austria-Hungary.

			Country after country began preparatory actions in case the talks failed. The French government informed all of their soldiers that leaves had been canceled. Winston Churchill put the British Navy on “war footing.” And Russia, which was in the middle of a massive rebuilding of its armed forces, called the Grand Military Program, debated whether to begin assembling troops as well. Which is precisely what the Germans wanted them to do in order to accuse Russia of inciting a larger war.

			At 1:00 a.m. on July 30, the Austro-Hungarians declared that Serbia was delinquent in responding and used its ships to bombard the capital city of Belgrade from the Danube River.

			Russia’s Tsar Nicholas II, who was Kaiser Wilhelm’s first cousin (they had played together as children while staying in England with their grandmother, Queen Victoria, and called each other Nicky and Willy), engaged in one last back-channel attempt to prevent hostilities from expanding throughout the region. At 1:00 a.m. on July 29, the tsar cabled the kaiser after Wilhelm had returned from his “vacation”:

			Am glad you are back. In this serious moment, I appeal to you to help me. An ignoble war has been declared [by Austria-Hungary] against a weak country [Serbia]. The indignation in Russia shared fully by me is enormous. I foresee that very soon I shall be overwhelmed by the pressure forced upon me and be forced to take extreme measures which will lead to war. To try and avoid such a calamity as a European war I beg you in the name of our old friendship to do what you can to stop your allies from going too far.

			Thus began a series of communiqués between the two cousins that culminated in a final exchange beginning on July 31. The tsar wrote to the kaiser:

			I thank you heartily for your mediation which begins to give one hope that all may yet end peacefully. It is technically impossible to stop our military preparations which were obligatory owing to Austria’s mobilisation. We are far from wishing war. As long as the negotiations with Austria on Serbia’s account are taking place my troops shall not make any provocative action. I give you my solemn word for this. I put all my trust in God’s mercy and hope in your successful mediation in Vienna for the welfare of our countries and for the peace of Europe.

			Your affectionate Nicky

			The next day, the tsar made one final plea:

			Understand you are obliged to mobilise but wish to have the same guarantee from you as I gave you, that these measures do not mean war and that we shall continue negotiating for the benefit of our countries and universal peace dear to all our hearts. Our long proved friendship must succeed, with God’s help, in avoiding bloodshed. Anxiously, full of confidence await your answer.

			Nicky

			The kaiser replied hours later, barely able to hide his disdain:

			Thanks for your telegram. I yesterday pointed out to your government the way by which alone war may be avoided.

			Although I requested an answer for noon today, no telegram from my ambassador conveying an answer from your Government has reached me as yet. I therefore have been obliged to mobilise my army.

			Immediate affirmative clear and unmistakable answer from your government is the only way to avoid endless misery. Until I have received this answer alas, I am unable to discuss the subject of your telegram. As a matter of fact I must request you to immediately order your troops on no account to commit the slightest act of trespassing over our frontiers.

			Willy

			The cousins had reached an impasse, and on August 1, Germany declared war on Russia. France actively began preparing its troops, and the Germans now faced a two-front war, one to their east and the other to their west. Their greatest hope for victory was that Belgium would let German troops pass through their country, without resistance, so they could strike a decisive blow against France while it was still mobilizing. That decision was in the hands of Belgium’s King Albert, who also happened to be a cousin of Kaiser Wilhelm. The two men weren’t as close as Willy and Nicky, but they were still relatives.

			On August 2, 1914, the German government sent the Belgian minister of foreign affairs a letter that began by insisting that French troops were about to march through Belgium in an attempt to invade Germany. The Germans were afraid that Belgium, “in spite of the utmost goodwill,” would not be able to repel the invasion without assistance, so it was therefore necessary for the Germans to go through Belgium first.

			Germany would “feel the deepest regret if Belgium” thought the Germans were “in any way acting in a hostile manner” and emphasized again that this was purely a defensive act. And, just so there was no misunderstanding, the Germans promised they would not occupy Belgium and would make sure that, at the end of the war, Belgium would maintain both its “possessions and independence.” They also assured the Belgians that if they went about all of this with “a friendly attitude” and let German soldiers pass through Belgium, the Germans would reimburse Belgium “for any damage that may [be] caused by German troops.”

			At this point in the letter the tone abruptly shifts into a stern warning. If Belgium should resist or impede the German advance, including by destroying railways, tunnels, and roads, Germany would “to her regret, be compelled to consider Belgium as an enemy” and treat her and her citizens as such.

			Having gotten that uncomfortable little matter out of the way, the letter returns to its more cordial tone. “The German Government entertains the distinct hope that this eventuality will not occur, and . . . the friendly ties which bind the two neighbouring States will grow stronger and more enduring.”

			Belgian officials didn’t quite see it that way.

			In their August 3 reply, they let the Germans know that the letter had “made a deep and painful impression” on them. After rejecting the preposterous claim that France was planning to invade their country, the Belgians cautioned the Germans that an “attack upon [their] independence . . . constitutes a flagrant violation of international law” and that they were “firmly resolved to repel, by all means in their power, every attack on their rights.”

			German troops stormed into Belgium the next day. This caused Great Britain to honor its 1839 treaty with Belgium and, on August 4, declare war on Germany. Chancellor Theobold von Bethmann-Hollweg was incredulous that England would go to war with Germany, as he famously remarked, “over a scrap of paper!”

			

			•   •   •

			GENERAL JOHN PERSHING didn’t arrive in Europe with the first contingent of AEF officers and soldiers until June 1917, almost three years after Gavrilo Princip murdered Archduke Franz Ferdinand. But Pershing was hardly idle in the time between. He closely followed the battles from day one as they were being reported in the American press, and he requested early on to be sent over as a military adviser. (The appeal was denied.) In 1916 he was deployed to Mexico with twelve thousand U.S. soldiers to hunt down the Mexican outlaw Pancho Villa without sparking a war south of the border, a mission that had earned him the admiration of President Woodrow Wilson. Now, tasked with commanding the AEF in Europe, Pershing was responsible for building, supplying, and training an army twenty times its current size, and in just over a year.

			This book tells the story of the American experience in World War I, with General Pershing as the unquestionable protagonist. It does so primarily through the letters, journals, and other personal writings that Pershing and his countrymen composed throughout the conflict. The focus of this book is not to detail the movement of every platoon in every operation of the war. An example for this reasoning can be found in Pershing’s own two-volume memoirs, My Experiences in the World War, in which he lays out the order of battle for the Meuse-Argonne Offensive:

			From east to west, the II Corps (Bullard) was on the right, with the 33d Division (Bell) nearest the Meuse to cover the river and protect the flank of the army, the 80th Division (Cronkhite) in the center, and the 4th Division (Hines) on the left, with the 3d Division (Buck) in reserve. The V Corps (Cameron) consisted of the 79th Division (Kuhn) facing Montfaucon, the 37th (Farnsworth), and the 91st (Johnston), in that order, while the 32d Division (Haan) was in reserve. The I Corps (Liggett) was on the left of the army with the 35th Division (Traub) on its right, the 28th Division (Muir) next, west of the Aire River, and the 77th Division (Alexander) facing the Argonne, with the French 6th Cavalry Division and the American 92nd Division (colored) (Ballou) in reserve, except for one regiment which was attached to the French Fourth Army.

			This goes on, roughly, for four more pages until Pershing himself concedes that it’s all a bit overwhelming: “The numbers engaged, the diverse character of the fighting and the terrain, the numerous crises, and the brilliant feats of individuals make a detailed description of the battle extremely complicated and necessarily confusing to the reader.”

			Pershing also emphasizes in his 857-page memoirs that his purpose is not to write a complete history of the war or expound on every country’s involvement. Italy, for example, proved to be a valuable ally; its soldiers thrashed Austrian forces so thoroughly that they hastened the collapse of the entire Austro-Hungarian empire. But Pershing barely mentions Italy in his writings. Instead, he mostly concentrates on Great Britain and France. And the latter, in particular, represented to Pershing the epicenter of the war. It was there that the Americans, serving with the Foreign Legion, first encountered German troops only months after hostilities broke out in 1914. It was there that he set up his headquarters. And Pershing knew that it would be there, in France, where the most decisive battles of the war would be waged and where the majority of the Americans under his command who saw combat would fight and bleed and die.

			The aim of this book is to portray an overall sense of what these men and women, especially those who volunteered, lived through and felt and expressed during the war and, if they survived, in the years and decades that followed. Battles are indeed related here in detail, but through the lens of individual soldiers, pilots, ambulance drivers, nurses, doctors, and journalists. Endless tallies of body counts and casualties can be potentially numbing, making war almost too large and abstract to comprehend. Some of the most powerful accounts don’t necessarily record the enormity of war, but demonstrate, in fact, how small—and personal—it can be.

			Serendipity is often an author’s greatest ally, and finding previously unpublished letters by Pershing was one of several fortuitous discoveries and unforeseen events that inspired this book. The first, actually, came years earlier during a visit to a small museum in Columbus, New Mexico, to research a historic raid on the tiny town almost a century ago. In this case, it wasn’t a letter that sparked my interest in Pershing, but a photograph. The moment it caught my eye, I knew it was significant. But it wasn’t until I delved into Pershing’s life and the epic story of World War I that I realized just how remarkable it truly was.
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				Left to right: Mexican general Álvaro Obregón, General Francisco “Pancho” Villa, and General John Pershing.
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			August 26

			I bought Warren a corduroy suit in regulation Norfolk jacket pattern. He was so delighted that he told the conductor on the car all about it. You should see your children. They all look so blooming. Mary Margaret is a perfect little fascinator with cheeks like a red apple. Anne wrote you a darling letter. She dictated her thoughts, and Helen was her secretary. Both did a pretty good job, I thought.

			—Helen “Frankie” Warren Pershing, writing from San Francisco to her husband, General John Pershing, about their four young children: Warren, Mary Margaret, Anne, and Helen

			IN A BLACK-AND-WHITE PHOTOGRAPH taken at Fort Bliss in El Paso, Texas, a grinning General John Pershing is standing next to General Francisco “Pancho” Villa and the future president of Mexico, General Álvaro Obregón. (On the far right is a young lieutenant named George S. Patton Jr.) Villa, the provisional governor of Chihuahua, had maintained cordial relations with the U.S. government. Within Mexico, he was seen as a Robin Hood–like figure, raiding the haciendas of wealthy businessmen and redistributing the money and land to destitute farmers, laborers, and widows.

			The picture was snapped in 1914, on the twenty-sixth of August. On that very day, 5,360 miles away, German soldiers were systematically setting fire to the Belgian town of Louvain, a city famous for its architectural splendor, including the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, the oldest Catholic university in existence. The school’s world-renowned library held almost a quarter of a million priceless medieval, Gothic, and Renaissance manuscripts. When evening came, the sky was a swelling, rippling mix of smoke and fire. Everywhere, tiny bits of paper drifted down like black snowflakes, their edges aglow with bright red embers. To the horror of the townspeople, it was clear that countless rare books and manuscripts from the library were going up in flames. By morning, the building was a heap of smoldering ruins.

			For weeks, British and French newspapers had been reporting on German atrocities in Belgium. The German government had asked the Belgians to let German troops march peacefully through their country to invade France, but Belgium’s King Albert, citing national honor, refused. In retribution, the Germans implemented a policy of Schrecklichkeit (“frightfulness” or “terror”) during their invasion, under which any perceived act of violence against even a single German soldier would result in brutal and widespread punishments. The point was to spread so much fear that the entire population would be deterred from offering any resistance whatsoever.

			British and French newspapers reported that German troops were executing innocent civilians en masse; setting homes on fire and then shooting the residents as they ran out to escape the flames; and turning tens of thousands of Belgians, many of whom were frail and elderly, into refugees who had to trek for miles to seek out a safe haven in another town or village. The articles became increasingly lurid. There were accounts of German soldiers raping nuns, chopping off the hands and feet of small children, and impaling infants on doorways with their bayonets. Many of these stories came from secondhand sources, and even those sympathetic to Belgium and its people questioned their veracity. But the demolition of an ancient library struck a particular chord around the world because the proof was evident for all to see; it seemed like an attack on civilization itself. “Remember Louvain!” was the first of many rallying cries for those who wanted the United States to enter the war.

			Richard Harding Davis, a correspondent from the New York Tribune, was in Louvain during the invasion, and days later he wired back a detailed account of what he saw:

			The Germans sentenced Louvain on Wednesday [August 26] to become a wilderness, and with the German system and love of thoroughness they left Louvain an empty, blackened shell. Great architects and artists, dead these six hundred years, made [the city] beautiful, and their handiwork belonged to the world. With torch and dynamite the Germans have turned these masterpieces into ashes. . . .

			In each building, so German soldiers told me, they began at the first floor, and when that was burning steadily passed to the one next. There were no exceptions—whether it was a store, chapel or private residence it was destroyed. The occupants had been warned to go, and in each deserted shop or house the furniture was piled, the torch was stuck under it, and into the air went the savings of years, souvenirs of children, or parents, heirlooms that had passed from generation to generation. . . .

			Outside the station in the public square the people of Louvain passed in an unending procession, women bareheaded, weeping, men carrying the children asleep on their shoulders, all hemmed in by the shadowy army of gray wolves. Once they were halted, and among them were marched a line of men. They well knew their fellow townsmen. These were on their way to be shot.

			President Woodrow Wilson, as a former college president, was especially furious about what the Germans had done, but he refused to make a public statement about Louvain. When asked to comment about it, Wilson referred journalists back to his speech from barely a week earlier on his decision for the United States to remain neutral in the war. “America,” he had said, is “a nation that neither sits in judgment upon others nor is disturbed in her own counsels and which keeps herself fit and free to do what is honest and disinterested and truly serviceable for the peace of the world.”

			Wilson’s stance was a matter of principle to some extent, but he also well knew that the vast majority of Americans were opposed to interceding in the war, and Wilson had a reelection campaign to win. The largest community of immigrants in the country were German Americans, who believed that their native land was being unfairly maligned, and the second largest were Irish Americans, many of whom were happy to see their longtime foes the British entangled in a major war. Combined, these two groups could ensure Wilson’s defeat. But Wilson had another consideration in mind: when the fighting was done, he—as a neutral player—could mediate the armistice and come out shining as an international peacemaker. And the prospect that the war would, in fact, be over soon looked increasingly likely.

			

			•   •   •

			HAVING PUSHED THROUGH Belgium over the previous four weeks, 1.5 million German soldiers under General Helmuth von Moltke swept into France from the north through Belgium and by early September 1914 were thirty miles from Paris, putting the city well within range of Germany’s massive siege guns. The French government fled to Bordeaux, and an invasion of the capital seemed imminent. General Moltke was confident that a resounding victory was all but guaranteed, fulfilling Kaiser Wilhelm II’s promise to his troops that they would triumphantly return home in autumn, before “the leaves fall from trees.”

			Although the French forces were outnumbered, Marshal Joseph Joffre, their commander, was able to reassemble one million French and British troops and strike the enemy from three different directions, blunting the German juggernaut at the Marne River. Short of transportation and manpower, the French Army recruited taxi drivers to help bring men and supplies to the front. (The taxi drivers actually kept their meters running throughout the offensive and were later reimbursed, collectively, more than seventy thousand francs.)
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				Louvain after the Germans had leveled most of the city’s homes and buildings. The Maison Americaine, an American cultural center (far right), was spared because the United States, at the time, was a neutral nation.

			

			When General Moltke realized that his troops would have to retreat, after having come so close to success, he suffered a nervous breakdown and was relieved of his command. Joffre, by contrast, remained the epitome of calm. Every afternoon he enjoyed a leisurely lunch and took a nap.

			Paris was saved for the time being, but the Germans still occupied all of Belgium and hundreds of square miles of French territory. Both sides dug in, creating an elaborate network of trenches along a front that soon zigzagged for roughly 440 miles from the Swiss border to the North Sea. Any celebration by the Allied forces was tempered by the fact that an estimated eighty-one thousand French and British soldiers had been killed in what would be called the Battle of the Marne. German losses were approximately the same.

			Americans had nothing with which to even compare such a staggering loss of life. At Gettysburg, a total of seven thousand Union and Confederate soldiers were killed, and that was the deadliest battle of the Civil War. In Fort Bliss, Texas, the El Paso Morning Times was one of the main sources of international news, and General John Pershing was devouring everything he could read about the German invasion of Belgium and France. At first, censorship prevented many of the details from being reported. On August 27, 1914, the very morning that Pershing’s picture appeared on the front page of the paper, the two largest headlines were: WARM WELCOME FOR VILLA AND OBREGON IN EL PASO and CLOSED VEIL DRAWN OVER PROGRESS OF WAR.

			That “closed veil” started to lift the next day. On August 28, the entire upper quarter of the El Paso Morning Times featured a graphic picture, stretching from margin to margin, that showed Belgian casualties being treated by doctors and nurses. Underneath was the headline: CONFLICT OF MILLIONS APPEARS TO AT LAST BE IN PROGRESS IN EUROPE. Pershing had wanted to be there from day one. Between August and October 1909, Pershing had traveled with his family as a tourist throughout Russia and Europe, and he was fascinated by the region. Pershing recalled of his trip to Berlin:

			As I particularly wished to see something of the German army, I at once got in touch with Colonel John Wisser, our military attaché. He took me the following day to call at the [German] War Office, where I found, as expected, every sign of smartness and efficiency. Through this visit I arranged to see an artillery regiment and barracks at Potsdam. The Colonel showed me the preparation they had made for quick transformation of the regiment’s civilian reserves into fully-equipped soldiers ready to take their places in the ranks. I had never seen such perfect preparation. . . .

			The discipline of the German people was evident at every turn. All things seemed to be done in military fashion. The army, so to speak, was the nation. This was especially noticeable to one who had just come from Russia. There the army seemed a thing apart from the people; here it was a model which they were proud to emulate.

			Pershing also had a memorable stay in France:

			While there I went to Metz and with a guide and maps went over the battlefield where the Germans captured Marshal Bazaine and his army in 1871. The visit was especially interesting to me not only as a soldier but because I remembered how as a ten-year-old boy I had eagerly read the dispatches about the Franco-Prussian War as they appeared in the St. Louis Globe-Democrat. It was the first great war that I was old enough to read about at the time it was being waged. The sight of the battlefield brought back to mind how the wiseacres of Laclede, my old hometown, used to gather in front of father’s store and Dick Mitchell’s drugstore next door and, whittling in Missouri fashion, hold forth on the strategy of the campaign—comparing the French and German generals to Grant and Lee.

			In August 1914, senior U.S. commanders floated the idea of sending generals to Europe solely to evaluate and report on the situation. Pershing appealed directly to Major General William Wotherspoon, the Army’s chief of staff, to be picked. “I am among the younger general officers and the special personal benefits that I should derive should make my services that much more valuable to the government,” the fifty-four-year-old Pershing pointed out. He reminded Wotherspoon that he had been a military observer during Japan’s war with Russia ten years earlier, but he had not, as of yet, “had any opportunity to visit European maneuvers or see anything of their armies.” Wotherspoon replied that, with the possible exception of Great Britain, none of the warring nations wanted observers from other countries, and he assured Pershing that if the governments changed their policy, Pershing’s name would be considered.

			Pershing soon found himself restless and lonely in Texas. His wife, Helen Frances “Frankie” Warren, and their four children—nine-year-old Helen, seven-year-old Anne, six-year-old Warren, and three-year-old Mary Margaret—were all still living at the Presidio, the military base in San Francisco. They had never been separated for so long.

			Frankie was the daughter of the powerful Wyoming senator Francis Warren, chairman of the Committee on Military Affairs. Warren was seventy-one years of age, and the oldest living veteran of the Civil War in the U.S. Senate. As a nineteen-year-old Union soldier, he had charged into a volley of shot and shell to disable a Confederate cannon during the siege of Port Hudson, Louisiana, and sustained a head wound so severe that he was left for dead in a ditch. Surrounded by corpses, Warren was almost buried alive until an observant doctor noticed that he was breathing faintly and got him to a hospital. For his actions at Port Hudson, Warren was awarded the Medal of Honor.

			General Pershing had originally been stationed at the Presidio in January 1913 to command the Army’s 8th Brigade, but he and his men were moved to Fort Bliss, Texas, in April to help protect the border from Mexican bandits, who were crossing over and stealing horses, cows, and other livestock. As much as he missed his family, Pershing wanted them to stay in San Francisco for the time being, where they would be safe: Mexico was in the throes of a violent revolution. Pershing would later blame himself for not bringing them to Fort Bliss earlier.

			On the morning of August 27, 1915, a reporter named Norman Walker from the Associated Press called General Pershing’s headquarters to confirm a story coming over the wires about a house fire at the Presidio that had broken out on August 26, just before midnight.

			Certain that the voice at the other end was Lieutenant James Collins, General Pershing’s military aide, the reporter asked somewhat matter-of-factly if he could get a quote from Pershing’s office about the incident.
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				General Pershing in the Philippines in 1911 with his wife, “Frankie,” and their children: Anne, left; Helen, middle; and Warren, right. Mary Margaret was not yet born.

			

			There was a pause, and then the voice demanded, “What fire? What has happened!?”

			Suddenly Walker realized that it wasn’t Pershing’s aide he was speaking to, but General Pershing himself.

			Caught off guard, Walker stumbled through the report as the general listened: Mrs. Pershing, thirty-five, and their three daughters were all killed when a fire swept through their house at the Presidio a few hours past midnight. Only six-year-old Warren survived.

			“Oh, God! My God!” Pershing cried. “Read that again!”

			Walker repeated the story.

			“My God! My God!” Pershing kept saying, traumatized by the news.

			After Walker expressed his sympathies, Pershing was silent for a moment, and then asked, “Who is this? Who am I speaking to?”

			Walker told him, and Pershing said, before hanging up, “Thank you, Walker. It was very considerate of you to phone.”

			As word of the tragedy spread, sympathetic messages came in from around the world. One was by former president Teddy Roosevelt, who wrote: “Am inexpressibly shocked and grieved pray accept my deepe [sic] and heart felt sympathy.”

			Another telegram read: “With enormous sorrow I heard that your estimable family had the misfortune to perish in a house fire and for this unfortunate accident permit me to send my sincerest condolences. Yours faithfully.” The sender was Pancho Villa.

			One thought consumed Pershing as he began the agonizing two-day journey by train to California: Had his wife and daughters slowly burned to death, or did they die instantly?

			Pershing’s first visit was to the funeral home, where he saw the four coffins—three tiny ones next to a longer one—and collapsed in grief. After composing himself, he went to the Presidio and immediately began asking eyewitnesses what had happened. By then it was determined that a spark from a burning piece of coal had leaped out of the fireplace and onto the newly lacquered, and highly flammable, floor, which set off the blaze.

			Guests of the Pershings had made it out safely, and when soldiers on base rushed to the frantic scene and saw a small family huddled outside the home, they assumed it was Mrs. Pershing and her children. Once they realized it was not, they charged into the burning house and were able to drag out Warren, who was barely conscious. By the time they found the three girls and their mother, all four had died from smoke inhalation.

			“Not even their hair was singed,” an officer told Pershing. “They went quietly in their sleep.” His friends would later say that this fact, along with Warren’s survival, was all that kept Pershing from going mad with grief.

			Frankie and the three girls would be buried in the Warren family plot in Cheyenne, Wyoming, where Frankie was born and raised, the place that Senator Warren considered his true home. The senator had gone to the Presidio as well, and although also devastated, he realized his son-in-law was barely functional and unable to handle all the heartbreaking little details that had to be arranged. The local undertaker had to be notified to begin preparing for the funeral. Hearses were needed. And pallbearers had to be found. Senator Warren decided on using twelve; just two each for the three girls, since their coffins were so much lighter, and the rest for Frankie.

			Six-year-old Warren had no idea what was going on, and Pershing and the rest of the family believed it was best, at least for the time being, not to tell him the truth. It would simply be too overwhelming. Pershing told him that his sisters and mother were off vacationing for the next several months. Warren would go to Texas with his father.

			When Pershing returned to Fort Bliss there was a short letter waiting for him. “The world is so clean this morning,” it began. “There is the sound of meadow larks everywhere. And God be thanked for the sunshine and blue sky! Do you think there can be many people in the world as happy as we are? I would like to live to be a thousand years old if I could spend all of that time with you.” Frankie Pershing had written it to her husband just before her death.

		

	
		
			
				2.

			

			The First to Go

			THERE HAS BEEN VERY little action here since we arrived, and practically no ground lost or gained,” twenty-seven-year-old Private Edward Stone wrote to family members on January 20, 1915. A machine gunner in the French Foreign Legion, Stone was near the Craonne region of France, ninety miles northeast of Paris. “If there is a battle of any importance, we probably shall not take part in it,” he lamented. “We shall in all probability go ingloriously to the rear, giving place to fresh troops.”

			Unlike most of his comrades, Stone was not French. Born in Chicago on January 5, 1887, he was an American citizen who had joined the Foreign Legion after the war erupted in early August 1914. And despite his efforts to downplay the risks he faced, Stone was very much in danger. On February 15, 1915, German forces unleashed an artillery barrage on Stone’s battalion. Instead of running for shelter, Stone remained by his machine gun. Seconds later, a small but razor-sharp shell fragment punctured his right lung. Stone was rushed to a military hospital, and after an excruciating twelve days—every breath a labored effort, every jostle a stab of pain—he succumbed to his injuries. On February 27, 1915, Edward Stone earned the sad honor of becoming the first American combatant killed in the Great War. Other than a tribute from his alma mater, Harvard, his death received scant attention back in the United States.

			The day before Stone died, another Harvard graduate in the Foreign Legion described to his father a close call he had near the front lines. Twenty-six-year-old Alan Seeger wrote:

			I was shot a few days ago coming in from sentinel duty. I exposed myself for about two seconds at a point where the communication ditch is not deep enough. One of the snipers who keep cracking away with their Mausers at anyone who shows his head came within an ace of getting me. The ball just grazed my arm, tore the sleeve of my capote and raised a lump on the biceps which is still sore, but the skin was not broken and the wound was not serious enough to make me leave the ranks.

			Close call notwithstanding, Seeger deemed the soldier’s life to be a rather boring one overall. “We are just watchmen at present,” he wrote at the end of his February 26 letter to his father, “which does not please me, but which ought to comfort Mother.”

			Mother was not pleased at all. She had castigated him in a letter for making a rash and foolhardy decision. He defended himself vociferously in response: “You are quite wrong about my not realizing what I was going into when I enlisted. I had not been living for two years in Europe without coming to understand the situation very well, and I was under no illusion that the conflict which was to decide the fate of empires and remake the map of Europe would be a matter of months.” In this Seeger was more prescient than many senior French, German, and British commanders, who assumed when the war began in August 1914 that it would be over by fall. “I knew that it would be a fight to the finish, just as our Civil War was. The conflagration, far from diminishing, seems to be spreading. The lull during the winter has allowed each side on this front to fortify itself so strongly that, in my opinion, the deadlock here is permanent.”

			Alan Seeger, Edward Stone, and other Americans had volunteered to serve in the Foreign Legion because, as U.S. citizens, they were legally prohibited from enlisting in the French Army, so long as the United States remained a neutral nation. Soldiers in the Foreign Legion technically swore an oath of allegiance to the Legion and not to France, a distinction that the Germans, not unfairly, contended was ludicrous.

			Seeger was an unlikely candidate to be part of one of the world’s toughest and most fearsome paramilitary forces. Tall but skinny, he was a romantic at heart. After graduating from Harvard in 1910, he moved to Paris in 1912 to live a bohemian life—reading, writing poetry, drinking wine, and falling in and out of love. Even his friends considered him moody, free-spirited, and something of a loner, not exactly the ideal traits for a soldier, whose existence revolved around discipline, obedience, and camaraderie.

			But Seeger had become enamored with France, and when the country was threatened, he enlisted. He was also drawn to what he thought would be the exhilaration of warfare. “Every day from the distance of the north has come the booming of the cannon around Reims and the lines along the Meuse,” he wrote to his mother. It was the day before he hoped he was finally going to experience combat.

			We have had splendid sham battles [in training], firing dozens of rounds of blank cartridges. . . .

			But imagine how thrilling it will be tomorrow and the following days, marching toward the front with the noise of battle growing continually louder before us. I could tell you where we are going but I do not want to run any risk of having this letter stopped by the censor. The whole regiment is going, four battalions, about 4,000 men. You have no idea how beautiful it is to see the troops undulating . . . as far as the eye can see. . . .

			The hard work and moments of frightful fatigue have not broken but hardened me and I am in excellent health and spirits. Do not worry, for the chances are small of [my] not returning.

			Much to his disappointment, Seeger and his regiment remained in an area relatively far from the front. His greatest concern would be the safety of the only manuscript of his poetry. “Unfortunately I left my MS with a printer in Bruges,” he wrote to his mother, “which is now in the hands of the Germans and the center of the fiercest fighting.” Trying to soothe her worries, he added, “After the war I shall return there and look it up. . . . So wait and count on my being with you next summer.”

			

			•   •   •

			SOME AMERICANS, like Seeger, were already in France when Germany invaded, but others heard the news while still in the United States and did everything they could to join the fight. On August 3, 1914, a twenty-one-year-old Tennessee native named Kiffin Rockwell, living in Atlanta with his older brother Paul, contacted the French consul in New Orleans, Louisiana, declaring that he and his brother greatly admired France and were willing to sail to Europe immediately and enlist. Rockwell emphasized that he had been trained and educated at the Virginia Military Institute, but this was an exaggeration: he had indeed attended VMI, but only for a year before dropping out.

			Rockwell didn’t wait for a reply. After calling steamship companies in New York to see if any of their liners were going to Europe, he learned that only one ship—the St. Paul—was willing to brave the voyage in the face of warnings from the German Navy that even passenger liners might be targeted by their fearsome fleet of submarines, the Unterseeboote, or U-boats.

			On August 5, 1914, Kiffin and Paul received word that they could purchase two steamship tickets, but they had to be in New York by the morning of August 7. Almost giddy, they hastily packed their belongings and boarded an express train, first to Washington to get their passports, and then to Manhattan. They were in such a rush that they discarded the idea of making a side trip to North Carolina to say good-bye to their mother, Loula, and sister, Agnes. Their father was no longer alive. He had died when the boys were young, and the three children were raised by their mother and her father, a proud Confederate veteran of the Civil War.

			The Rockwell boys had grown up listening to their grandfather’s war stories, and Kiffin, in particular, held rather romantic notions of combat. On the eve of his departure, he wrote to his “Dear Mamma” from the Hotel Imperial in New York:

			Well, Paul and I Are Sailing on the American Liner, St. Paul, Tomorrow Morning at 10 O’clock.

			We would have gone home to see you and explain things if there had been time. But we had to do some hurrying to catch this boat and it was practically our only safe chance. It is the only boat leaving here in two weeks time flying the U.S. flag and we did not want to wait two weeks.

			I don’t want you to worry or feel bad. You have always told me that you wanted me to live my life without interference and this opportunity is one that only comes once in a lifetime.

			Worry, of course, she did, and in her first letter to Kiffin, she begged her boys to reconsider and come home. Kiffin tried to convince her that there was no reason for her to be concerned. He admitted that his motivations had as much to do with his own self-respect as his sense of patriotism. “I realize how you feel,” he wrote, “but I don’t think you should worry or feel bad. I am of such a temperament that if I didn’t do things that seem strange to you, I could never be satisfied, myself, or make a success of my own life. . . . If I should be killed in this war I will at least die as a man should and would not consider myself a complete failure.”

			By the end of August 1914, Paul and Kiffin Rockwell were training with the Foreign Legion. By the fall they were in combat. Paul was knocked out of the war early by a shell that broke his collarbone. He survived but did mostly administrative work for the French government. Though Kiffin would carry on without his brother, he didn’t lack for companionship. Kiffin was impressed by the “diversity” of the Americans in the Legion. “Yale, Harvard, Michigan, Columbia, Cornell and several other schools are represented [here],” he told his mother; the men were all “fine fellows.”
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				Kiffin Rockwell.

			

			On January 31, 1915, Kiffin began another letter to his mother by saying, “I suppose you are a little worried about me, owing to recent happenings, but have spent eight days in a position where we couldn’t send any mail. . . . Don’t worry about my welfare, for the more I see the more convinced that I am coming through safe and whole.”

			Those “recent happenings” he alluded to were a bit more intense than Kiffin let on to his mother. In a letter to Agnes, he gave the real story of how close he’d come to dying. “I have had practically no sleep for the last eighty hours, but I can’t sleep now so will write you and try to keep my mind occupied,” he wrote on January 7, 1915. After spending Christmas in the trenches, Rockwell and his regiment were marched through swamplands in the dead of night until they reached a French village demolished by the Germans. Not a single house or building was intact. Still standing, however, was a stone wall that surrounded what had been a park, and Rockwell and three other men, including Alan Seeger, were positioned at various points along the wall as sentries. German troops were entrenched on the other side.

			At 7:00 a.m., Rockwell and the others started back to a rear section to get breakfast. But once they were exposed, the German troops opened fire. The men sprinted to small dugouts and were pinned down for the entire day. As Rockwell wrote to Agnes:
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				Alan Seeger.

			

			At 10:30 p.m., the communication sentinel came up to me. Just as he started to speak something fell at my feet and sputtered a little and then went out. We each said, “What’s that?” I reached down and picked it up, when the other sentinel said, “Good god! It’s a hand-grenade!” I threw it away and we both jumped to attention, asked each other what to do, and finally decided for Seeger (the other sentry), to go to the petite poste for the corporal, while I watched.

			Seeger did so, and he and their corporal, a full-blooded German named Weideman (his first name is unknown) who had spurned his native country to become a French citizen, were on their way back to find Rockwell just as another grenade landed nearby. Unlike the previous one, this wasn’t a dud, and after it exploded, a squad of Germans came leaping through the smoke. Corporal Weideman screamed out, “Aux armes!”

			Rockwell continued in his letter:

			The corporal and I both were in an open position at their mercy, so we turned and jumped for cover. I went about ten feet when a rifle flashed and I dropped to the ground. When I dropped the corporal fell beside me and I knew by his fall that he was dead. I crouched and ran, the bullets whizzing by me, but I made it into the woods. . . . I lay in the woods and watched, not daring to move lest I be seen.

			While [the Germans] had us in this position, part kept firing while others ran down to the corporal, dragged his body, . . . cut off his equipment and coat and took them and his gun, broke his body up with butts of their rifles and then got away without a shot being fired on our side.

			The Germans had no military point to gain by doing what they did. It was done as an act of individualism with a desire to kill. The top of poor Weideman’s head was knocked off, after he was killed, by the butt of a rifle.

			

			•   •   •

			TO ROCKWELL’S even greater fury, the Germans, having already mutilated Weideman’s body, sought to humiliate him further. “About two hours after all this happened,” Rockwell wrote, “there came from the German trenches the most diabolical yell of derision I ever heard. It was mocking Weideman’s last words, his ‘Aux armes,’ and it practically froze the blood to hear it. Up until that minute I had never felt a real desire to kill a German. Since then I have had nothing but murder in my heart, and now no matter what happens I am going through this war as long as I can.”

			Rockwell wasn’t the only one who had heard the Germans ridiculing Weideman’s last words. Alan Seeger had been sending dispatches to the New York Sun about his wartime experiences, and after giving an account of the German attack that he and Rockwell barely survived, Seeger ended his story by writing:

			About midnight, from far up on the hillside, a diabolical cry came down, more like an animal’s than a man’s, a blood-curdling yell of mockery and exultation. In that cry all the evolution of centuries was levelled. I seemed to hear the yell of the warrior of the stone age over his fallen enemy. It was one of those antidotes to civilization of which this war can offer so many to the searcher after extraordinary sensations.

			In Seeger’s reports to the New York Sun, as well as in his letters and journal entries, one topic dominated almost everything else—the trenches. Life in the trenches was an immediate and overwhelming assault on the senses. Men went days and even weeks without bathing, and everyone reeked. Latrines flooded when it rained, and the men had to wade through a thick, rancid stew of mud, excrement, vomit, and urine. Even in the driest conditions, men were often afflicted with dysentery, and it was not uncommon for them to lose control of their bowels and relieve themselves wherever they happened to be standing.

			After a few days, troops would start itching, and it would only get worse. The culprit was lice, or “cooties.” The tough little parasites thrived in the environment and spread quickly from man to man, causing extreme discomfort and spreading diseases like malaria, typhoid, and trench fever. There was no relief. Troops were constantly scratching themselves, their hair, their necks, in between their toes, and behind their ears, but to no avail. They would eventually stop complaining about it because there was little to be done.

			The trenches were also infested with rats. Men stabbed at them with their bayonets and tried to crush them under their boots, but over time the rats became unafraid of the soldiers and scurried over their bodies while they were trying to sleep or went after their food as they ate. Most disturbing to the men, however, was that the rats were becoming larger, some said bigger than cats, from feasting on the bodies of their fallen comrades in no-man’s-land, the battlefield in front of the trenches. (In some instances Allied and German troops would stop fighting and agree on a quick truce to let each side collect its dead, but this was rare. Particularly during the warmer months, the unburied corpses became bloated and attracted hordes of flies. The stench of decaying remains permeated the entire area.)

			Each season was wretched in its own way. During late spring and summer, the men broiled in their woolen uniforms, and they were often thirsty because getting freshwater to the front was difficult. In the fall, the nights got colder, and the men shivered under their thin, worn-out blankets. Early winter was the worst, when it rained. Ice-cold water would fill the trenches up to the men’s waists, even flooding into the cubbyholes they had dug in the side of the trenches to sleep.

			Regardless of the weather, the taller soldiers developed back spasms from constantly walking hunched over. If they stood up straight, they became perfect targets for patient German snipers. Alan Seeger made a point of depicting how trenches were often constructed, describing them to the New York Sun as “catacombs more than anything else. Its dimensions are about those of the cages which Louis XI devised for those of his prisoners whom he wished especially to torture, that is, the height is not great enough to permit a man to stand up and the breadth does not allow him to stretch out.”

			Trenches had to be as narrow as possible, usually no wider than the space for two men to pass each other, to limit the damage from incoming artillery. If a shell dropped right into the pathway, the blast could wipe out an entire platoon.

			Both sides were shelled at all hours; mentally, troops had to adjust to the reality that at any time, a well-directed bomb could land on top of or next to them, and that would be it. Seeger wrote to the New York Sun:

			[The shelling] is the most distressing thing about the kind of warfare we are up against here. Never a sight of the enemy, and then some fine day when a man is almost tempted to forget that he is on the front—when reading or playing cards or writing home that he is in the best of health—bang! and he is carried off or mangled by a cannon fired five kilometers away. It is not glorious. The gunner has not the satisfaction of knowing that he has hit [his mark], nor the wounded of at least hitting back.
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				When soldiers were constantly immersed in water and mud, many troops developed trench foot. In winter, their feet sometimes froze solid and had to be amputated.
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			Troops developed a kind of fatalism in the face of this relentless danger. Seeger captured it memorably in his poem “I Have a Rendezvous with Death,” which would become the most famous poem of the war by an American. Seeger wrote in his final lines:

			At midnight in some flaming town,

			When Spring trips north again this year,

			And I to my pledged word am true,

			I shall not fail that rendezvous.

			

			•   •   •

			“IT MAY INTEREST you to know that this letter is written in the trenches, 30 yards away from the enemy’s lines, with the continual * * * crashing of artillery all around and shells * whizzing directly over our heads,” another American, nicknamed Champy, wrote to a friend back in the States. Champy explained that every time he added a star (*) in his letter, it indicated that a shell had just passed above him. “The cannonading goes in wave motions. For an hour, like from 11 to 12 this morning, it may be very violent, then, calm down, and then begin again.”

			Champy was the first American to serve in the French Army, as opposed to the Foreign Legion. His situation, however, was unique. His real name was André Chéronnet-Champollion, and he was born in France. His great-grandfather, the linguist Jean-François Champollion, was revered for having helped decipher the Rosetta stone, and his American mother, Mary Corbin, had inherited millions of dollars from her father, the railroad magnate Austin Corbin.

			Champy left for the United States as a teenager, after his mother died, to attend the elite New Hampshire preparatory school St. Paul’s, and then Harvard. He fell in love with his adopted country and eventually earned his U.S. citizenship. But when Germany invaded France, he felt it was his duty to join the French Army and, as a native Frenchman, he was allowed to do so. Thirty-four years old, married with a young son, and accustomed to a luxurious lifestyle, Champy nevertheless signed up as a private. Early on he told friends that he had no desire to be an officer, because he merely wanted to “shoot at France’s enemies” and not be responsible for organizing or leading other troops. He also expected the war to end quickly. But by the spring of 1915, he realized that it would continue for at least another year, and that once the weather warmed up, the fighting would only intensify. “There will be,” he predicted to a friend, “a tremendous pile of cracked skulls this summer.”

			As the realities of a soldier’s life sank in, Champy’s letters became more and more laced with ambivalence and regret. He launched into tirades about every aspect of his existence: he had to eat from a tin bucket, he washed himself using water from an outdoor faucet even when temperatures had dipped below freezing, and before being moved into the trenches, he was sleeping on a straw-covered concrete floor inside a factory converted into temporary housing. On one particular night, when a group of
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AMERICAN EXPEDITIONARY FORCES
OFFICE OF THE COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF

France, November 9, 1917.

Mrs. H. E. Stanton,
Huntingtou, llassachusetts.

Dear Aunt Eliza:

I have your letter of October first and have
often had in mind to write you, but my time is so
fully occupied that I have not found a moment to
spare.

It was very delightful to get your letter and
to know that you still think of me; also to know
that I have your sympathy and good wishes. Only
by being continually at work in positions requiring
my whole thought, have I been able to live during
the past two years. It is of course quite unlike-~
1y that I shall have occasion to see young Lindsey,
although I believe his regiment is here-mews—I— —
shall inguire for hiw the next time I make an inspec-
tion of his command.

I am glad you realize, and I hope 2ll Americens
will realize the vastness of our undertaking and the
necessity for very loyal support whatever may happen.
We are fighting for a cause that has made us great as
& nation, and we must all stend together.

Thanking you agein for your le tter, and hoping
to hear from you when you have time to write, I re-
main,

Yours with sincere affection,
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lirs. H, E. Stenton,
Huntington,

Massachusetts.
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NOTICE!

TRAVELLERS intending to
embark on the Atlantic voyage
are reminded that a state of
war exists betwetn Germany
and her allies and Great Britain
and her allies; that the zone of
war includes the waters adja-
cent to the British Isles; that,
in accordance with formal no-
tice given by the Imperial Ger-
man Government, vessels fly-
ing the flag of Great Britain, or
of any of her allies, are liable to
destruction in those waters and
that travellers sailing in the war
zone on ships of Great Britain
or her allies do so at their own
risk.

IMPERIAL GERMAN EMBASSY

WASHINGTON, D. C., APRIL 22, 1015,
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