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To my dad, who taught me how to wage peace





[God’s] most dreaded instrument,

In working out a pure intent,

Is Man, arrayed for mutual slaughter,

Yea, Carnage is his daughter!

—William Wordsworth







Introduction Illiberal Arts

In September 2025, I received word from a trusted source that Valley Forge Military Academy was closing after ninety-eight years. The place had been founded by a lieutenant general on an old-school promise, but one with seemingly endless appeal: “Send us your boy and we will return to you a man.”

Since the dawn of America, the military has articulated some version of this pledge, solidly staking its claim on the monumental work of building the American man. While the military’s masculine archetype was formed inside the wire, it went mainstream long ago, evident by a dizzying array of cultural tokens, from war movies and toy soldiers to cargo pants, Boy Scouts, bodybuilding, and the Hummer. Military principles have infused countless parenting books and informed self-help gurus across the political spectrum. Conservative Missouri senator Josh Hawley’s 2023 book, Manhood: The Masculine Values America Needs, explicitly romanticizes the warrior archetype, arguing that “men are part of God’s solution to danger in the world.” Liberal alpha-bro podcaster Scott Galloway similarly argues in his 2025 book Notes on Being a Man that proper masculinity involves “acting as if you are wearing military fatigues, recognizing that a core reason you are here is to protect yourself, your partner, your family, and your country.”

America is today in general agreement around certain precepts that all men should aspire to, among them strength, discipline, and self-sacrifice. On close inspection, however, it becomes abundantly clear that these traits are calibrated to enhance the aims of the military state, not the man. In truth, each tenet has nuggets worth living by. But as broadly interpreted today, these characteristics fuel stoicism, self-destructiveness, and nihilism, forming an outlook that is beneficial for cold battlefield environments but not at all equipped to handle the emotional complexities of civilian life. John Wheeler, a 1966 West Point graduate, aptly articulated this corrosive worldview, explaining that his commitment to the Army revolved around his belief that there are “things worth dying for.” This distinctly masculine outlook, Wheeler reasoned, inverts a more optimistic, feminine-coded belief that “there are things worth living for.”

I first heard about “the Forge,” as insiders call it, in late 2020, when a group of concerned parents reached out and told me the place was falling apart. “We, the parents, paid for a product, we were promised a product,” Scott Newell, a former parent and alumnus, told me back then. “And then they switched the product out and turned it into bullshit.”

For much of its history, the Forge resembled a patriotic paradise. Cadets ranging in age from twelve to twenty-one aimed to build their bodies and sharpen their minds on a verdant, hundred-acre campus located on the outskirts of Philadelphia. Now, in Newell’s eyes, the school was enabling the kind of masculine dysfunction it promised to prevent. “We have an entire generation in this country that has failed miserably at character and leadership and honor and integrity. And now I’m going to get choked up and cry,” he said, not a lick of emotion tingeing his voice, “because that’s all the stuff you learn at military academies like Valley Forge.”

When I first dug into the Forge, I discovered an acrid strain of masculinity that was raw, violent, fiercely hierarchical, and quickly mutating out of control. I uncovered stories of vicious beatings, brutal rapes, predatory grooming, and widespread racism and misogyny. I was told about incidents of waterboarding, whippings, brandings with scalding forks, forced piercings, even horse abuse. These boys of the Forge were hurting, but had only learned how to hurt.

During the previous four academic years, local police had responded more than three hundred times to incidents on campus, including for cadets as young as thirteen experiencing psychiatric crises and demonstrating suicidal behavior. In the spring of 2016, a promising eighteen-year-old cadet named Carey Lecamp killed himself in his dorm room.

Most shocking, perhaps, was the behavior of the men in charge, who showed not only willful ignorance of this culture, but active complicity in it. They retaliated against boys who spoke out, fixed grades to burnish the school’s reputation, and padded their own pockets. Some were also violent. In 2023, not long after my investigation into the Forge was published in Mother Jones, its Board of Trustees voted to funnel their dwindling resources and institutional energy not into addressing cadet abuse, but instead to build “Crossed Sabres,” a palatial farmhouse-style residence worth $1.7 million for academy president colonel Stuart B. Helgeson and his wife, Stephanie, to use, free of charge. The board also hired Mrs. Helgeson, a former insurance representative, as the school’s chief development officer. As a flurry of former cadets filed lawsuits alleging long-lasting trauma from their time at the Forge, Helgeson took aim at the school’s public critics, whom, he alleged, were “weakening the brand.”

While the military’s conception of masculinity has thoroughly leaked into America’s cultural groundwater, it initially appeared to me that well would soon run dry. In recent years, a slew of military schools have shut their doors, including Howe Military Academy, in Indiana, which closed in 2019 after 135 years due to budget shortfalls and dwindling enrollment. A few years later, a Georgia military academy closed suddenly following a series of massive, gang-related brawls among cadets, where numerous shanks and improvised weapons were found. Then another academy, this one in Wyoming, went dark without notice.

In 2010, the New York Military Academy nearly closed. A band of school officials traveled to Manhattan to plead for a bailout from the academy’s most famous alumnus, Donald J. Trump. According to two attendees of the meeting, Trump became visibly irritated after a rogue parent pitched an ambitious $50 million plan to build a hotel at the academy, along with a junior college. Then an alumnus spilled a Diet Coke on Trump’s flashy carpet. “[Trump] was quite pissed off,” one of the attendees recalled. “And then Miss America came into the meeting and distracted everybody. And that was the end of the meeting.” While it looked for a moment as if Trump’s alma mater might shutter forever, it was purchased by figures allegedly connected to the Chinese Communist Party for a cool $16 million. They run the school to this day.

The Forge’s military high school closed, but its junior college remains open, as of this writing, and officials have announced plans to spin off the old high school into a charter. The Forge has further fortified its future through a training partnership with the Pennsylvania National Guard, plus an NSA-certified cybersecurity program and a gestating drone-pilot initiative. In October 2025, the Forge became the first signatory to President Trump’s “Compact for Higher Education Excellence,” which demands, among other things, that participants ban affirmative action and crack down on programs that “punish, belittle” or “spark violence against conservative ideas.” Three months later, in January 2026, the feds issued a $1 million grant to the Forge. It tasked the troubled academy with developing accreditation standards for military schools across America.

The Forge has also exported its brand overseas through a satellite campus in Qatar that imposes its punitive practices on an even younger cohort—elementary school kids—a sign that, even after perilous battlefield defeats in the Middle East, the image of the upstanding American military officer remains attractive on the world stage.

The deeper I have looked, the more evidence I have discovered that military education is not a dying, outmoded brand, but a generously resourced, always-and-forever force in shaping the American man. Its resilient influence is evident by the dozens of military schools dotting the American landscape and by the powerful institutions that alumni control. Four U.S. presidents, including Trump, have attended military schools, as have a handful of Fortune 500 CEOs, dozens of lawmakers, and top figures in the Defense Department, America’s largest employer.



AMERICAN MASCULINITY IS PREDICATED on the wobbly assumption that man is violent by nature. In a 2025 speech before every senior American defense official, Trump’s self-styled “Secretary of War” Pete Hegseth passionately defended this premise and derided pacifism as “naive and dangerous.”

“It ignores human nature and it ignores human history,” Hegseth argued. “Either you protect your people and your sovereignty, or you will be subservient to something or someone. It’s a truth as old as time.”

Hegseth has some history in his back pocket, but not much science. Men have fought many wars, that is true, but those leading them have never relied on innate aggression to naturally show itself. Rather, they have cultivated violence, often in closed and highly controlled educational environments. And often for years.

Since America’s founding, military brass have painstakingly developed and refined a military curriculum that breeds loyalty, teaches obedience, and constructs violence, all the while convincing the public that conflict is a hardwired male instinct. One early West Point superintendent briefly let this assertion slip when he acknowledged that a cadet’s “cruel” and “brutal” behavior is not “inbred,” and, in fact, could be “absolutely eradicated.” But it never has been.

Instead, the military’s muscular masculine archetype has become one of America’s most coveted assets. Like warfare itself, it is ever evolving. A diluted form of military manliness can be replicated in the civilian world, though it is always a clear knockoff. It lacks the high-and-tight haircut, the posture, the gaze, the mythic war stories of conquest, destruction, and dominance. Those who secure the genuine article make a devil’s bargain. As sociologist Ramon Hinojosa writes, “the irony is that by accessing the resources of the military to construct a hegemonic masculinity, [men] will be subordinated and/or marginalized.” The male military identity is ultimately false, and fleeting, for it is meted out in small doses by men in power, who, for institutional purposes, always withhold unconditional acceptance. Military masculinity is unsustainable. Real self-actualization is never achieved.

Many men nonetheless fight their way to the top of the military hierarchy. Some do so by toeing the line. Others become intoxicated by the obligatory respect and conditional salvation that their status confers. Some live with shame about the things they had to do to get there. Many in this latter group come to see the tragic fact at the heart of the military system: the military does not make them stronger; it alters and degrades them, sometimes forever.

Far before they see the front lines of battle, many cadets are diagnosed with PTSD, a condition that represents a powerful rejoinder to the assertion that violence is natural. If the human propensity for violence is innate, then it wouldn’t create such persistent pain and mental turmoil in its wake. The mother of one cadet I met saw her boy transform from a warm and idealistic schoolboy into a withdrawn adult who drinks to excess and sleeps with a hunting knife under his pillow. Other cadets told me they go to bed with weapons in close proximity, or, decades after graduation, remain wracked by nightmares and anxiety stemming from their time on campus. During one recent “Hell Week” initiation for first-years at Virginia Military Institute, a lonely so-called “rat” in the mess hall responded to a superior’s verbal lashing by smashing his face repeatedly on a table, a bloody mental break that got him sent home. “It took a football player to stop him,” one of his classmates told me. “It was pretty gruesome.” Another cadet sued the Missouri Military Academy in 2022 after allegedly facing weekly beatings so bad he attempted suicide while on break in hopes of forever forestalling his return.

Military academies long welcomed only white males. Today, this is no longer the case. The outsiders who integrated this system powerfully challenged the military’s established masculine order. They experienced additional layers of hell. Kris Fuhr, one of West Point’s early female cadets, has screamed bloody murder in her sleep every night since facing a slew of grotesque abuse as a seventeen-year-old plebe nearly five decades ago. “You can’t be tortured for a whole fucking year and go through what we went through and not have that,” she told me.

While the military does not publicly track suicides at its schools, many youngsters have been ground down to the point of seeking self-annihilation. During the summer of 1976, one West Point colonel cavalierly acknowledged to parents the brutality of these conditions. “Your kids are going to get depressed,” he announced. “We usually get eight or nine suicide attempts the first year—cadets drink rifle oil, eat too many aspirins. So, it’s critical for the new cadets to feel that they’re doing well.” How the colonel’s directive squared with the steady parade of insults and devaluation these first-year “plebes” were about to endure was not entirely clear, though it seems the colonel assumed that families would shoulder the emotional load.



THE PENTAGON HAS ALWAYS UNDERSTOOD the profound impact of schooling on shaping society. Our learning system affects politics, influences the economy, interprets history, commissions research, and, most broadly, facilitates growth, from child to adult. Understanding this, the military has secured a prominent place for itself in academia—establishing five service academies, like West Point, plus various war colleges, a combat studies institute, a defense university, and a national intelligence university. These institutions have, in turn, seeded scientific journals, publishing houses, and academic awards. The military also oversees 5,200 ROTC programs in public colleges and high schools, and supports state-run, religiously chartered, and private military schools, like the Forge. These schools rear the elite military officer class; though lower down the ranks, enlisted troops are exposed to an abridged military education, too, via boot camp, which provides its own kind of schooling. That’s why basic training concludes with a commencement ceremony of sorts, wherein friends and family members show up, beaming in their Sunday best and snapping congratulatory photos to celebrate the making of a boy into a troop.

The Pentagon’s reach extends to even younger populations, too, in programs that appear innocuous, like the Boy Scouts or the Young Marines, and into civilian colleges and universities by way of hefty research grants. Between 2014 and 2024, Johns Hopkins University, as one example, received more than twice as much money from the Defense Department as it did in tuition.

Most American men receive some form of military conditioning, even if it isn’t through official channels. Often it is inculcated through cultural osmosis—via fashion, literature, film—or passed intergenerationally through blood. While only a small slice of American men today have served in the armed forces, many have at least one relative in their family tree with a service record, and, perhaps, some psychic scars to show for it. Up until very recently, warfare has been man’s defining vocation, with nearly 30 percent of all American men fighting for Uncle Sam during World War II. These sweeping levels of participation, calculated alongside service rates in other American conflicts, suggests that the military has altered the American man on a genomic level.



THE PENTAGON LIKES TO FRAME its training methods as peer-reviewed and pedagogical, a claim bolstered by its well-appointed military schools and their trappings, from grassy quads and student centers, to grades, academic robes, and degrees. All this has elevated, distinguished, and validated the world’s most brutal profession, making bloodshed scientific and deriving an “art” of war.

But there is not much real art on these campuses, only black-and-white binaries. The creative ambiguities in the humanities get short shrift, in favor of math, science, and engineering—a trend now truer than ever as the service academies purge civilian professors and gut their already meek liberal arts offerings. This campaign is motivated by a new brashness among the brass to dispense with the pomp and circumstance of military society and noblesse oblige in favor of a brutal admission: that after all is said and done, the generals need bodies, not souls, pliant soldiers not creative minds or questioning individuals.

Just as the gauntlet of Greek Life at civilian colleges and universities rewards pledges through its chummy alumni networks of money men and corporate executives, military schools provide entrée to exclusive government corridors. There may be no immediate financial payoff within this world, but members gain access to something just as intoxicating: power.

Power is the true nucleus of these military environments, an indoctrination tool serving as both reward and punishment. Force and control are dangerous, cadets are told, but they can be channeled for noble aims. Many of the cadets I spoke to didn’t enter these schools seeking power. Many had previously faced bullying, family strife, economic insecurity, or other antagonistic conditions. What they truly sought was armor, not weapons.

Once they enter the system, however, these young aspirants are cultivated to want power. That is because they find themselves in an atmosphere of insecurity that is most easily remedied through force. The best way to secure a modicum of peace is by climbing to the top of the hierarchy within the corps of cadets. At West Point and other military schools, the first year cadets at the bottom are called “plebes,” or commoners. At the Air Force Academy, they’re known as “doolies,” which apparently stems from the Greek word doulos, meaning slave. At the Virginia Military Institute, they’re labeled “rats.” The only way to move up is by following the rules and targeting the weakest links. This structure is clarifying, for it suggests that the military does not tease out latent aggression—it breeds it.



MANY SERVICE MEMBERS RESIST THE MILITARY’S EFFORTs to capture their minds. Some snap out of it early, rebel against it late, or never believe to begin with. But there are also men who lose themselves entirely. Those who become reflexively pro-military should not be seen as weak or gullible. Many entered the field with a child’s mind: malleable, optimistic, and a bit reckless.

It is no mistake that the troops serving on the front lines are called the infant-ry, or that the military school rank of “cadet” translates in French to “youngest child.” War may be commonly described as a man’s game, but it’s boys who have long fed and fueled the whole enterprise. George Washington’s Continental Army featured troops as young as fourteen, while the Civil War had more than 200,000 soldiers under eighteen. In its earliest form, West Point trained cadets as young as ten.

The military seeks young people not because they are the most physically adept, but because they are the most emotionally vulnerable. One study found that military cadets are often characterized by their sharp sensitivity, strong impressionability, and increased emotionality. For these young people, “each success provokes great delight, and a mistake or failure—deep concern and self-dissatisfaction.” Another 1975 paper showed how the military reshapes boys through three interlocking components: “the acceptance of psychological control, the equation of masculine identity with military performance, and the infusion of raw aggression into the entire military mission.”

Modern enlistment age in America was initially set at twenty-one, then pushed down to eighteen, then seventeen with a parent’s permission, where it stands today. The average enlistment age today is nineteen. These are adults in the government’s eyes, but many remain fundamentally innocent, years away from fully developed brains. Many are dreamers, some are virgins. Few have had a real job or lived outside of their parents’ house. The few who harbor violent tendencies at this age generally have a history that’s led to it.

Many boys who join share a tragic and misguided rejection of their youth and are impatient to become men—a transformation the military is happy to facilitate. It hastens their growth through heavy doses of pain and stress, often frontloaded in the early days of training, or in the first academic year. Some who make it through proudly refer to themselves, and each other, as “old men.” Military schooling, or training, precludes natural, more complex versions of manhood from sprouting. What forms in its place is something strange and uncanny: a child’s face extinguished of youth and its accompanying traits, like sweetness, empathy, imagination, and whimsy.

Beyond the military’s promise of manhood is the interrelated assurance of bringing meaning to life. The military understands children’s dreams, aspirations, and anxieties, and it promises to give them what they need, whether it’s status, money, schooling, family, or just a place to escape. It pledges to wipe away an existing identity, and that’s often exactly what people want—the chance to reinvent themselves in a new world. Marine general Charles Krulak once testified proudly to the transformative potential of the service via one of his economically disadvantaged recruits, who, after emerging victorious from the crucible of training, cried out “I am somebody!”

Many are looking for direction, community, or the chance to give back. The military provides synthetic versions of these things, ones formed through classical tools of indoctrination. What materializes is not an enlivening mission, but a dehumanizing one, a bait and switch perfectly articulated through the Freudian slip of a recent West Point graduate who told me he applied to the academy because, “I’ve always been interested in servitude.”

Cadets and recruits alike are placed in environments of isolation, exhaustion, friction, and hierarchy. They are cut off from friends, family, and lovers, and told to make new ones. They are given new haircuts, new diets, new clothes. They are also exposed to new ideas, which are literally drilled into them.

Much like war itself, their training experiences are marked by sharp contrasts, highs and lows, hate and love, comedy and tragedy. Some cadets benefit from order, and through the academies’ call to shared sacrifice, they develop a powerful sense of belonging. Others graduate broken or feeling ostracized. Some try to escape. Others die. Many find father figures or make lifelong friendships, including, at times, with kids who have hurt them. There is intense and intentional trauma bonding at these places, part of the military’s drive to build friendship and loyalty via shared moments of intense agitation. All of this serves to ensure that soldiers disgorged onto the barren fields of combat stay dependable and connected—through their commitment to each other more than to any politics motivating the conflict.

All who survive training, or make it through military school, are held up as paragons of their communities. They are celebrated in school assemblies and American Legion events, their names and faces plastered across pages of the local paper. (Today, they can also board commercial airplanes early.) In many cases, the military will dictate how they live the rest of their lives. Faceless leaders will send troops out on foreign deployments and assign them new communities. This will influence whom they marry, how they vote, when they die. Etched on many of their gravestones will be little else than their name and service record.

The military’s air of honor and exclusivity is held up through savvy PR and sloganeering—“the few, the proud”—plus the service academy system, which bills itself as the blood brother of the Ivy League. This elitism is also upheld through intolerance. The military was, and is, a bastion of white male conservatism, largely populated by people who covet the bestowal of a masculinity that does not countenance female strength, nor queer peers or those of color.

While the list of military school alumni boasts some of the world’s most powerful people, the brass always needs bodies. They have, as such, turned to less-than-reputable sources, including military-style reform schools packed with troubled teens. The resulting class of men and women leading enlisted troops into battle includes Rhodes Scholars and former juvenile defendants.

This wide spectrum clarifies the historical dearth of options for American men, and also the failure of the American educational system to provide for those in need. The military schooling system is, in addition to everything else, a catch-all system for kids with unaddressed emotional needs and learning problems. In 1916, when the military lobbied hard to create compulsory military education, a New York City public school official named James Mackenzie powerfully asserted that the military simply isn’t the answer to every child’s problems. “If American boys lack discipline, by all means, let us supply it,” he told The New York Times. “But not through training whose avowed aim is human slaughter.”

Many embrace alternative paths when they are offered. Countless civilian students find interests and vocations they love in school, and some manage to pursue them, especially if they have mentorship and, increasingly, means. But there are few and dwindling paths into other forms of public service, few purely peaceful avenues to defend the nation or show strength.

When an anti-war movement sprouted during Vietnam, millions rushed to the cause, providing not only a direct threat to the Pentagon’s immediate aims, but also an alternative path to meaning. Oddly enough, my own father, anxious to escape his turbulent family life, flirted with ROTC and, before that, military school as a youth—Valley Forge, in fact. But after attending a pacifist Quaker school, and finding a father figure at Boston University in Howard Zinn, he ended up a leader in the anti-war movement during Vietnam. My dad could just have easily become a hard-boiled colonel, but there was another option available to him, and he took it.

The peace movement my dad joined offered an alternative model for manhood. This helps explain the verve with which the military moved to violently shut it down. Since Vietnam, the military has continued to work to maintain its grasp on our perceptions and practices of manhood and to cast any countercultural forces as weak and effeminate. Over this same period, American society has mentored and championed girls in ways that have created new and transformational opportunities that redefine what it means to emerge into womanhood.

In the absence of fresh meanings and directions for men, our military’s violence-affirming ideologies powerfully persist, animating unnecessary conflicts and overtaking America’s masculine ideas. This is now spawning radical, revanchist, and vengeful undercurrents among soldiers and civilians alike.

Yet despite mounting evidence, Pentagon officials and other government leaders have failed to step in, and in some cases are actively obscuring problems, sometimes even feeding them. Today, the facts are clearer than ever: military schooling is an increasingly dubious and, when poorly overseen, potentially dangerous form of teaching, one that has spawned polarization, male isolation and frustration, and a child abuse crisis hiding in plain sight. It’s also utterly ineffective at winning wars. And yet it nonetheless continues to be broadly and blindly declared as essential, even as credible voices raise alarms.



THIS BOOK FOLLOWS THE FOUNDATION, development, and dysfunction of the military education system through the voices of people who have lived through it. The reason to focus here is not simply due to the unique role of military schools in grooming the top talent that fights America’s wars—though that is important and helps explain the last half century of military failures. Rather, these schools offer the clearest view into the stubborn influence and overall emptiness of military ideology, the cruelty of military training and masculinity, and the entire institution’s reliance on schoolchildren. By tracing cadets’ hopes and dreams, their wounds and regrets, and, in some cases, their grotesque transformations, one can see how the military’s coercive, even cultish, curriculum takes hold—and, hopefully, how to provide America’s children with an alternative path toward peace, and a natural, more tender form of masculinity.





Chapter 1 The Founding Father

Many big ideas animated the American Revolution, but the rebellion itself was sparked by the indignities of life in a militarized state. In the fall of 1768, as the British crown imposed new laws and taxes on the American colonies, King George III called on an increasing number of troops, sailors, and spies to enforce his dictates and suppress any objections from his subjects.

The largest contingent of redcoats—a force numbering roughly one thousand—was deployed to the particularly nettlesome city of Boston. Colonists there retaliated against their military occupiers by stalking them, hissing at them, and dressing them down as “bloody-back thieving dogs” and “damned rascally scoundrel lobster sons of bitches.” Some pelted troops with whatever was close at hand: stones, mud, oyster shell fragments, snowballs, even pieces of brick.

Others articulated their grievances in “The Journal of Occurrences,” an anonymous, syndicated news column that chronicled a slew of alleged redcoat misdeeds against Bostonians. The first dispatch, from December 1768, tells of troops who seized a doctor “by the collar” and aggressively questioned him, as well as a woman they treated “with great rudeness.” The column also alleged more disturbing behavior, including rape and assault. Tensions reached a boiling point in 1770 with the “Boston Massacre,” in which nine British soldiers shot indiscriminately into a large crowd that was harassing them, killing five. Many subsequently came to view standing armies as intrinsically corrupt and irredeemable, “nurseries of vice,” they alleged, and “the grand engine of despotism.”

The Founding Fathers similarly viewed troops as the crucial predicate for government oppression. John Hancock, then a lawmaker in Massachusetts, inveighed against the “vile assassins” the Crown had sent to Boston, while Samuel Adams argued in a newspaper column that “no man can pretend to say that peace and good order of the community is so secure with soldiers quartered in the body of a city as without them.” As fragments of a new government framework started to materialize, James Madison argued that “oppressors can tyrannize only when they achieve a standing army, an enslaved press, and a disarmed populace.”

While George Washington had technically served under the Crown as a young major in the Virginia militia during the French and Indian War, he found the experience thoroughly emasculating. He once vented privately about his second-class status, in which bona fide British officers with a lower rank than him were still able to boss him around. Washington also alleged that British troops were paid nearly twice as much as colonial ones, even though, he dramatically insisted, “we must undergo double their hardship.”

The Declaration of Independence, which formally launched the American Revolutionary War, lists among its major objections the Crown’s attempts to create a military “independent of and superior to civil power.” It further offered a bold vision for a new country, one marked by peace, equality, and happiness, where civilians always had the upper hand.

The insurrection that would create the American state was launched from this high moral ground, which, as quickly became clear, was not a particularly tactical one. The Continental Army was ad hoc and clumsy, composed of citizen soldiers up against an empire stocked with thousands of well-trained troops, sailors, and mercenaries. Their martial inadequacies quickly led to a series of stinging setbacks. These losses, and the ragged forces who lost them, would come to haunt the American psyche, and incite a great paradox: a country born with a bone-deep distrust of standing armies would transform itself into the most militarized empire in the world.



THE SEEDS OF THE AMERICAN MILITARY INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX first took root in the fine glacial soil of Upstate New York, specifically in a place Washington had deemed America’s most strategically important military fort: West Point. The post was built on a windy bluff high above the Hudson River, a body of water that was at once a key asset and major vulnerability. The river provided a vital channel for transporting troops, supplies, and intelligence among colonial territories on its east and west banks. But the crown controlled the river’s mouth—New York Harbor—and British forces repeatedly tried to stake their claim higher up the Hudson.

West Point stands sixty miles north of Manhattan, at a perfect defensive attack point. Currents here are strong and the river becomes perilously narrow, forming a rough “S” that forces big ships to steer carefully, and slow down. Stationed above the drink during the war were colonial soldiers and a long line of cannons. West Point also featured a thick iron-link chain that could be stretched from bank to bank as a final foolproof buffer.

One military historian grandly summed up the bucolic complex as one where “death and beauty intermingle” to form an atmosphere where cadets can’t help but “fall into romantic communion with the ideals of self-sacrifice and love of country.” One alumnus from the post-9/11 era described it more cynically as a “place constantly at war with the serenity of its natural surroundings,” less a castle of integrity and more “Imperial Death Star from Star Wars after a public relations makeover.” West Point is brimming with paradox and endlessly tense over its conflicting ideals, chief of which is its self-conceived identity as both a rigorous military training post and an elite liberal arts college. These opposing descriptions led one pair of former professors to deem the place a “schizophrenic institution.”

In West Point’s infancy, America aimed to keep the post small lest it bloom into an unaccountable military tool of the state. General Washington, the physical embodiment of the colonies’ war for independence, similarly aimed to curb his own influence and image lest the citizenry come to view him as a monarch. These twin efforts were easier said than done. From the beginning, Washington was romantically mythologized by loyal scribes and historians as a brutal and unyielding warrior, the “political saviour of our nation” who bravely “conducted the Americans’ thro seas of blood.” The figure he allegedly cut, and the triumphant war he allegedly waged, helped form America’s foundational warrior archetype, and its closely related, ever-evolving masculine mold.

In his book First Among Men, Maurizio Valsania contrasts the nuances of Washington’s masculinity with the reductive warrior archetype formed in its place. Among other things, Washington was hailed as “physically majestic” and “virile,” with “nice quads” and “well developed thighs.” Legend insists that he easily bested a champion wrestler thanks to his “lion-like” grasp, and that, from his home at Mount Vernon, he could hurl a silver dollar across the Potomac River.

In his vainer moments, Washington nourished this image, proudly declaring in one 1799 letter to the Delaware nation “I am a warrior.” He further cast himself as preternaturally cool during combat in the French and Indian wars. “I heard bulletts [sic] whistle,” he bragged in a letter to his brother, “and believe me there was something charming in the sound.”

The truth was that Washington was a weak, strange-looking fellow, born with a small head and sunken eyes. His arms were thin, his chest was indented, and he had a belly. Tuberculosis had weakened his lungs, and, when the war commenced, he had lingering smallpox scars. The legend of the silver dollar was particularly implausible, as the width of the river at Mount Vernon runs nearly a mile. Plus, the silver dollar didn’t even exist until a few years before Washington’s death.

Certainly, Washington was capable of barbarism and violent dominance, having become a slaveowner at eleven, after his father died. He ordered lashes for traitors and sometimes killed dogs who followed his troops. But he was also prone to emotion, loved dancing and fashion, avoided red meat, and mostly ate vegetables. In addition, Washington respected peace. After pacifist Quakers were conscripted against their will into his army, with some having rifles tied tightly on their backs, Washington intervened, allowing the men to follow their principles and return home. This intervention helped lay the groundwork for the American military’s recognition of conscientious objectors. At the same time, though, Washington’s virile demeanor proved highly influential, inducing countless generations of young American men to exaggerate their strength and ridicule the weaknesses of others.

Washington’s mythical military manliness was most obviously undercut by his mixed record on the battlefield. Ahead of his appointment as commander of colonial forces, Washington had read a few military books, including Julius Caesar’s Commentaries, a firsthand account of the Roman general’s remarkable service in the Gallic Wars. But a year into his role, Washington admitted to lawmakers that he struggled with “limited and contracted knowledge” in the art of war. What his troops lacked in training, Washington hoped to make up in passion. To this end, he ordered they read Common Sense, Thomas Paine’s impassioned plea for American independence.

But big ideas didn’t protect against bullets, and Washington ultimately lost more battles than he won. Perhaps his most embarrassing defeat came in the fall of 1777, when he and his soldiers surrendered America’s birthplace, Philadelphia, at the Battles of Brandywine and Germantown. These campaigns exposed the Army as the collection of community militias they were. Officers misinterpreted British movements, scouted battlefields poorly, and struggled to execute large-scale troop movements, including a famously chaotic retreat.

As winter set in, Washington and eleven thousand of his men fled twenty miles north to Valley Forge, a tactically sound, densely wooded plateau. There they built a sprawling encampment with fifteen hundred small log cabins and spent the snowy months licking their wounds. These soldiers were bruised, battered, and unsure of their next tactical moves. Some were suffering from hunger and disease. One wrote of subsisting off “a leg of nothing.” Ultimately around two thousand died from disease. This embarrassing, emasculating chapter was later recast as a mythic turning point in the war, with Washington taking to the woods, kneeling in the snow, and providing the prayer that saved America.



GENERAL HENRY KNOX UNDERSTOOD THE VALUE of myth and symbolism but also knew their limits. He had helped organize the Boston Tea Party, a theatrical and emblematic rejection of British taxation and tyranny, and feverishly studied military science. Knox was a voracious reader, having landed his first job as a bookstore clerk at age nine, where he devoured texts on Greek and Roman military campaigns. At the age of twenty-one, he established the London Bookstore, in Boston, where he imported and sold European texts, including military books that were then populating Europe’s nascent network of military academies. His rich self-education, mixed with his penchant for brawling in a local militia, primed him to become one of Washington’s most reliable advisers.

As the cold winter of 1777 set in, Washington and his men were humiliated and cast out of Philadelphia. In response, Knox launched an early officer training program. He also designed Valley Forge’s effective artillery park, a defensive matrix of cannons, dirt mounds, and troops. During the war, Knox oversaw arms production and organized logistics for the crossing of the Delaware. His collective contributions were later honored through the naming of Fort Knox, an impervious Army outpost and America’s major repository of gold bullion.

As the war dragged on, Knox became increasingly jealous of England’s weapons proficiency, much of which had been gleaned through courses offered at the Royal Military Academy. “We are fighting against a people well acquainted with the theory and practice of war, brave by discipline and habit,” he wrote in 1776 to John Adams, who then headed the Continental Congress’s Board of War. He had a far dimmer view of the Continental Army, which he described as a “receptacle for ragamuffins.”

Most colonial officers had gained their skills through improvised trainings or real-world experience. Many were corrupt. According to a frank assessment by the Continental Congress, Washington’s Army was shoddily built and “badly officered,” with leaders frequently enlisting the lower ranks “to plunder and commit other offenses.”

Knox believed that America needed to immediately establish military schools to remedy these problems and, in turn, win the war. “Officers can never act with confidence until they are masters of their profession,” he argued. In response to his pleas, the Continental Congress established a committee to concoct plans for America’s first Army school. A bona fide institution wouldn’t materialize for decades, but in June 1777 Congress allocated funds for an officers’ course, or so-called Corps of Invalids, first organized in Philadelphia before moving to West Point. It adopted a French model in which older, often wounded veterans served in light guard duties and taught younger officers.

It would take significant time, and many more resources, to establish a well-educated officer class. In the meantime, Washington turned to France, home to one of the world’s oldest and most respected military schools, the École Militaire, which reared the brilliant and madly mercurial general Napoleon Bonaparte. It was at Valley Forge where Washington got word that the French had agreed to an alliance, and, correspondingly, would provide a vital injection of French military talent. Washington was then already relying on the assistance of various foreigners, including Friedrich Wilhelm Baron Von Steuben, a German-born officer who had served as the Prussian monarch Frederick the Great’s aide-de-camp in the Seven Years’ War. At Valley Forge, Von Steuben launched what’s considered America’s first bout of basic training. He broke down troops into regiments and taught them tactics and marching. Von Steuben had success, though he found American troops less pliant than what he was used to: “You say to your soldier [in Europe], ‘Do this’ and he doeth it. But [at Valley Forge] I am obliged to say, ‘This is the reason why you ought to do that,’ and then he does it.”



ONCE THE WAR BECAME A BOUT OF EQUALS, it dragged on for another six punishing years. It was a perpetually brutal conflict, one in which roughly 25,000 American men, or roughly two percent of all men in the thirteen colonies, died from battle or disease. The deeply scarred country that emerged from the ashes was even more hardened in its skepticism of war, and those who waged it.

A majority of the men who went on to frame the U.S. Constitution were Revolutionary War veterans, including Alexander Hamilton. He worried that any new nation’s intrinsic anxieties around conquest and imperialism “enhances the importance of the soldier, and proportionably degrades the condition of the citizen.” This, Hamilton concluded, could easily inculcate conditions where “the people are brought to consider the soldiery not only as their protectors, but as their superiors.” The Constitution did little to address these concerns, but the Bill of Rights was largely written to protect against another accumulation of blunt military power. The Third Amendment empowered citizens to reject quartering soldiers in their homes, while the Second Amendment granted them arms should they need to curtail state power. An early draft of the Second Amendment had also granted certain citizens the right to abstain from violence, providing that “no person religiously scrupulous of bearing arms, shall be compelled to render military service in person.”

While the American public viewed the military skeptically, they were also deeply grateful to the men who had wrested their freedom from English tyranny. They were especially reverent, even pious, toward Washington, the man who had led troops for eight long years. In 1789, Washington was unanimously elected America’s first president by a small group of “gentleman” electors. He, in turn, appointed Knox as secretary of war. It was in these roles where both men lobbied to establish a military academy, arguing it was key to maintaining independence. They faced stiff headwinds, including from lawmakers, who fretted about a “professional military,” and Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson, who argued that the Constitution specified no powers to create a federal military academy. He argued, instead, for military power to be organized diffusely at the state level.

Around 1784, Congress effectively disbanded the standing Army, declaring that it was “inconsistent with the principles of republican government, dangerous to the liberties of a free people, and generally converted into destructive engines for establishing despotism.” And yet a small cell of about eighty men survived this drastic drawdown, the majority of whom were stationed at West Point. They comprised the resilient germ from which America’s military industrial complex would grow.

About a decade after the war, Congress first inched toward expanding West Point from a post into a school, allocating a small budget to support station engineers and artillerists there and create a fledgling cadet training program.

Five years later, in 1799, as Washington laid on his deathbed, he wrote to Hamilton, arguing that a military academy was an “object of primary importance to this country.” Hamilton drafted plans for such an institution but couldn’t get anything passed before his old friend died. While Washington had expressly wished for a low-key, private funeral at Mount Vernon, Americans sent him to the afterlife with two events befitting a king. They also symbolized his strong belief, at least relative to many fellow Founding Fathers, that the military was an institution worth sanctifying.

The first, more modest pageant at Mount Vernon included four sermons, eleven pieces of artillery, and a single riderless horse—an honor for great military men dating back to Genghis Khan. The second, far larger funeral, in Philadelphia, featured cavalry and a procession of soldiers, who fired their minute guns in memorial for an hour.

A few years later, in 1802, Jefferson, now president, reversed himself on the constitutionality of a military school. This was part posthumous favor to Washington, part practical response to acute military challenges involving a series of frontier skirmishes with indigenous fighters and imperial forces who then still claimed a swath of North America. Jefferson also believed strongly in the idea of a national scientific university. That March, he ratified legislation that formally organized West Point as a military academy with a strong scientific grounding. The law was monumental for what it signaled about the future. West Point was America’s first experiment in national education, and it was focused exclusively on building soldiers. More specifically, it sought to produce soldiers who resembled George Washington.





Chapter 2 The Thayer Method

West Point was formed around an impossible mission: to create a military leadership class that was deeply ethical, unfailingly adept, well-coiffed, and strong. Officers, in other words, who were also gentlemen. Make no mistake—some cadets hewed to this standard, but many others became seized by elitism, jealousy, and violence, and were flawed in their battle-thinking, leading one senior military official to compare the academy to a “punky, rickety child.”

At first there were just a dozen male cadets, an all-white, generally privileged bunch who ranged in age from ten to thirty-four. Courses lacked rigor, and sometimes textbooks. Many cadets graduated in just one year. Funding was anemic, meals were thin, and adult supervision was sparse. This meager environment nonetheless produced some impressive graduates, including a trio of brilliant engineers who served as consequential superintendents. One was West Point’s first graduate, Joseph Swift, who designed defense batteries along the Atlantic coast. Another was Alden Partridge, who specialized in math and cartography. Then there was Partridge’s archenemy, Sylvanus Thayer, an expert in fort building who worshipped at the altar of Napoleon Bonaparte. Like his idol, Thayer was not just smart, but cunning. He ultimately deposed Partridge in an academic coup d’état that led him to be crowned West Point’s true father. His imprint would remain on West Point for centuries to come.

Thayer’s early years lacked warmth and parental attention. A middle child of twelve, Thayer was born in Braintree, Massachusetts, on June 9, 1785. Like countless towns in the Commonwealth back then, Braintree was badly bruised, its residents still reeling from the aftershocks of the Revolutionary War and earlier skirmishes with indigenous and colonial fighters. During these crazed conflicts, fathers called to the front lines routinely armed their boys, some as young as ten, with muskets and ordered them to defend the household.

Thayer’s father, Nathaniel, had fought in the Revolution, though Sylvanus wasn’t born until two years after the hostilities ended. Little is known about the relationship between father and son, or, for that matter, many other intimate details of Thayer’s life. Like Washington, he was keen to the power of legend and legacy, and reportedly ordered one of his sisters to burn many of his papers following his death. What’s left are scattershot details, many of them laudatory and most strictly involving his career.

What’s clear is that Thayer always wanted to impress his father, a stoic man likely traumatized by his service who often withheld approval, according to Thayer biographer George Eliot. When, for instance, Thayer enthusiastically informed his father that he had been personally appointed West Point’s superintendent by President James Monroe, Nathaniel was “noncommittal as usual,” though Thayer “knew he was proud.”

Thayer came from a long line of Puritans, the fervently strict, uncommonly harsh sect that settled the Massachusetts Bay Colony during the early seventeenth century. Puritans predicted a coming Judgment Day, and punished even minor doctrinal lapses like smoking, fornication, or blasphemy with whippings, brandings, and other maiming. Famously, leaders also disciplined guilty citizens with scarlet letters sewn to their garments. “B” was stitched for blasphemy, “D” for drunkenness, and so on.

In 1630, John Winthrop, a Puritan and the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, gave his famous “City on a Hill” sermon, which articulated a divine and questionable theory of American exceptionalism that has since been invoked on countless occasions to propel America into battle.

War stories communicated to young Thayer were surely sanded down and shot through with these sentiments, forming in him a sensational understanding of war and American independence. Many of the heroes in Thayer’s life were veterans, including Washington, who died when Thayer was just fourteen. Funerary reports on the Founding Father were fawning and far-reaching, with some quoting a stirring speech from Washington’s loyal aide Henry Lee, who described America’s early leader as “first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.” Ironically, Henry Lee’s boy, Robert E., would one day study under Thayer at West Point, then set out to destroy the democratic republic his father had helped establish.



WHEN THAYER WAS JUST EIGHT, his father sent him to live with his aunt and uncle in New Hampshire. He was the only one of his siblings to be fostered out of the house, though it’s unclear why. It was at his new home, in a town fittingly named Washington, where Thayer’s thirst for martial glory arose. Thayer’s uncle Azariah Faxon was, like the boy’s father, a Revolutionary War veteran. After the war, Faxon ran a local general store in Washington frequented by another veteran of the conflict, Major Benjamin Pierce, who would go on to become New Hampshire’s eleventh governor.

On a warm summer day in 1797, Pierce arrived at Azariah’s store on horseback, waving a newspaper and roaring about the savvy tactics of France’s wunderkind warrior, Napoleon Bonaparte, who was then running the Austrians out of northern Italy. Thayer, just twelve at the time, had grown obsessed with Bonaparte. “It stirs me all up to read how a young man, only twenty-eight, can beat all those Austrian generals with so much more experience,” he gushed to Pierce. “Seems as though there must be some big reason for it.”

“He studied the art of war,” Pierce explained. “And had brains enough to apply what he’d learned to actual warfare.” The major added wistfully that, without their own military schools, colonial fighters had to secure their expertise “at the price of blood.”

West Point hadn’t yet been established, but Pierce drew a vivid picture in Thayer’s imagination of what it might look like: not simply a fight club but a temple of knowledge, a place to teach science, engineering, and other skills to “aid us in the works of peace as well as those of war.”

Thayer was bowled over by the idea of this imaginary place. According to Eliot, his biographer, Thayer ventured later that day to a nearby creek to go fishing. It was one of his favorite hobbies, but he found himself distracted that afternoon, caught up in the awesome idea of becoming a warrior. Pierce’s sweeping speech had Thayer feeling restless and self-aware. He wanted a life of consequence, and suddenly felt that the military could imbue it with meaning. From then on, Thayer’s dreams were often marked by visions of him marching proudly in a military uniform, an American flag waving starkly against the sky. Thayer, like countless other American boys, had become hooked on the idea of being a hero.

In the fall of 1803, Thayer matriculated at Dartmouth, located forty miles north of Washington, New Hampshire, on the banks of the Connecticut River. The still-young Ivy was then overseen by yet another Revolutionary War veteran, John Wheelock. Thayer later borrowed elements of Dartmouth’s culture, and Wheelock’s paternalistic, autocratic leadership style, to run West Point. They included the school’s recitation model of learning, and Wheelock’s grave and distant demeanor toward his students. Dartmouth’s student body was small back then, and yet still one student remarked that, despite spending considerable time with Wheelock over his four years, “I never felt the smallest degree of familiarity with him, nor do I believe that any of the students or young men did.”

Outside of class, Thayer studied Bonaparte’s campaigns endlessly, earning the distinction as the only Dartmouth student subscribed to the National Intelligencer, a newspaper focused on foreign affairs. He also joined the United Fraternity. One of his brothers was Alden Partridge, his future rival. Fraternal activities back then seemed to consist mostly of genteel discussions, but there were also secret ceremonies and evidence of transgressive behavior. Eliot notes that Thayer “held his own in the debates, and in the free-for-all fights” that sometimes broke out between rival frats. Patriarchal authority suffused the tight-lipped society, with one discussion during Thayer’s day revolving around whether women should be excluded from succession to the British throne. A consensus quickly emerged among the brothers that, indeed, they should be.

Throughout his time at Dartmouth, Thayer sought updates about West Point from Major Pierce. He was anxious about another big war with the British and urged bright young men like Thayer to rid the Army’s officer class of “worn-out old men” and “rotten scoundrels” with their “dead ideas.” Thayer followed Pierce’s advice and, in March 1807, received an official commission to West Point via a crisp letter hand-signed by President Jefferson. Thayer was so ecstatic by the news that he skipped graduation and traveled to West Point, even though he was the Dartmouth class valedictorian and set to deliver remarks.



WHEN THAYER ARRIVED ON THE HUDSON, the school was convulsed by a lack of discipline, a weak curriculum, and unclear lines of authority. The only thing the academy seemed to have figured out was how to inflict pain.

Thayer made his Dartmouth lineage loudly and proudly known, boasting about his wits, and insulting West Point’s rigor, including by taking potshots at the academy’s math department, to which Partridge then belonged. Once Partridge caught wind of Thayer’s pomposity, he drilled him mercilessly for days, ordering Thayer into silence before having him march and snap perfectly into a salute time and again. From then on, Thayer largely silenced his inner resentments and expertly navigated his courses. Within a year, he had completed his studies and was commissioned as a lieutenant. Then, in what surely felt like a delicious dig at Partridge, he was employed by West Point to teach math.

Thayer was sometimes deployed to unfinished military forts, too, where he drafted structural and tactical improvement plans. Some of this work was overseen by West Point’s first graduate, Joseph Swift, who confided in Thayer that the academy’s mission to professionalize the military was moving at a glacial pace. Swift also expressed concern about another big war with the British and wanted the Army to quickly rid itself of dead wood.

The British had continued to bedevil the new nation, in particular with increasingly antagonistic actions toward American shipping vessels. Shortly before President Madison formally commenced the War of 1812 as a response to this enmity, Congress partially reorganized West Point, creating new professorships, solidifying graduation requirements, and expanding the number of commissioned cadets, from a few dozen to 250. Cadets were now required to be at least fourteen, but manpower needs were acute and, as such, children as young as twelve would sometimes be brought to campus.

As the war ramped up, Swift, Thayer, and other school officials were called away from West Point to fight, and Partridge was promoted to acting superintendent. He instituted more academic offerings, though not particularly rigorous ones. One cadet surmised that even “the most common genius” could complete a West Point engineering course in a week. Partridge also instituted new disciplinary practices, some quite draconian. Cadets found guilty of severe offenses, like fighting, could be confined to an underground cave on campus known as the “Black Hole.” Still, Partridge harbored empathy for his cadets, seeing them “almost as my own children” and pledging to “treat them accordingly.” He was prone to bend the rules and never left cadets in the hole for more than thirty minutes. In some cases, he didn’t punish them at all.

Some faculty grumbled that Partridge’s paternal instincts leaned especially toward cadets from affluent or political backgrounds, or among those who had demonstrated loyalty. One math professor charged that he “graduates his pets without regard to their qualifications and abuses those who do not curry his favor.”



WHILE PARTRIDGE REIGNED ON THE HUDSON, Thayer was promoted to captain and thrust into America’s unresolved territorial disputes. He and other West Pointers in the War of 1812 generally demonstrated bravery and decent battlefield knowledge. But American soldiers couldn’t hold a candle to Europe’s finest, in large part because, as Thayer saw it, the Army lacked knowledge and discipline. One senior commander for America’s Niagara Army had, for instance, devised a major campaign from a single dog-eared book of French drill tactics. Men in Thayer’s unit, and others, were also known to disobey orders, or desert altogether.

Thayer’s first and only real brush with combat came during the disastrous 1813 Battle of Châteauguay. One officer who participated in the campaign later said that no soldier with “any regard for his reputation would voluntarily acknowledge himself as having been engaged in it.” It was an early and audacious—some might even say delusional—example of misguided American exceptionalism, one in which a few thousand American troops foolishly attempted a two-front campaign to penetrate lower Canada and capture Montreal.

During the battle, Thayer was stationed at the banks of the Saint Lawrence River, a borderline in upstate New York between America and Canada. Here, amid hardwood forests of oak, birch, and sugar maple, Thayer and his men navigated confused routes, demonstrated poor communication, showed no real combat prowess, and were ultimately defeated by a far smaller force of Canadian and indigenous fighters.

At one point, an officer alerted Thayer that a confused band of “half-trained idiots” was mistakenly attacking a pack of fellow militiamen. Thayer jumped on his horse and raced toward the action, hoping to quell the friendly fire. Before long, he confronted an indigenous warrior and clumsily tried to swat the fighter away with his saber, only to hit “something hard.” Based on Thayer’s immediate surroundings, chances are high that it was a tree. Amid this failed melee, Thayer’s stallion became spooked and reversed course. According to Eliot, Thayer failed to stop the infighting, galloping back to camp deeply embarrassed, “the torment of failure eating at his heart.”

As military mistakes mounted, Swift reiterated his belief to Thayer that the Army needed to solidify and professionalize, forming “a professional officer corps grown from selected seed and carefully nourished through the years of peace.” Thayer insisted that West Point was “the garden in which that goodly seed must be planted,” and Swift agreed, adding coyly, “I mean to see that the right gardener is chosen to bring forth a goodly crop.”

This conversation was followed by the conflict’s most devastating example of American military incompetence. In August 1814, thousands of British red coats sailed up the Potomac, besieged Washington, D.C., and set fire to the White House and the Capitol. It was a symbolic wound on a par with Washington’s loss of Philadelphia and subsequent retreat to Valley Forge. The attack significantly inflamed public disaffection with the war, and the military. Rumors even spread that New England might dispense with the economic pain wrought by British seafarers and sign its own peace accord with the monarchy.

Not long after D.C. burned, Thayer drafted a letter to Swift making the case to be West Point’s master gardener. “I have improved the quality of the forts,” he argued. “I am not permitted to try to improve the quality of the men.” In Thayer’s view, Partridge had made West Point too kind and forgiving. One professor, he claimed, felt that, thanks to Partridge’s light touch, West Point had “gone to the dogs.” What the place needed, Thayer argued, was an emphasis on “discipline and subordination.” Fundamentally, he believed that West Point needed to fit an authoritarian mold should it hope to fortify democracy. It was a risky bet, but Swift and other powerful military leaders quickly bought in. They decided that Thayer was worthy and capable of running West Point.



SHORTLY BEFORE BECOMING WEST POINT SUPERINTENDENT, Thayer had his boyhood wish come true. Once the War of 1812 ended in a messy draw, Thayer embarked on a boat called the Congress with a fellow officer named William McRee. The pair sailed for Europe, where they would acquire texts to drive Thayer’s academic transformation on the Hudson. The adventure would also offer Thayer an opportunity to tap into his long-standing obsession with his idol, Napoleon Bonaparte, who remained a significant albeit diminishing martial force in Europe.

Thayer departed on June 10, 1815, the day after his thirtieth birthday. He and McRee arrived in Paris that July and stayed in Europe for the better part of two years. The length of their trip was largely owed to the long denouement of the Napoleonic Wars, which transformed the military schools Thayer planned to visit into active posts. France had once again pinned its hopes on Bonaparte, with Parisians taking to the streets each night and crying out “Vive l’empereur.” The conflict, however, ended in failure, with Napoleon’s embarrassing defeat at Waterloo, followed by his permanent exile.

During his travels, Thayer visited Bonaparte’s alma mater. He dropped in on other French military schools, too, then set sail on a boat bound for New York Harbor. Stowed on the ship was a treasure trove of military knowledge, including one thousand military books Thayer had stamped in gold with West Point’s seal. He was now confident he had the necessary texts to build an Army that was invincible. The only barrier that still lay before him was his former fraternity brother, Alden Partridge.

After returning stateside, Thayer sailed to West Point armed with a decree, co-signed by President James Monroe, declaring him as Partridge’s rightful replacement: the new master gardener. Swift had warned Thayer ahead of time that removing Partridge would prove difficult, for he was “literally wedded to the academy.” McRee, Thayer’s European compatriot, urged his friend to seize power like a broom. “See that you sweep clean,” he advised. “And fast.”

As he marched from the water up West Point’s steep bluff, Thayer saw that the school had changed since his time as a cadet. There were new buildings on campus, and the blue uniform he had worn was now gray, a reflection of the military’s wartime inabilities to use the sea to source blue cloth.

Thayer arrived at his alma mater on a yellowy summer evening, passing through campus before arriving at the superintendent’s dark, damp quarters. There, he nervously confronted Partridge, a man described as having “basilisk eyes.”

Partridge was visibly overwhelmed by his duties. He appeared pale, beleaguered, and was shedding stress. But he wouldn’t go down without a fight. While Thayer had always projected an air of supremacy, Partridge had always derived a certain power from his superior rank and age, even if he was only four months Thayer’s senior. For Partridge to now be usurped by his younger, lower-ranking foe would open a wound that never fully healed.

Following a few tense moments, Thayer explained curtly that he was to be West Point’s new man in charge, a declaration that caused Partridge to storm out of his quarters. The incumbent skipped town early the next morning, leaving Thayer technically in charge but without a formal change of command ceremony, something Thayer viewed as vital to securing the respect of Partridge loyalists.

A few weeks later, Thayer was munching in the mess hall when he heard a band of cadets yell “Hooray for old Pewt!” This was Partridge’s nickname, but Thayer paid the exclamation no mind, assuming it was simply the work of a few disgruntled cadets pining for their less severe father figure. The next day, however, he heard the same energetic cheer, peered out from his office window, and
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