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			PROLOGUE

			SEPTEMBER 25, 1918 FRANCE

			As darkness fell upon the Argonne Forest, Sergeant Cesar Santini steered his khaki Cadillac along the rain-slicked, shell-pocked Fleury-Varennes Road. German artillery fire lit up the evening sky, and although none of the projectiles hit the automobile directly, shrapnel dented its roof. With the enemy dangerously close, Santini and the orderly seated next to him were prepared for the worst. Both men carried sidearms, and a rifle was strapped on one side of the car. The Cadillac was equipped with several blankets and supplemental fuel tanks, which held forty-two gallons of gasoline. A bag filled with gas masks and helmets was tied to the roof, within easy reach outside the orderly’s window.

			Santini was born in Digne, France, but was raised in New York City by Italian immigrant parents. He had joined the Army at Governor’s Island in spring 1917 at the age of thirty-five, requesting an assignment as either a driver or engineer. A driver who spoke French was a greater asset to the American Expeditionary Forces (AEF), so Santini was ordered to the Quartermaster Corps and his name was placed on the Baltic’s passenger manifest. When temporary AEF headquarters were set up in Paris during the middle of June, Santini was assigned as the commander in chief’s main driver.

			Four white stars decorated the Cadillac’s windshield in front of Santini’s steering wheel, and to anyone who caught a glimpse of the car, they signified that the passenger in the backseat was none other than General John J. Pershing, commander in chief of the American Expeditionary Forces.

			Lieutenant Colonel George S. Patton had seen the AEF commander that evening. Patton and several other men from his tank brigade were hunkered down in ditches by the side of the road, waiting for the heavy concentration of German artillery to finish, when Pershing’s car drove by. “Moved by a single impulse we all rose,” Patton recorded in his diary, “and, regardless of the shells, stood at salute as he passed us.”1

			The future World War II hero knew Pershing well. Less than two years before, Patton had served as one of Pershing’s aides during the Mexican Punitive Expedition, an operation to hunt down Pancho Villa and his followers, who had raided Columbus, New Mexico, on March 9, 1916, and killed eighteen Americans. Patton’s cavalry regiment was excluded from the Punitive Expedition, but, desperate to take part in the adventure, Patton badgered two of Pershing’s staff for an assignment. Pershing was noncommittal. So the evening before the expedition was set to leave, Patton showed up unannounced at Pershing’s quarters to plead his case. I am “good with [newspaper] correspondents,” Patton begged. “Everyone wants to go,” Pershing told him, “so why should I favor you?” Patton fired back: “Because I want to go more than anyone else.” Dejected, Patton was sent away without an answer. Around eight thirty the next morning his phone rang. The caller said, “Lieutenant Patton, how long will it take you to get ready?” Patton responded that he was ready right then—his gear was already packed. “I’ll be God Dammed,” Pershing barked, “you are appointed Aide.”2

			By February 1917, when the expedition was recalled from Mexico, Pershing had emerged a hero. Although Villa eluded capture, Pershing and his Punitive Expedition chased the bandit throughout northern Mexico, badly wounded him, and killed and dispersed most of his band. Through newspaper coverage, Americans followed every detail and embraced John J. Pershing. Patton also achieved notoriety for his exploits, but more important to his career, he impressed Pershing as a talented staff officer and brave soldier. At the end of May 1917, Patton was among the party of 191 officers selected by Pershing to sail with him on the White Star SS Baltic for the Army’s maiden voyage to Europe. What’s more, there was a personal connection: Pershing and Patton’s sister, Nita, were engaged.

			•   •   •

			Pershing’s risky nighttime trek through the Argonne Forest carried special importance—he was headed toward the front for last-minute meetings with his corps and division commanders. The next morning they would send over 225,000 untested American soldiers toward the strongest German defenses on the western front, commencing what one journalist would later call “America’s Greatest Battle.”3

			By autumn 1918 the western front had been deadlocked for most of the war. On this front the Germans had concentrated most of their forces and held more territory than the Allies. There was little doubt from the beginning that the final outcome of the war would be decided on this front, which comprised Belgium and much of northeastern France. The first major battles of the fifty-one-month-long conflict had been fought here, and many more were to follow. The war had started a month after Austrian archduke Franz Ferdinand was assassinated on June 28, 1914, in Sarajevo. Two opposing alliances—the Allies (France, Great Britain, and Russia) and the Central Powers (Germany and Austria-Hungary)—took up arms and mobilized six million men during an unusually warm European summer. Germany deployed 1.5 million against France, which in turn moved a million men to her own eastern border to try to reclaim the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine that had been lost in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71. Britain readied more than 100,000 men for service across the English Channel, while Russia mobilized 1.4 million. Germany countered by sending 500,000 troops to the east.

			Of all the belligerents, Germany had the best-trained and – equipped army for fighting a modern war. Since defeating France in 1871, the German general staff had planned for another inevitable encounter with their national rival. Even prior to 1914, German soldiers had practiced with rifles, machine guns, and artillery, and were issued uniforms that were practical for combat. On the battlefield, their bland gray-green attire blended with the terrain, while adversaries like the French, with their long blue coats and red trousers, stood out as easy targets.4

			In early August 1914 the German armies put their might to the test. Following prewar plans, the bulk of Germany’s forces aimed for Paris by sweeping through Belgium and Luxembourg and attacking France from the north. At the same time, France struck along its eastern frontier and southern Belgium to drive German forces across the border. For three weeks, in what was collectively known as the Battle of the Frontiers, the French, with support from a British contingent that arrived on the Continent just after neutral Belgium was attacked, poked and prodded the Germans before counterattacks sent them into retreat. By this time German troops were occupying Belgium after the neutral country refused to give Germany free passage on its way to France. German soldiers in Belgium treated the civilian population with disdain and for no clear reason inflicted wide-scale murder, rape, and pillage. Germany seemed unstoppable, and it looked as if it would be a short war, probably over by Christmas.5

			By September 4, German troops were within thirty-five miles of Paris. The city was in a panic and the government prepared to evacuate. Remembering what had happened in 1871, the French expected the Germans to march in and seek surrender terms. Then the unexpected happened. The war saw its first turning point during the Battle of the Marne—so named for the Seine tributary in the region east and southeast of Paris—when British and French forces rolled back the Germans. Over eight days—from September 5 to 12, 1914—500,000 Allied and German soldiers were mowed down near the Marne River. With help from six hundred taxicabs that shuttled French soldiers to the front, Paris was saved and the Allies claimed victory. Exhausted and demoralized, the German armies went mostly on the defensive, and for two weeks withstood British and French counterattacks. In the process they extended the lines from the Aisne River, a tributary of the Oise River that runs roughly parallel to the Marne, to the English Channel. One of the last battles of 1914 took place in the Champagne region, where the well-entrenched Germans demonstrated their effective use of the machine gun against a much larger French army, which refused to give up and continued to attack well into March of the following year.6 Nineteen fourteen ended with well over a million killed and wounded on the western front. Both sides had dug in and occupied trenches that zigzagged for five hundred miles from the English Channel south to the Swiss border. The Germans enhanced their lines with barbed-wire entanglements, blockhouses, and underground shelters.

			Trenches became synonymous with World War I. Constructed of sandbags, wooden frames, and wire mesh, they were supposed to protect inhabitants from artillery, air attacks, and, later on, poison gas. Trenches were almost always muddy and infested with rats and lice. When Allied commanders sent their troops out of the trenches and over the top for an attack, the results were mostly the same. Soldiers charged in orderly rows across the uncontested territory called “no-man’s-land.” Right away, the Germans responded with machine-gun fire. If the brave men somehow escaped the rapidly spraying bullets, barbed wire was another obstacle; cutting through the wire only attracted more machine-gun blasts. Once inside the enemy’s trench, they could expect hand-to-hand combat with bayonets, knives, and grenades.

			For a short period in 1914 the war was carried out through maneuvers, but that didn’t last and the conflict evolved into trench warfare. Allied commanders predicted that the front would break open the following year, but were sorely mistaken. Throughout 1915 the Allies tried attacking German positions all along the front, only to see any progress driven back by counterattacks. The Germans went on the offensive only once in 1915. It was in April, near the ancient Flemish city of Ypres, Belgium, that the Germans used chlorine gas for the first time. The attack with this new weapon had an immediate effect: British troops temporarily fled from an eight-thousand-yard portion of the line, but eventually they and the other Allies learned how to defend against gas, and added it to their own arsenal.7

			Meanwhile, the United States, remaining neutral while much of the world found new ways to destroy, maim, and kill, was suddenly drawn into the war. On May 7, 1915, a German U-boat sank the British passenger ship RMS Lusitania off the southern coast of Ireland; 128 Americans were among the 1,200 killed. President Woodrow Wilson responded cautiously by protesting the sinking and demanding that in the future Germany protect American lives. Germany rightly argued that the Lusitania carried war matériel destined for Great Britain and, therefore, was torpedoed in a war zone; this made the Lusitania a legitimate target. Wilson later invoked stronger rhetoric. He warned Berlin that any future sinking of ocean liners would be considered a deliberate and unfriendly act.

			Despite growing friction between the United States and Germany, Wilson still wanted no part of the conflict and won reelection in 1916 with the slogan that “he kept us out of war.” But America prepared for war anyway. That year the National Defense Act, which would incrementally increase the regular Army to 175,000 and the National Guard to 400,000, was passed. Training camps for officers, such as the Plattsburgh Training Camp in upstate New York, sprang up around the country. By now an untold number of Americans were already fighting in the war. They either went across the border to join the Canadian forces or sailed directly to Europe to serve with the British, French, and Italians as ambulance drivers, doctors, and pilots. The U.S. Army had officers in Europe as observers and attachés, who sent back reports on the latest Allied and German tactics and strategies. Their observations were widely distributed through the Army’s professional journals and magazines, and studied at its War College. What became evident was that in previous wars, battles typically lasted between one and three days. Now, on the western front, they continued for weeks or months, and no matter the battle plan or how often it changed, ultimately the outcome was decided by attrition. Nowhere was this more apparent than the bloodbaths of Verdun and the Somme in 1916.

			On February 21 the Germans attacked Verdun, a city on the Meuse River that had been heavily fortified since Roman times and was now a threat to German lines of communication. The German general staff anticipated that the French would send as many men as possible to reinforce Verdun, thus allowing Germany the chance to “bleed France white” and force peace negotiations with the Allies. The Germans were correct—French pride kept Verdun from falling. Reinforcements arrived from elsewhere on the western front and the battle lasted for most of 1916. Germany finally gave up in December, and when it was all over, both sides had lost a combined total of over a million casualties.

			While Verdun was under siege, the British provided their French allies some relief by attacking on the Somme, and took horrendous losses from the start. On the first day of the battle, July 1, 1916, more than 19,000 British officers and soldiers were killed and another 30,000 were wounded. The offensive continued another four months, with the Allies suffering more than 600,000 casualties, while the Germans lost about 465,000 killed and wounded. On November 18, when the battle ended, there was no clear winner, even though the Allies had penetrated six miles into German-held territory.

			In spring 1917, with the western front deadlocked, the French Army made another effort to break the stalemate. Led by General Robert Nivelle, more than a million men, supported by seven thousand pieces of artillery, struck along a forty-mile front between Soissons and Reims, where the Germans had fallen back to their Hindenburg Line. Named after Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, the line was constructed in early 1917 from west to east for over two hundred miles and consisted of barbed wire, machine-gun nests, and shelters of all varieties, including farms and other structures. The main thrust was aimed at the Chemin des Dames (the Ladies’ Path), a chain of wooded rocky ridges paralleling the front. The offensive was a disaster from the start. German machine guns in shell holes, in caves, and on the hills never allowed the French soldiers to gain a proper foothold. Yet the attack persisted over the next four days at a cost of 190,000 killed and wounded. French Army morale sank, and soldiers in most of its divisions mutinied. Nivelle was sacked and replaced by General Philippe Pétain, who set about restoring order in the ranks.

			While the French reorganized, the British took up the slack. At the end of July 1917, fifty British divisions, helped by six more from the French, assaulted German positions on the high ground south and east of Ypres, where two previous attacks had left the city in ruins and the surrounding landscape a wreck. Somehow, with all of the carnage, red poppies still bloomed in the chalky Flanders soil alongside artillery shells, bullets, and body parts. The current Ypres attack concentrated on Passchendaele, a village east of Ypres and near a vital German railway junction. A ten-day artillery bombardment preceded the attack, with three thousand guns lobbing more than four million shells at the Germans. Unbeknownst to the young British soldiers about to jump off on July 31, 1917, the bombardment was less than accurate. German guns behind Passchendaele Ridge remained intact, and so did the sixty-four strongpoints that protected the left and center of the line.

			To make matters worse, heavy rain that lasted for the next seven days straight proved to be the real enemy. The Flanders soil turned into a quagmire. Soldiers were up to their knees in mud. Neither they nor the tanks supporting them could gain any momentum. This didn’t stop British commanders from pressing the attacks, and the battle continued through early November. By then the British had taken what was left of Passchendaele and claimed the operation a success, despite losing 310,000 men. German losses were around 200,000.

			Passchendaele aside, 1917 was the turning point of the war. Political turmoil in Russia boiled over into a revolution that led to an armistice with Germany. No longer fighting a two-front war, German troops in the eastern theater shifted to the western front.8 More significantly, the United States finally entered the war. From Germany’s perspective, America was already a belligerent because the Wilson administration supported the Allies by sending copious supplies across the Atlantic. In a sense, Germany declared war on the United States when it announced that unrestricted submarine warfare would resume on February 1, 1917. President Wilson answered by breaking diplomatic relations with the German government.

			Tension between the two countries rose three weeks later when the White House got wind of the “Zimmermann Telegram,” a message sent by German foreign minister Arthur Zimmermann to his ambassador in Mexico that the British intercepted. Zimmermann wished to explore an alliance with the Mexican government in the event that Germany went to war with the United States. Zimmermann also wanted Mexico to declare war on the United States and request that Japan join the alliance. In return, Germany would provide Mexico with financial assistance and help them regain the states of Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas, lost during the Mexican-American War. Wilson released the telegram to the press, and the American people exploded with outrage. This set the wheels in motion for the United States to enter the war. On April 2, 1917, Wilson went before Congress to ask for a declaration of war against Germany. In his war message Wilson made it clear that America “had no quarrel with the German people,” only with the German government. American troops would help make the world “safe for democracy.” Four days later Wilson received almost unanimous approval and the United States was now at war.

			President Wilson committed the United States to war with a skeleton army. The U.S. Army comprised slightly more than 127,000 officers and men in the Regulars and about 67,000 more federalized National Guardsmen. Right after the war declaration, a large number of patriotic Americans rushed to enlist, but there still weren’t enough to bolster the meager armed forces. Left with no other choice, Wilson ordered the War Department to organize a draft, with all males between the ages of twenty-one and thirty (later extended to include ages eighteen to forty-five) required to register. Ten million men complied, and the Army eventually drafted 2.7 million.

			Training camps were hastily constructed in the South and Southeast, where the new U.S. soldiers would spend six months learning the rudiments of war from officers who in many cases knew only slightly more than they did. Both the British and French helped out by sending officers across the Atlantic to assist with the instruction. It was an eye-opening experience for the foreigners, some of them veterans of Verdun and the Somme. They traveled from one training camp to another, preaching trench warfare to young recruits who carried wooden guns and were without proper uniforms and equipment. It was hard to point out the benefits of grenades, flamethrowers, and artillery when many American troops wouldn’t encounter these modern weapons until they reached the western front.

			Neither the British nor the French commanders thought the inexperienced American soldiers could contribute much on the battlefield by themselves. They would be a better resource amalgamated with the Allied armies and led by foreign officers. Pershing smartly disagreed and received Wilson’s support. American troops had been committed to the war to fight as an independent army and not as cannon fodder for the Allies. Yet Pershing also recognized that he needed the Allies to train American soldiers in quiet sectors on the western front. Along with this arrangement the Allied commanders could utilize these troops in emergencies, such as the Second Battle of the Marne in June and July 1918, when Americans fought alongside the French at Château-Thierry, Belleau Wood, and Soissons.

			Not until late summer 1918 were there enough troops and supplies in France for Pershing to organize a large-scale American offensive and fight as an independent army. It had taken a little more than a year to build the AEF, but now Pershing was ready to demonstrate why his men had come to Europe in the first place. They were prepared to engage in a clash that would be known to history as the Meuse-Argonne, since most of the forty-seven-day battle was fought in a sector between the Meuse River and the dense Argonne Forest in northern France. The terrain featured a series of steep hills and ground consisting of porous rock. Heavy rain, which fell frequently in autumn, formed chains of ponds and lakes. Clay soil that easily turned to mud spread throughout the forest like a blanket. Then there were the dense trees; all of this made the ground difficult to traverse.9 This landscape provided perfect cover for the more than 200,000 German defenders preparing for an onslaught of brave but inexperienced American soldiers. The United States Army would come of age during the horrific battle through trial and error, largely due to the leadership of one single American: John J. Pershing.

		

	
		
			1

			BLACK JACK

			No officer in the U.S. Army was more qualified to lead the AEF than fifty-seven-year-old John J. Pershing. Much of his military career had been spent abroad, where he represented his country as a soldier and a politician. Secretary of War Newton D. Baker also recognized Pershing’s leadership ability, and when he selected him as AEF commander in May 1917, there was never any indication of regret over this decision, though he did agonize over making the selection. After the war he revealed the ideal partnership between a war secretary and his commanding general: “Select a commander in whom you have confidence; give him power and responsibility, and then . . . work your own head off to get him everything he needs and support him in every decision he makes.”1

			The only other serious candidate for the position was a former chief of staff and recipient of the Medal of Honor, Major General Leonard Wood. Even with his impressive credentials, the Wilson administration was wary of him. Wood had health concerns and lacked recent field experience, and the scuttlebutt around Washington was that he had presidential aspirations and might be a political threat.2 He also had close ties to Theodore Roosevelt, whom Wilson despised. Pershing raised none of these concerns.

			Standing about six feet tall, Pershing’s trim physique was ramrod straight; a full head of sandy hair and a neatly groomed mustache accented a face mostly absent of wrinkles. A widower since 1915, he had aged somewhat from the death of his wife and three of his four children, but Pershing still looked younger than his years and could have served as a model for the army’s recruitment posters.3 Countless Army Signal Corps photographs show only one side of Pershing’s demeanor: that of a stern military officer sitting at his desk, on horseback, or reviewing troops in the field. As Lieutenant General Robert Bullard described the AEF commander, “Pershing inspired confidence but not affection. He won followers, but not personal worshipers, plain in word, sane and direct in action.”4 Privately, to those he let into his inner circle, Pershing was sensitive, warm and caring.

			Marshal Joseph “Papa” Joffre, who at age sixty-two had saved the French Army at the Marne and now headed the French Military Mission to the United States, took to Pershing right away when they were introduced by Newton Baker:

			Mr. Baker now asked leave to present the officer who had just been designated to command the Expeditionary Forces going to France. . . . The Secretary left the room for an instant and returned accompanied by General Pershing. As I held his hand, Mr. Baker sketched for me his brilliant military services. I caught the words New Mexico, Dakota, Cuba, and Mexican Frontier. What struck me immediately in the new Commander-in-Chief was the intelligence and energy stamped upon his countenance and expressed by his whole bearings. Turning to Mr. Baker, I said, “He is a fine looking soldier.”5

			Pershing’s desire to become a soldier didn’t seem logical until he turned twenty-one and his sister showed him a notice in the weekly Laclede, Missouri, newspaper. He read that a competitive examination for selection to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point from his district was going to be held, and to Pershing, the thought of a free education seemed appealing. “The idea of entering the country’s service,” he later wrote, “had never before entered my mind.” When he was eighteen Pershing had turned down a chance to attend the Naval Academy in Annapolis, but now he had second thoughts about a military education, since it might help further his desire to practice law. Pershing always had ambition, a trait he learned from his hardworking father, for whom he had been named.

			John Joseph Pershing was born on September 13, 1860, in his parents’ home on the outskirts of Laclede, about one hundred miles northeast of Kansas City, Missouri. Reflecting on his childhood, Pershing vividly recalled witnessing warfare for the first time. On June 18, 1864, a band of Confederate bushwhackers charged through Laclede, shooting their guns and sacking the town. Missouri was a border state, and this type of behavior wasn’t unusual in the Civil War, but certainly frightening to a three-year-old. Pershing was at the general store his father owned in the town square when the raid commenced.

			Fearing for his family’s safety, John Sr. grabbed a shotgun, cradled his son, and took him out the back door and down the alley to their home nearby. From the front-room window the elder Pershing could see the raiders entering his store. He loaded his gun and pointed it out the window, but before firing a shot, his wife wrapped her arms around him. She pleaded with her husband to let them be or he might get killed for defending his property. Pershing’s father obliged. Soon afterward a trainload of Union soldiers drove off the bushwhackers, who had carried away three thousand dollars and left two dead townspeople in the Laclede square. Pershing would never forget this scene, even after he had gone to battle numerous times.6

			The Pershings were not well-off, but by today’s standards they would be considered middle-class. That changed after the panic of 1873 hit and they lost the general store and all but one of several farms John Sr. had purchased. He took work as a traveling salesman while his fourteen-year-old son plowed the fields. In the evening the younger Pershing read and kept up with his schoolwork, and at eighteen became a teacher. He also attended classes at a nearby college in hopes of going on to law school. It was then that he took the West Point entrance exam and scored higher than thirteen other applicants.

			Pershing entered the U.S. Military Academy in 1882, at age twenty-two, which made him a few years older than most of the other cadets, who often turned to him for advice.7 Pershing was friendly with everyone, but had few close friends. According to one biographer, he was “more given to listening than talking after a greeting.”8 Pershing was elected class president his first year and remained so until graduation. Academically, he was not especially promising. He struggled in French class and hated reciting lessons in front of his instructors and the other cadets. Outside of the classroom, Pershing excelled. “He was conscientious, took the requirements of the Academy very seriously and gave his best in every element going to make up the sum total of life at that institution,” his roommate Charles Walcutt wrote, and at the same time was a “strict disciplinarian who observed very closely his own precepts.”9 West Point taught Pershing loyalty and obedience, which, for a soldier, could be achieved only through discipline, drill, and, most significant, pride in military service and in wearing a uniform.10 Yet Pershing wasn’t all spit and polish. He found pleasure in dancing—his fellow cadets called him a “hop-goer” or “spoony man.” With his good looks, Pershing found no shortage of attractive dance partners. He was also known to dish out more than his share of hazing and was referred to as “a champion at deviling plebes.”11 But, most of all, it was personal ambition that drove him as a soldier. Although he struggled with his studies, at West Point Pershing developed a fondness for history as well as sensitivity for other cultures. This was evident throughout his service, no matter where he served.12

			Pershing also appreciated West Point’s history and the alumni who went on to become great Army generals. Boyhood heroes such as Ulysses S. Grant, Robert E. Lee, and William Tecumseh Sherman had set a standard for future cadets, and when the latter came for a visit, Pershing made a point of seeking out Sherman in order to salute him in person.13 Pershing especially idolized Sam Grant. During the summer of 1885, when Grant’s funeral train passed through the nearby Garrison, New York, station on its way to Manhattan, Pershing stood at the head of his class’s entire battalion, leading them in salute as Grant’s remains rolled by.

			Pershing and Grant shared similar class rankings. Grant graduated from West Point twenty-first out of thirty-nine, while Pershing was ranked thirtieth out of seventy-seven. His dismal demerit tally partially accounted for the low position. Pershing received more than two hundred infractions. One time he was called out for studying French after hours and tried to hide this illicit activity by hanging a blanket over the window to block out his lamp. Most of the demerits, however, were for tardiness, a trait that he never remedied.14

			When Pershing was commissioned second lieutenant by President Grover Cleveland in the spring of 1886, joining him on graduation day were ten future brigadier generals and fifteen future major generals. The bulk of them would later serve in the AEF under their classmate.15

			After leaving West Point, Pershing was assigned to the 6th Cavalry Regiment on the frontier in New Mexico. On his way out west, Pershing’s railcar included others from West Point and a “jollier crowd than ours never traveled,” Pershing recalled. “We told stories, sang class songs, cleaned out eating houses, fired at prairie dogs, hazed the peanut boy, and practically ran the train.”16 Pershing found garrison duty was rarely fun and often tedious, but there were moments of excitement, too. He took part in patrols searching for renegade Apaches and Sioux, and although none of the campaigns resulted in capturing the natives, the rides taught the young lieutenant how to conduct field operations far from headquarters. He was also very nurturing to his men, making sure they were properly clothed and fed, and looking out for their overall well-being. For a short period Pershing commanded a company of Indian scouts and saw the Native Americans in a different light than did most other Army officers. By conversing with the Indians and watching their native dance, he quickly learned they weren’t savages or inferior to white men, as more senior officers had implied. Pershing firmly believed that educating oneself about other cultures was an essential part of leadership, and he remained dedicated to this approach for the rest of his Army service.

			While he was posted with the 6th Cavalry at Fort Niobrara, Nebraska, near the Dakota border, Pershing accepted an assignment with the University of Nebraska as professor of military science and tactics, as well as commandant of cadets. Despite some trepidation about teaching civilians to become soldiers, Pershing found his calling. Both the student body and the faculty adored him. “We tried to walk like Pershing, talk like Pershing, and look like Pershing,” one cadet recalled.17 One of the highlights of his tenure at Nebraska was forming an award-winning drill team that later became the “Pershing Rifles.” Always ambitious, he took on more responsibility by teaching math at a university-associated prep school. Two of his students were Dorothy Canfield, who spoke five languages fluently and would be a prolific writer, and Willa Cather, another future writer who became well-known for her novels about frontier life on the Great Plains.

			Canfield recalled that Pershing “taught a living subject like geometry as he would have taught a squad of raw recruits he was teaching to drill—that is, by telling them what to do and expecting them to do it. He was the kind who said, ‘Lesson for tomorrow will be from page 32 to page 36. All problems must be solved before coming to class.’ He never gave us any idea of what geometry was all about, and I now have the impression that he didn’t know himself.”18

			While Pershing was at Nebraska, the school’s chancellor invited him to study law, and he eagerly accepted. Pershing received his degree in June 1893, which held out a possibility of a career change. He now weighed his options and considered leaving the Army to practice law, but was talked out of it by Charles G. Dawes, a friend who was struggling as an attorney and told Pershing that he was better off in the military. When his university tour of duty ended, Pershing returned to the Army as a troop commander with the 10th Cavalry Regiment, one of four all African American units organized after the Civil War. It was a brief stint and not especially memorable, although Pershing found that African Americans were excellent soldiers and only wanted the same respect afforded white members of the Army. “It was a radical change,” Pershing wrote, “to go from the command of a corps of cadets of the caliber from which are drawn the leaders of the nation to a company of regulars composed of citizens who have always had only limited advantages and restricted ambitions.”19

			Much like his view of Native Americans, Pershing’s sympathy for black soldiers wasn’t entirely shared within the Army. When he returned to West Point as a tactics instructor in 1897 his students loathed him for being so strict in the classroom and behind his back they called him “Nigger Jack,” mocking his previous assignment. The nickname was later softened to “Black Jack,” and it stuck with him for the rest of his life. Pershing may have deserved some of the ridicule, but not the vicious moniker. Eleven years had passed since he had graduated from the Military Academy and naturally his standards as an officer had risen. Pershing expected the best from his students, even though as a cadet he had been far from perfect. “He seemed a heartless martinet,” one biographer wrote, “rigid, unforgiving, always ready to pounce on the slightest departure from perfect performance.”20 But Pershing never saw it this way and blamed the academy’s commandant of cadets for being too easy with the students. “Tactical officers under him had little encouragement to extend the scope of their instruction,” he wrote, “which continued to remain somewhat monotonous for officers and cadets alike.”21 Teaching at West Point was a miserable experience for Pershing and he couldn’t wait to leave. He got his chance in the spring of 1898, when the United States declared war on Spain two months after the USS Maine mysteriously exploded in Havana Harbor on February 15, killing 266 American sailors and marines.

			Pershing asked to be released from the academy in order to take part in the conflict with Spain, but was turned down. Undeterred, he took leave and headed to Washington, where he met with an acquaintance from Nebraska, Assistant Secretary of War George D. Meiklejohn. Pershing made his case for duty as a field officer and Meiklejohn agreed. He had Pershing reassigned to the 10th Cavalry, which was headed to Cuba with General William R. Shafter’s expeditionary force in May. Much to his disappointment, Pershing wasn’t given command of a troop, but named regimental quartermaster. Not exactly what he wanted, but still a vital job that required equipping, feeding, and supplying men. The 10th saw combat throughout the Cuban campaign, including the San Juan Hill attack in early July, and Pershing was right there with them. While bullets from the Spanish Mausers zinged around him, Pershing encouraged the troopers to keep fighting as though he were leading them in battle.

			During the confusion of battle, African American troopers intermingled with Theodore Roosevelt’s Rough Riders and together they crested the Kettle and San Juan Hills and drove off the enemy. It was a proud moment for Pershing and afterward he reveled in the bravery of his men. They “took cover only when ordered to do so,” he recorded, and “exposed themselves fearlessly.” Regimental commander Colonel Theodore Baldwin was much impressed by Pershing’s leadership during the battle. “I have been in many fights through the Civil War,” Baldwin told him, “but on my word, you were the coolest and bravest man I ever saw under fire in my life.” The United States prevailed in its “Splendid Little War” with Spain and at the turn of the twentieth century transitioned into a colonial empire.

			Victory in Cuba and the American acquisition of the Philippines brought with them numerous headaches for the War Department. The Army had responsibility for governing America’s new colonial possessions and found the occupation of the Philippines especially difficult. After being under Spanish rule for centuries, the Filipino people and the factions that ruled the country’s provinces wanted no part of the U.S. incursion. They retaliated with a bloody insurrection that lasted three years, but further violence against the American occupiers continued for several more years and resulted in mass casualties of soldiers and civilians.

			Pershing tasted combat in Cuba and liked the adventure and danger that came with it. He wanted an assignment in the Philippines to get more field experience and perhaps further recognition from his superiors. Once again, Pershing used his Washington contacts and was posted to the Philippines as adjutant general of the District of Zamboanga and later of the District of Mindanao, where problems with the Moros plagued the U.S. Army. Moros were not Catholic like other Filipinos, but Muslim, and they fought as a tribe with primitive weapons. Moro tribesmen were especially adept with long blades that had been handed down through generations of warriors. Pershing’s job was largely administrative, but he expanded his role to mediator, engaging the Moro natives as he had done with the Native Americans on the frontier. But the Moros, Pershing recognized, weren’t going to obey their Christian invaders so easily. “The Moro is of a peculiar make-up as to character,” he wrote, “though the reason is plain when considered, first, that he is a savage, second that he is a Malay; and third that he is a Mohammedan.” Furthermore, Pershing reasoned that “in order to control him other than by brute force, one must win his implicit confidence.”22

			Now a captain, Pershing was placed in charge of Camp Vicars, an outpost in Mindanao. There he used his diplomatic skills to learn the native traditions and language, and employed Moros to build schools and roads and instructed his men to purchase goods from the local markets. Slowly, Pershing built a rapport with the Moros. On the Fourth of July he invited tribal leaders to attend a celebration at the camp and ordered his soldiers to mingle with the guests. But Pershing found that goodwill only worked to a point and that brute force spoke volumes against the Moros, who were outmanned and outgunned by Black Jack’s army. During a brilliant expedition around Lake Lanao, in west-central Mindanao, Pershing and six hundred men left Camp Vicars on April 3, 1903, in an effort to subjugate the Moros in that district. Pershing described them as “the most warlike people in Mindanao.”23 The march around the lake took two weeks and they encountered minor resistance a few times. Pershing handled it with swift and devastating strength by having his men surround and destroy Moro fortifications. Mostly, Pershing’s expedition was greeted warmly and one of the tribal chiefs welcomed the Americans with a feast. Pershing’s exploits in the Philippines became legendary in the United States, and Americans thought of him as a hero. So did the Army, and other officers began to speculate that he was about to be promoted. Major General George W. Davis, the commander of U.S. forces in the Philippines, certainly liked the idea and wrote on Pershing’s behalf:

			When the time comes for the Department to make the selection of general officer for promotion from the grade of captain, I hope that Captain Pershing may be selected for brigadier general. I have frequently brought his merits to the attention of the Department, in routine and in special communications, for gallantry, good judgment, and thorough efficiency in every branch of the soldier’s profession. He is the equal of any and superior of most.24

			Pershing returned home in July 1903, and President Theodore Roosevelt attempted to reward him with a promotion to brigadier general, but couldn’t do so without congressional approval; they turned down the request. No one on Capitol Hill disputed whether Black Jack was a stellar officer, but the Army had a seniority list and he was near the bottom. As a compromise, Roosevelt considered making Pershing a colonel, but this was forbidden by law. Disappointed by the turn of events, Pershing nonetheless was optimistic about his future. He accepted a desk officer assignment on the General Staff in Washington and became a celebrity around town. Pershing attended all kinds of social engagements. One of them was a weekly dance at Fort Myer, and it was there, on December 3, 1903, that the forty-three-year-old bachelor met twenty-two-year-old Miss Helen Francis Warren of Cheyenne, Wyoming. She was the oldest child of Senator Francis Emory Warren, who chaired the Senate’s Military Affairs Committee. It was love at first sight, although the shy Pershing kept his feelings a secret from Frankie, as he called her, for many months.25 They became engaged the following year and married in 1905. The Pershing wedding was the social event of that year. A who’s who of Washington attended, including the Supreme Court justices, numerous congressmen, and President and Mrs. Roosevelt. After a brief honeymoon in the West, the Pershings headed to Japan for Black Jack’s next assignment—service as U.S. attaché and observer of the Mikado’s armies, which were embroiled in the Russo-Japanese War. In Manchuria Pershing witnessed the war’s carnage: smashed artillery, busted transport wagons, and devastated dwellings.26 The battlefield was strewn with dead horses, victims to machine guns massed against cavalry.27 For the first time Pershing witnessed modern war and its associated logistical problems when supply trains, guns, prisoners, and refugees clogged narrow roads. He was destined to confront similar issues with the AEF in 1918.

			While Captain John J. Pershing remained on duty in Asia, President Roosevelt once more nominated him to the rank of brigadier general. As before, the appointment needed congressional approval, but this time Pershing had a high-ranking senator on his side. News of Pershing’s promotion rocked the War Department. A leap from captain to general was not unheard-of but rare, especially during peacetime. In Pershing’s case, he passed over 257 captains who were senior to him, 364 majors, 131 lieutenant colonels, and 110 colonels. Newspapers jumped all over the story, proclaiming the promotion was “political pull” and “selection in marriage.”

			Eventually Roosevelt was pressured into publishing a letter he wrote to Senator Warren about his son-in-law’s rapid advancement: “The promotion was made purely on the merits, and unless I am mistaken, you never spoke to me on the subject until I had announced that he was to be promoted. . . . To promote a man because he marries a senator’s daughter would be an infamy, and to refuse him promotion for the same reason would be an equal infamy.”28

			Meanwhile, Pershing found himself embroiled in a controversy that threatened not only to derail his career but to end his marriage. Newspaper reports claimed that Pershing had acquired a Filipino mistress and had two children with her. He moved quickly to quell the rumors, making public statements, contacting influential friends in the Army and collecting affidavits from those who served him in the Philippines. He even contacted the woman whom he was alleged to have coupled with, and all of them came to Pershing’s rescue to proclaim his innocence. But the press was relentless and insisted they had three witnesses who knew otherwise—only one was dead, and the other two backed down when asked to come forward. Eventually the story faded away when the media reported the rumor was set by jealous officers whom Pershing had passed over for promotion.

			With his reputation and marriage intact, Pershing left Japan in January 1907 and headed back to the Philippines to command Fort McKinley, outside Manila. For twenty-two months he trained and prepared a full brigade for field operations, the largest concentration of American forces outside the United States. Commanding so many men was awkward at first, but Pershing adapted to the job, and it certainly helped prepare him for later assignments. After leaving the Philippines for Washington in July 1908, Pershing and Frankie took an indirect route through Russia and across Europe. During their visit to Germany Pershing witnessed a small-scale army maneuver and was briefed on German mobilization plans. He noted in his memoirs, “I have never before seen such perfect preparation.”

			No sooner had Pershing, Frankie, and their new baby girl settled into Washington than he was sent back to the Philippines on November 11, 1909, for a dual military and civilian role as commander of the Department of Mindanao and governor of the Moro Province. Like his earlier stretch in the Philippines, Pershing dealt directly with the Moros, who had become disruptive after he left six years earlier. And as he had done previously, Pershing undertook a combination of sympathetic rule and hard-fisted military action. Pershing also had responsibility for the well-being of about a half million people who lived in the province, thus giving him valuable administrative experience. At the close of 1914, after almost eight years abroad, the Pershings, now a family of six, left the Philippines for the United States. They settled into the Presidio in San Francisco, where he took command of the 8th Infantry Brigade.

			It was there, on August 27, 1915, that Pershing’s world was swept away by a horror he never fully recovered from. The previous night, a fire had broken out on what was known as the Pershing house on Moraga Street at the Presidio. Occupying the residence were Frankie as well as the Pershings’ son, Warren; and daughters, Helen, Anne, and Mary Margaret. The fire was likely ignited from fumes used to repair a floor in the home. Another family was also there that night and vacated at the first sign of flames, but for unknown reasons the Pershings became trapped and died from smoke inhalation. Four months before the fire, Pershing had transferred with the 8th Brigade to Fort Bliss in El Paso, Texas, where tensions on the border between the United States and Mexico had escalated. Frankie and the children were supposed to join Pershing at some point later that year.

			Pershing allegedly learned about the fire from Norman Walker, a reporter from the El Paso Herald. Scanning the morning Teletypes, Walker and another newsman were struck by a slowly developing story about a fire in the Presidio that destroyed the Pershing house. They eventually learned that the blaze killed Mrs. Pershing and three girls, and that only their son, Warren, had survived. Walker called Fort Bliss for confirmation and believed that the person who answered the phone was Lieutenant James Lawton Collins, Pershing’s longtime aide-de-camp. Walker had spoken with him before and thought he had recognized Collins’s voice. Walker said, “Lieutenant Collins, I have some more news on the Presidio fire.” A trembling voice on the other end responded, “What fire? What has happened?” He repeated, “What fire?” Walker, now realizing it was Pershing on the phone, trembled himself as he read the dispatch from the Teletype. “Oh, God! My God!” Pershing responded. “What’s that? Read that again!” Walker obeyed the general’s order, and as he read the tragic news again out loud, he could hear Pershing sighing in distress and then exclaiming, “My God! My God! Can it be true?” Walker apologized for mistakenly calling Pershing, who responded, “Thank you, Walker. It was very considerate of you to phone.”29

			Two days after the tragedy, Pershing reached San Francisco and headed to the funeral parlor, where he knelt for about ten minutes in front of each casket. Pershing then insisted upon going to the Presidio so that he could see the house and reconstruct the fire. Afterward, Pershing said, “I am now satisfied that nothing could have been done. They had no chance. I wanted to see that for myself.”30 After tending to the funeral arrangements in Wyoming, where Frankie and his daughters were laid to rest, Pershing returned to Fort Bliss with Warren and one of his sisters who would help take care of her nephew.

			Pershing rarely mentioned the heartbreak, ignoring it in the manuscript he wrote about his pre–First World War military service.31 Occasionally the topic came up with close friends. In 1918, he was in a car with Charles Dawes, and their conversation turned morose. Dawes mentioned his only son, who had drowned, triggering Pershing to think about his own loss. They both turned to each other, tears flowing, and Pershing lamented: “Even this war can’t keep it out of my mind.”32

			When he lost his family, a significant part of Pershing died, too. Frankie, with her warm, outgoing personality, had been a wonderful influence on him. Now that she was gone, he reverted back to being introverted and withdrawn. Black Jack socialized from time to time, playing cards and polo, but only with a cadre of folks who made up his limited inner circle of companions. His mailbox at Fort Bliss was flooded with condolence cards from around the world, including one from Pancho Villa, with whom he had a cordial relationship at this point.

			Pershing needed to get on with his life, and just as he had done before getting married, his focus was on the Army. He spent the remainder of 1915 and the first part of 1916 attending to the 8th Brigade. But then Pershing found a better distraction. While at Fort Bliss, he first met Lieutenant George S. Patton, a troop commander with the 8th Cavalry Regiment. Patton; his wife, Bea; and their children lived in post quarters, and in early 1916 his sister, Nita, traveled from California for a visit. During a social engagement at the fort, Pershing and Nita were introduced and a romance blossomed. Although still ravaged by the loss of his wife and the girls, Pershing was struck by Nita’s resemblance to Frankie, and she provided him the sensitivity and comfort he desperately needed. Their relationship was put on hold, however, when Pancho Villa and around four hundred men raided Columbus, New Mexico, on March 9, 1916, and tangled with the 13th U.S. Cavalry Regiment, who were garrisoned nearby. Villa supporters had been terrorizing Americans in Mexico and conducting border raids for the past year in retaliation for the U.S. backing of President Venustiano Carranza, whom he was embroiled with in a civil war. The day after Villa’s invasion, President Wilson “directed that an armed force be sent into Mexico with the sole purpose of capturing Villa and preventing any further raids by his band, and with scrupulous regard to the sovereignty of Mexico.”33

			Secretary of War Baker, who had just arrived in Washington and knew little about the Army’s field officers, asked his general staff to recommend an expedition leader. Army chief of staff Major General Hugh L. Scott and his assistant, Major General Tasker H. Bliss, put Pershing’s name forward, and Baker selected him. The other possibility was Major General Frederick Funston, a Medal of Honor recipient and presently commander of the Southern Department out of Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio. Funston outranked Pershing and seemed the obvious choice, but reports that he drank too much ruined his chances. Pershing also had more experience working directly with civilians than any other officer, and that comforted Baker.

			Out of all his Army assignments, commanding the Mexican Punitive Expedition was the most difficult. Capturing Villa would be hard enough, considering the bandit knew the terrain better than Pershing and had many allies willing to protect him, but entering Mexico and not inciting its army into a full-scale war would be another challenge. Just after midnight on March 18, 1916, Pershing and the Mexican Punitive Expedition brought the U.S. Army into the modern era of warfare. Accompanying the twelve thousand Regulars were motorized supply trucks, Signal Corps communication equipment, and some airplanes. Pershing split his army into two columns and headed toward the town of Casa Grandes, one hundred miles south of Columbus. A supply base was established at Colonia Dublán and this is where Pershing made his headquarters.

			Four weeks into the operation, Pershing’s Punitive Expedition had pushed 350 miles into Mexico without snagging Villa, although there had been several skirmishes with his Villistas. On March 29, 1916, 370 troopers from the 7th Cavalry Regiment clashed with Villa’s bandits at San Geronimo ranch near the town of Guerrero. Seventy-five Villistas were killed and five Americans wounded. Villa escaped unharmed; it was the closest Pershing’s men would get to capturing him. On April 12, a squadron of the 13th Cavalry entered the town of Parral, four hundred miles from the border, where they were swarmed by an angry crowd. Wisely, squadron commander Major Frank Tompkins tried to leave town and was attacked in the process by the local Carranzistas (the name given to Carranza’s military forces). Tompkins engaged the Mexicans, and after more American cavalry arrived throughout the day, the outnumbered Carranzistas withdrew. Two Americans died and six were wounded during the standoff. There were many more Mexican casualties, although the exact number is disputed.

			Frustrated by failing to locate Villa’s whereabouts and fighting Mexican troops in the process, Pershing’s men grew tired and aggravated. Cavalry regiments were overly exhausted because much of the landscape they traversed was mountainous and troopers often had to lead the horses on foot. Mexican villagers added to the misery. Pershing ordered his men to treat them with respect and purchase their goods at fair prices, as he had done with the Moros. But locals didn’t reciprocate the kindness and snubbed the Americans when asked for help finding Villa. Even more distressing was the Carranza government, which had reluctantly permitted the expedition into Mexican territory under pressure from Wilson, now hoped the Americans would go away.

			Pershing thought the 1st Aero Squadron, with its eight Curtiss JN-3 (Jennys) airplanes, led by Captain Benjamin Foulois, could help spot the bandit. He was mistaken. One of the planes crashed on its maiden flight from Columbus to Colonia Dublán, and the other planes either couldn’t fly much above the treetops, or suffered from broken propellers, among other failures. Pershing lamented that the “aeroplanes have been of no material benefit . . . either in scouting or as a means of communication. They have not at all met my expectations.”34

			On June 21, the last major battle of the expedition involved Pershing’s old regiment, the 10th Cavalry. Once again the enemy was not the Villistas but the Mexican Army. Eleven American soldiers were killed in a skirmish at Carrizal, including the commander of Troop C, Captain Charles Boyd, when the regiment entered the village without approval from the local Carranzista commander. Pershing wanted to retaliate by attacking the Carranzista garrison at Chihuahua, but President Wilson rejected his order for fear it would lead to war between the United States and Mexico and requested that the commander now cease hostile activity. Pershing obeyed and agreed that he would stand down until further notice. Despite the lack of progress and frustrations over equipment failures, Pershing kept his composure and remained professional throughout the expedition. This is apparent in one of the iconic photographs taken of him at the time. Pershing is captured sitting confidently on his horse. A “Montana Peak” campaign hat rests just above his ears, while he wears a crisp shirt and perfectly knotted tie.

			With the Punitive Expedition stalled and Pershing waiting for direction from Washington, he still found ways to keep busy. Correspondent Junius Wood observed that the general always seemed energetic. “A light may burn in his tent until early morning,” Wood recorded, “while he sits alone reading over reports and planning moves for future days. He may be up at daylight, walking through the sleeping camp and observing with his own eyes.” Wood was also amazed at how well Pershing recalled little details. For instance, the correspondent mentioned that he heard fifty horses were killed by lightning. “That’s not quite correct,” Pershing countered. “Five were killed, one stricken blind, and twelve were stunned.”35

			As 1916 dragged into 1917, there was still no movement by the expedition. Morale within Pershing’s army was low and he had a tough time keeping out boredom. Pershing knew that social activities helped combat the doldrums of military life, so he got hold of some projectors and screens to show nightly movies, and encouraged the men to form baseball and polo teams. Soldiers also found their own form of entertainment by way of prostitutes. As long as the Americans had money, women were willing to show Mexican hospitality in bushes and shacks. The longer Pershing’s men remained in the camps, the greater the rate of venereal disease. A bishop from a nearby Mormon colony complained to Pershing about the debauchery his ladies witnessed and presented a solution: locate a “restricted district” outside of the Army camp that would be run by a Mexican manager. Pershing liked the idea, made one of his doctors a health inspector, and set up the brothel. A visit with a prostitute was fixed at two dollars and the men flocked to the establishment. Suddenly, Pershing’s bold social experiment caused the VD rate to plummet. In response to his critics, who were few in number, Pershing said, “The establishment was necessary and has proved the best way to handle a difficult problem.”36

			Meanwhile, frequent border raids, in some cases led by Carranzista officers, plagued the United States along the Rio Grande. President Wilson responded by ordering 150,000 National Guardsmen to the border, and they were placed under Pershing’s control. Because many in the Guard had little or no military training and limited equipment, Pershing refused to make them part of the Punitive Expedition. They remained on patrol in Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas.

			At the end of January the Punitive Expedition began to withdraw and returned to Columbus, New Mexico, almost a year after their mission commenced. Even though Villa was still on the loose, the expedition was not all for naught, but a valuable experience for Pershing and the Regular Army. As one historian has noted, “Pershing came out of the Mexican trial a hard, taciturn, competent major general.”37 He gained precious field experience and learned how to operate with the complicated modern tools of war, such as trucks, airplanes, and wireless communication. Mexico was clearly a training ground for future warfare. Two weeks after Pershing returned from Mexico, General Funston died of a heart attack, and Black Jack took over as Southern Department commander at Fort Sam Houston.

			Within hours of the United States’ declaration of war against Germany, Pershing campaigned for what would be the most coveted assignment in the U.S. Army. He wrote President Wilson and Secretary of War Baker that he was ready and able to take command of an overseas expeditionary force to Europe. He told Wilson, “I am exultant that my life has been spent as a soldier, in camp and field, that I may now the more worthily and more intelligently serve my country and you.” To Baker, Pershing said basically the same thing: “My life has been spent as a soldier, much of it on campaign, so I am now fully prepared for the duties of this hour.” While Black Jack cooled his heels at Fort Sam Houston, Senator Warren, who remained close to his son-in-law and continued looking out for his best interests, sent him a telegram with this question: “Wire Me Today Whether And How Much You Speak, Read And Write French.” Pershing hastily replied that he studied it at West Point and improved on the language when he and Frankie toured Europe and had a stopover in France. Following Senator Warren’s telegram were orders to report to chief of staff Major General Hugh Scott in Washington. There, Scott told Pershing that he would command a composite division, but that changed two days later, after meeting with Newton Baker. Pershing would now immediately head to Europe with a small staff who would become the nucleus of what was soon to be called the American Expeditionary Forces.

		

	
		
			2

			FIRST ARMY IS BORN

			On June 8, 1917, following a ten-day journey across the Atlantic, Pershing and his party arrived in England. It was a working trip on board the Baltic, and Pershing kept his staff busy outlining plans for the AEF. One of their fundamental concerns was how long would it take to ready American troops for battle and where on the western front were they going to operate. Pershing knew that once he arrived in Europe, the British and French would ask the same question, and for now he didn’t have a ready answer.

			Greeting Pershing at Liverpool were a small group of dignitaries, a handful of newspapermen, and some soldiers from the Royal Welsh Fusiliers. After exchanging pleasantries, Pershing traveled by train to London, where he met King George V at Buckingham Palace. His stay in London lasted three more days, filled with a church service at Westminster Abbey, a conference with Prime Minister David Lloyd George, and a blunt talk with General Sir William “Wully” Robertson, chief of the Imperial Staff, who insisted that once American soldiers arrived overseas, Pershing would turn them over to the British Army. Pershing respectfully declined, but did ask if Robertson would help secure shipping to get the U.S. Army overseas faster. That was “entirely out of the question,” Pershing was told, because there weren’t enough ships to fulfill British needs. Their meeting ended with nothing resolved.

			Pershing left England early on June 13 and reached Boulogne-sur-Mer at ten a.m. There his party was met by a much larger crowd than in Liverpool, including a band, which, much to Pershing’s annoyance, played the “Star-Spangled Banner” over and over again. After that, the “Marseillaise” was played repeatedly while a line of French officers shook hands with Black Jack, who then gave a brief speech. Later in the day Pershing was whisked away to Paris. At the Gare du Nord he was greeted with even more French fanfare and renditions of the two national anthems. Then he left on a two-mile trip from the train station to the Hôtel de Crillon, his residence for the next few days. The short fifteen-minute ride took longer than usual due to the thousands of Parisians who crowded the streets cheering, crying, waving American flags and shouting “Vive l’Amérique” as the motorcade passed by. The French viewed the Americans as saviors who would put an end to the suffering of war and bring victory. Pershing was visibly moved by the reception but he knew that right now he could provide little in the way of hope with only a few staff officers and aides. There was no telling when a vast army of Americans would arrive. He lamented later on that the enthusiasm of the French “was most touching and in a sense most pathetic.”1

			Much like his visit to London, Pershing’s time in Paris was blocked with visits, meetings, and more lunches and dinners than he would have liked. His talks with French commanders were cordial, especially the one in Compiègne, where he first met General Henri-Philippe Pétain, the hero of Verdun and now commander in chief of the French Army. As one of Pershing’s biographers observed, there was a great similarity between the two men. Around the same age, both Pétain and Pershing were ambitious, strong-minded, serious, and handsome.2 When they met on June 16, Pétain stressed his appreciation for the Americans, but said it was imperative that they make an immediate contribution to the war, telling Pershing after lunch: “I hope it is not too late.” More than ever, Pétain’s sense of urgency made Pershing recognize that the war was close to being lost.

			
				[image: ]
			

			That afternoon Pershing presented the AEF strategy: his troops would fight as an independent army with their own sector. Pershing selected Lorraine, a region stretching between the Argonne Forest and the Vosges Mountains. Lorraine not only borders Germany but also touches on Belgium and Luxembourg. To supply the AEF, the Americans would have access to the ports of Saint-Nazaire, La Pallice, and Bassens on the western coast, as well as French railways that converged in the Lorraine region.

			Pétain shook his head in approval and shifted the conversation to where the Americans would launch their first offensive. As both generals pored over a map of the western front, Pershing became fixated on the St. Mihiel Salient. By eliminating this bulge in the line, Black Jack opined, his
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