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			To a foot-soldier, war is almost entirely physical. That is why some men, when they think about war, fall silent. Language seems a betrayal of physical life and a betrayal of those who have experienced it absolutely—the dead.

			Louis Simpson, Air with Armed Men
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			CHAPTER 1

			WARHORSING AROUND
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				This is the last of these columns from Europe. By the time you read this, the old man will be on his way back to America. After that will come a long, long rest. And after the rest—well, you never can tell.

				Ernie Pyle, “Farewell to Europe,” September 5, 1944[1]

			

			1

			A warm summer rain soaked the men as they mounted muddy tanks and stuffed themselves into half-tracks or jeeps pointed east.[2] The smell of soggy gear and idling engines overpowered the sweet scent of the honeysuckle that climbed the gray siding of a nearby three-story inn.[3] In a darkened shed out behind the inn, a forty-three-year-old pipe cleaner of a man sat hunched over his portable typewriter, ankle deep in straw, his back curved like a cashew. “This morning we are sort of stymied as far as moving is concerned,” he pecked out with his index fingers to his wife back home in New Mexico, “so in order not to waste the day I dug up a white metal table out of a nearby garden.” [4]

			After nearly three months of hellish fighting through the hedgerow country of France, the Americans and their allies were thirty miles from the center of Nazi-occupied Paris.[5] Capturing Paris had never been part of the Allies’ plan,[6] which involved a strike through to the Low Countries, across the industrial heartland of Germany, and straight to the heart of Berlin.[7] The supreme commander of the Allied forces in Europe, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, had grave concerns that if he marched his men into Paris, they would likely bog themselves down in brutal street-by-street combat with seasoned enemy troops and reduce one of the world’s most magnificent cities to a charred graveyard.[8] Not even an impassioned plea from the French commander, General Charles de Gaulle, had been able to dissuade him.

			On August 22, 1944, the French Resistance’s chief of staff, Roger Gallois, slipped through German lines on the outskirts of Paris and found his way to General George S. Patton’s headquarters. The situation on the ground was not what the Americans thought, Gallois told General Omar Bradley’s chief intelligence officer.[9] The Resistance movement in the capital city had infiltrated the police force, and the week before, fifteen thousand Parisian policemen had gone on strike.[10] More than that, the tens of thousands of Resistance fighters had risen up to attack and harass their Nazi occupiers, even though they were armed with not much more than antique rifles and Molotov cocktails.[11] In the days following the police strike, many more Parisians of all ages and abilities dug up paving stones, collected piles of furniture and other odds and ends, and felled trees to construct an elaborate network of more than four hundred street blockades.[12] Even though they were outnumbered and now outmaneuvered, the Germans were nowhere near outgunned and would eventually crush the insurrection and inflict untold amounts of suffering and destruction as they retreated east—unless the Allies came to the rescue. This new intelligence quickly reached Eisenhower, who dispatched the Free French forces under his command to liberate their capital with American and British backup while the rest of his forces pushed east and north toward the Belgian border.[13]

			On August 25, 1944—Liberation Day—after a brilliant sun burned away the morning mist, Ernest Taylor Pyle, better known as Ernie to his millions of readers back home in America, stuffed his typewriter into its case, slung his musette bag over his shoulder, and hopped into a jeep with a couple of fellow combat newspapermen.[14] Through most of the early part of the day, they felt their way through gardenlike country toward the outskirts of Paris, far behind the lead tanks and the more daring Allied correspondents, such as Robert Capa, Ernest Hemingway, and Don Whitehead. The outer rings of the city hadn’t been bombed much, Ernie was heartened to find, and most of the bridges were still safe to cross.[15] Not at all desperate to be the first to secure that coveted “Liberated Paris” dateline under their bylines, Ernie and his companions entered the city from the south, along the Rue d’Orléans, where they discovered “a pandemonium of surely the greatest mass joy that has ever happened.” [16]

			Women in brightly colored blouses and skirts lined the wide city streets in a carnival-like frenzy, leaving only a narrow corridor of pavement for the hulking military vehicles to navigate. Aging veterans of the Franco-Prussian War stood at attention, saluting their liberators.[17] Excited children bounced and waved. Some ran along jeeps with their hands extended, hoping for a shake but settling for slaps on the back or pats on the shoulder. The demented choir of shrieking shells and zipping machine-gun tracers the Allies had expected to encounter that day had mostly been replaced by cheers of Vive la France! and Vive l’Amerique!—even as pockets of German resistance in the city remained.[18] “They tossed flowers and friendly tomatoes into your jeep,” Ernie later reported. “One little girl even threw a bottle of cider into ours.” [19]

			“Once when the jeep was simply swamped in human traffic and had to stop,” he wrote, “we were swarmed over and hugged and kissed and torn at. Everybody, even beautiful girls, insisted on kissing you on both cheeks.” At least one ecstatic woman, with full pompadour and flashy earrings, reached out to grab Ernie by the slack in his collar. Before he could protest, she pulled his gray-bearded face, smudged with dust and lipstick, to her wine-colored lips. Thank you, oh thank you, she squealed between kisses. Thank you for coming. “We all got kissed until we were literally red in the face,” he later recalled, “and I must say we enjoyed it.” [20] At long last, Ernie’s ability to relish in the beauty of the world at war, something he feared might have atrophied inside his chest, suddenly flickered back to life.

			After inching through so much gratitude and joy for about an hour, Ernie had the driver pull over in front of a hotel near the Luxembourg Palace, across the river from the Louvre.[21] They’d heard scuttlebutt that there were any number of desperate Germans holed up in the palace, firing indiscriminately at anything wearing green. While others fought, Ernie and two United Press correspondents wrote their first dispatches from Paris in a room overlooking the street below. “I had thought for me there could never again be any elation in war,” Ernie wrote of that joyous day. “But I had reckoned without the liberation of Paris—I had reckoned without remembering that I might be a part of this richly historic day.” [22]

			The day after the city was liberated, Ernie and crew puttered over the Seine and past the Place de la Concorde and the gardens of the Champs-Élysées. From there, they meandered their way to the gilt-edged Grand Hôtel, across the street from the Allied press camp taking shape inside the Hôtel Scribe. Like Mary and Joseph, when Ernie and his companions arrived at the Scribe, they were told there was no room at the inn. Not long after the Nazi propaganda officers who had occupied the hotel had fled, some two hundred Allied correspondents “under an emotional tension, a pent-up semi-delirium,” moved in and set up shop.[23]

			Through the gilded lobby of the Grand Hôtel, up a set of marble stairs, and down the carpeted hallway all the way to the corner, Ernie found a room with clean sheets but no electricity. From the balcony three floors above the street, he grinned down in the afternoon sun at the joyous abandon below.[24] After so much darkness, grateful Parisians had found the light. Standing there with several other correspondents, in as genteel a way as his tongue could muster, Ernie quipped, “Any GI who doesn’t get laid tonight is a sissy.” [25] In fact, as one military study later showed, eight out of ten unmarried American soldiers had liaisons at some point during the war in Europe. About half of married soldiers did, too.[26] But not Ernie.

			As the sun began to set, Ernie and his buddies made their way back across to the Scribe and claimed a table near the bar on the far side of the room. The booze did what Ernie wanted it to; it dissolved him. Soon a couple of dozen war correspondents had him encircled, eager to hear a tale or two from the little man everyone loved so much.[27]

			At one point, the other famous Ernie—Hemingway—bellied up to the opposite end of the bar with the swagger of a lonely warlord, seemingly resentful of Pyle’s command of his hangers-on. SLAP! Hemingway stung the air with a heavy hand on the bar top. A grenade he carried with him “just in case” pulled on the inside pocket of his field jacket.[28] “Let’s have a drink here,” he spat from the corner of his bearded mouth. The bartender babysitting Ernie and his buddies turned. Hemingway motioned for him. “I’m Ernest Hemorrhoid,” he roared across the room, “the rich man’s Ernie Pyle!” [29]

			Around eleven o’clock, in between rounds of cocktails, air-raid sirens wailed, snapping everyone back to reality. In a raid of vicious retaliation, German bombers flew low over the rejoicing city, dropping their payloads and strafing anything that moved. Back suddenly was the “little knot of fear” in Ernie’s stomach. Back was the “animal-like alertness for the meaning of every distant sound.” Back was the “perpetual weight” on his spirit that comes with “death and dirt and noise and anguish.” [30]

			Gin-saddened, Ernie Pyle realized he had reached his limit. What should have felt like a gigantic relief—celebrating the beginning of the end for Nazi Germany—had become another opportunity to die. The German air raid killed as many as two hundred people who probably thought their war was over.[31] Another nine hundred were wounded.[32]

			The next morning, Ernie sent a telegram to his longtime editor, dear friend, and amateur business manager, Lee G. Miller.[33] “About done up,” he started. Physically, everything was fine, Ernie added, “but dogged clear down inside and can barely keep columns going.” That final German raid had brought home the truth. Ernie was wrung out. There was nothing left to give. It was time to come home.[34]

			2

			Aren’t you Ernie Pyle?” the young man asked.[35] After sending the telegram, Ernie headed back to the Scribe to surround himself with buddies and booze. Ernie didn’t recognize the young man, though the red cross on his shoulder told him he was a medic, and the insignia on his collar meant he was an officer. Helmet in his hands, the captain waited for a reply from the pink-cheeked man with boots and fatigues grimy with war.

			Even though Ernie never courted fame, in the late summer of 1944 he was famous, perhaps the most famous and most loved American war correspondent before or since. In the spring of 1944, he had been awarded the Pulitzer Prize for foreign correspondence. The column that earned him that honor ran in about four hundred daily newspapers and three hundred weeklies at the peak of its popularity. Two published collections of his best wartime columns, Here Is Your War (1943) and Brave Men (1944), were huge commercial successes that stayed at the top of bestseller lists for months. While he was reporting from France during the Normandy campaign, Time magazine put him on its cover. At the same time, a well-known Hollywood producer was making a movie, The Story of G.I. Joe, based on Ernie’s European columns. In an age before celebrity journalists, Ernie was the celebrity journalist.

			“Yes, I am,” Ernie replied in his flat Indiana drawl. This sort of thing happened wherever he went. “G.I.s and generals recognize him where he goes, seek him out, confide in him,” a writer for The Saturday Evening Post once explained. “The War Department and the high command in the field, rating him a top morale-builder, scan his column for hints.” [36] The “folks back home,” as he called them, adored Ernie even more. Thousands of them wrote letters asking him to check in on their boy or to find out the details of how their sons or husbands had gotten killed.[37] Ernie’s readers saw his columns as vivid letters from someone they loved and cared about. Ernie saw his work the same way. “That’s what I did,” Pyle once told an interviewer, “traveled for other people and wrote their letters home. I’m really a letter writer.” [38]

			“I just want to thank you,” the medic said, earnestly. “You’ve done some great things for us in your column. I read it whenever I can.”

			Despite the twenty-odd years he had on most of the troops he embedded with, Ernie had a knack for blending in wherever he went. He listened a great deal more than he talked, and he excelled at stating things simply that weren’t simple to state. From the front lines of North Africa, Sicily, mainland Italy, and France, he dedicated himself to describing the everyday realities of America’s fighting men in an accessible and personal way—without upsetting the military’s capricious censors. In the hands of a less talented writer, the subjects of Ernie’s columns could have come across as hopelessly trivial. Instead, his keen attention to detail gave his columns a granularity and an immersive feel that was easy for many readers to connect with.

			“You won’t be reading it much longer,” Ernie huffed, perhaps expecting the medic to disapprove. “I’m going back to the States in a couple of days.” I imagine his face. It’s etched with weariness and grief and a twinge of shame. I imagine him looking back down at his drink, with an air of failure and self-hatred as he gently rotates his champagne flute on the table.

			“Are you?” the medic replied. He looked relieved. “By God, I’m glad,” he said. “You’ve seen enough of it.”

			Decades before expressing vulnerability came to be seen as the primary ingredient in meaningful connection, the struggles Ernie detailed for his readers helped to humanize him, and to convince a generation of Americans that he’d always give them what they needed—the truth. As when he told them, “Even after a winter of living with wholesale death and vile destruction, it is only spasmodically that I seem capable of realizing how real and how awful this war is. My emotions seem dead and crusty when presented with the tangibles of war. I find I can look on rows of fresh graves without a lump in my throat. Somehow I can look on mutilated bodies without flinching or feeling deeply.” [39]

			Granted, he quipped in his column a few days later, it was a “funny time for a fellow to be quitting the war.” But he wasn’t leaving on a whim—or “even especially because I’m homesick.” The reason was much simpler than that. If he didn’t stop, he confessed, he’d crumble. “All of a sudden,” Ernie wrote, “it seemed to me that if I heard one more shot or saw one more dead man, I would go off my nut. And if I had to write one more column I’d collapse. So I’m on my way.” [40]

			Ernie’s particular brand of truth-telling earned him an enormous and loyal fan base. But after twenty-nine months of living in war zones, nearly a year of that at the front lines, and after writing nearly seven hundred thousand words about the war, Ernie had grown tired of stitching it all into some orderly narration. The truth was that he had no more stories to relate, no more anecdotes. His spirit was wobbly, his mind confused.[41]

			The average GI in Europe, it was later estimated by the American government, was capable of lasting between 200 and 240 days of combat before becoming a “psychiatric casualty,” though only about 7 percent of all frontline troops lasted that long without being wounded or killed.[42] There was no such thing as “getting used to war.”

			Ernie didn’t end his column on that note. As with much of what Ernie wrote to deliver hard truths, in his final dispatch from the European theater he sprinkled in enough reassurance to keep the overall tone more optimistic than it might have otherwise been.

			“It may be that a few months of peace will restore some vim to my spirit,” he speculated, “and I can go war-horsing off to the Pacific.” [43]

			3

			The first time I remember coming across the name Ernie Pyle was during a war-related trip across the Pacific of my own. I cannot tell you personally what it is like to go to war. I’ve never been to war. What I can tell you is this: I know what it looks like when a man comes home from war and never finds that path that could lead him to a life of peace. I know about the alcohol and the rage, the depression, and the thoughts of suicide. I know what it feels like when trauma reverberates throughout the generations of a family. I know how the ripples eventually fade with time, but not before they do their damage. I know about bitterness and hopelessness. I know about silence. And lies. I know about the great gate that is the truth and what it feels like to have it slam shut on silent hinges. I know all of this because my grandfather, fresh from the family farm in Wisconsin, served his country during World War II by “mopping up” Japanese resistance and guarding “enemy civilians” during the Battle of Okinawa, the longest and bloodiest battle in the Pacific theater.

			It was Memorial Day weekend in 2016, and my wife, Ashley, and I had three days to uncover as much as we could about what my grandfather had witnessed and endured. With the help of a local amateur battlefield historian, we retraced the battle from the records my grandfather’s tank battalion had kept. To put the battle’s bloody impact into stark relief, our guide, an American expat named Jack Letscher, drove us in his small baby-blue four-cylinder to the Cornerstone of Peace monument, near the southernmost end of Okinawa, atop steep cliffs overlooking the azure Philippine Sea.

			The names of over 240,000 thousand people who lost their lives during the Battle of Okinawa are inscribed on wavelike concentric arcs of black granite slabs. Ernie’s name, along with those of 14,008 other Americans who were killed, is no more prominently displayed than those of the nearly 150,000 Okinawans—close to half of the island’s prewar population—or the 110,000 Japanese soldiers who lost their lives. Military and civilian. Allied and Axis. It doesn’t matter. Everyone who lost their lives is treated equally. It’s the only war memorial I’ve ever visited where all sides of the conflict are represented, without judgment, side by side. The Cornerstone of Peace, not unlike the Vietnam Veterans Memorial wall in Washington, DC, does not speak to the righteousness of the cause or to the courage of the sacrifice it required. The 116 slabs of stone speak to something simpler. They say: This is what it cost.

			Because my grandfather destroyed all the letters he sent home from the war, and because he rarely spoke of his experiences, I didn’t know the names of anyone he might have lost. When our guide Jack asked me whether I wanted to use paper and charcoal to make a rubbing, I froze in the blazing Okinawan sun. “That’s OK,” he assured me. “Let me show you one you might recognize.”

			At that time, the name Ernest Taylor Pyle didn’t mean much to me. Jack jogged my memory—even read a passage about it from the battle’s official military history. I remembered coming across it in my own reading—every book on the Battle of Okinawa dedicates at least a couple of paragraphs to the story of Ernie’s death at the hands of a Japanese machine gunner during an ambush on Ie Shima, a tiny island off the northwest coast of Okinawa.

			When I returned home from my pilgrimage to the Pacific, I bought a used copy of Pyle’s book Brave Men. Its blue cover felt smooth in my hands. The old pages, smelling of vanilla, looked thumbed through, and lines throughout were underlined in pencil. Reading his stories made me feel as if I had been walking with him every step of the way.

			In the months after I first read the book, whenever I came across something that tried too hard to make a point, that lost itself in purple prose, there in the back of my mind was the Pyle of Brave Men, looking askance at that untrue thing, waiting for me to see the untruth in it, too. In his voice I heard evidence of humility. War really was hell, no matter who told you different. But sometimes it was necessary, especially when some purported great power felt that its proper place in the world was to invade, conquer, and subjugate its sovereign neighbors because it had the power to do so, and because of some intoxicating ahistorical claim to greatness that helped salve the humiliations wrought the last time the world went to war. Make no mistake, though. The hell that war brings, he showed me, is the place, real or imagined, where whatever you normally count on is taken from you, absolutely.
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			Ernie jiggled the doorknob. It wouldn’t turn. He pounded on the door. No answer. With one hand he yanked at the knob once more, hoping somehow to jar the bolt out of its latch. With the other, he pounded the wood until his hand stung. He dropped his hands and stepped back. At five-foot-nothing, one-hundred-and-nothing, Ernie wasn’t the door-ramming type, but he took a running lunge. The door wouldn’t budge. Out on the front lawn, Jerry’s nurse, Mrs. Ella Streger, wept into her hands.[44]

			Another running lunge.[45] The door banged open as the latch bolt gave way.[46] He pinned the door against the wall with his thin forearm and stepped inside. It took a moment before he registered what his wife had done to herself. It was her linen suit—that’s what he noticed first. From her neck and chest, blood flowed in rivulets from deep puncture wounds, crimson streams down her frail figure.[47] Jerry turned to him, face expressionless and numb. Ernie trained his eyes on hers, expecting to see fear. He’d seen fear in the eyes of so many young men recently that it was all he could do not to see them whenever he closed his eyes.[48] But fear was not what he saw in his wife’s awful stare that morning in the fall of 1944. What he saw was hopelessness.

			A familiar jolt of adrenaline surged through him, though he felt calm, even detached. He registered his fear but didn’t freeze. For years Ernie had feared that this was how things were likely to end.[49]

			Taking her hands in his, Ernie led Jerry—better known to his readers as “That Girl”—out of the bathroom the way one might help an ice-skating toddler. He sat her down on the edge of the bed in his room and held her close. “At first glance,” Ernie wrote to a friend the next day, “you would have thought she would be dead in a few minutes. But after a minute or so I realized her face wasn’t getting the death pallor, and that the blood was clotting and not flowing very fast.” [50]

			Ernie and Mrs. Streger sat on the edge of the bed, Jerry between them, until Jerry’s doctor arrived. He took a quick look at her, determined she’d somehow missed every vital area in her neck, and assured Ernie that she’d pull through. A few minutes later, another doctor—a surgeon—arrived with all his gear. After sewing up Jerry’s twenty or so wounds, he sprinkled them with sulfa powder. Then her doctor, a man by the name of William Randolph Lovelace,[51] jabbed Jerry with shots of morphine, tetanus vaccine, and anti–gas gangrene serum.[52] “As the doctor said,” Ernie told his best friend from college, Paige Cavanaugh, “thanks to her ignorance of anatomy, she missed every vital point.” [53] Even without an anesthetic, Jerry never uttered a sound while the surgeon patched her up. She stared blankly.[54]

			Jerry’s doctor called out to Nazareth Sanitarium,[55] about eight miles north of town, to see if they had a bed for her. There was nothing else to do except to keep a watchful eye on her and clean up the bloody mess, which is what they did until about four o’clock that afternoon. The only words Jerry spoke between being sewn up and when the ambulance arrived to take her away were to ask Ernie for a cigarette.

			“Darling,” Ernie said, “we’re going to the hospital now.”

			Jerry stood up straight, walked into the front room, and laid herself down on the stretcher.[56]

			On a hill outside of town, the Spanish-style sanitarium was two stories tall, with a red tile roof. The locked ward on the top floor was reserved for patients who might be a danger to themselves or others.[57] Ernie and Mrs. Streger followed Jerry down the antiseptic hallway to her room. Jerry sat down on the lonely hospital bed.

			“You can’t do this to me,” she said to Ernie. “I don’t deserve this.”

			“But, Jerry,” Ernie pleaded, “this is where you asked to come.”

			Jerry couldn’t remember having told Ernie to take her to Nazareth instead of St. Joseph’s. She lay down, resigned to what she believed was a death sentence. Ernie sat down beside her.

			“May I ask you something?” she asked in a whisper. Ernie leaned his face in close, the hot breath of Jerry’s mouth close to his ear.

			“Are you Ernie Pyle?”

			“I most certainly am,” Ernie replied, stunned.

			“I don’t believe it.” [58]
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			Who really was Ernie Pyle? Today, almost eight decades after his death, he remains an enigmatic figure. Despite his fame, he was a supremely private man. And because he left behind such a large body of writing, both published and not, and the views he expressed publicly did not always match what he wrote privately, it’s entirely possible to cherry-pick either a confirmation or a rebuttal to almost every accolade and every accusation.

			Beyond being simply a morale booster among the troops, Ernie was what the writer who knew him best, Lee Miller, called a bridge builder. “He bridged a gap in our knowledge,” Miller wrote, “of the great war and of the men who were waging it—a gap of which we were not actively conscious until his reporting began to span it.” [59] For millions of American troops overseas, Ernie was their scribe, their translator, and their champion. And he did it all, as his friend Miller put it, without the public or his fellow correspondents suspecting that at the exact time that “Ernie was making his reputation as the outstanding and best-loved correspondent of the war,” his difficult marriage had “reached its tragic climax.” [60]

			Unlike most of his peers, Ernie tended to ignore the war’s big picture.[61] With only a superficial grasp of military strategy and geopolitics, he chose to immerse himself in frontline living so he could tell stories from what he called the soldiers’ “worm’s eye view.” [62] He first honed this approach during his early days as America’s first aviation columnist for The Washington Daily News and later during his six years crisscrossing the country as a roving correspondent toward the end of the Great Depression, building a strong reader base by telling stories about the people and places most other reporters took little interest in. Little did he know that some of the pilots he befriended after work at Bolling Field outside Washington, DC, would one day swap nighttime mail runs for firebombing missions over German cities. Or that many of the desperate farmers he met in the Dust Bowl, and the lumberjacks in the Pacific Northwest, and the bellhops and bartenders from all over would end up as privates digging slit trenches in the Algerian desert, as sergeants leading their men up heavily defended mountain passes in central Italy, as pilots steering landing craft full of trapped troops onto hostile beaches.

			It was his familiarity and kinship with “unimportant small people and small things,” as a writer for Time put it in the summer of 1944,[63] that would suddenly become enormously important to millions of readers when the American involvement in the war began. Instead of writing exclusively about heroes and high drama, he made ordinary readers feel they understood what the people they knew were going through, so far away—small parts of an almost unimaginably complex war effort. He wrote of “tired and dirty soldiers who are alive and don’t want to die; of long darkened convoys in the middle of the night, of shocked silent men wandering back down the hill from battle.” [64] Ernie’s reporting on the desperate struggle American soldiers endured would endear him to a generation of readers who came to see the war the way Ernie described it to them, not the mode of strategic overview but that of moral intuition.

			Even as Ernie set the tone for his time, later reception of his work also mirrored the changes in American sentiment. One of Pyle’s biographers, the journalist and historian James Tobin, portrayed Ernie in his 1997 book, Ernie Pyle’s War, as a mythmaker—not because what Ernie wrote was a myth or because it was ever intended to be, but because after his death, Ernie’s version of the war became as sanctified as he was. In essence, Ernie’s war became the version America chose to remember. Ernie and the troops he wrote about became, in Tobin’s words, “the heroic symbols of what the soldiers and their children would remember as ‘the Good War.’ ” [65]

			The less generous among Ernie’s chroniclers have argued that his style of storytelling made him less of a journalist and more of a propagandist. They say he was nothing more, really, than a public relations man, that he sold a story about the war that omitted more truth than it espoused. The journalist and critic H. L. Mencken, for example, once described Ernie’s work as mere sentimental fluff about the common soldier and said that what Pyle wrote couldn’t possibly be described as “factual reporting of the war.” [66] While there’s some truth to what Mencken believed, it’s also clear that Mencken had ideological ends of his own. Mencken never supported America’s participation in the war, nor was he bothered much by the National Socialist worldview.[67]

			But Mencken wasn’t the only one to make such claims. Another journalist, Charles Lynch—very much not a Nazi sympathizer—described feeling similarly in an interview he gave Phillip Knightley for Knightley’s now-classic 1975 history of war reporting, The First Casualty. He was humiliated, he told Knightley thirty years after reporting for Reuters during the war, at what he and other correspondents, including Pyle, had done. “It was crap,” he said. “We were a propaganda arm of our governments. At the start the censors enforced that, but by the end we were our own censors.” He acknowledged that there wasn’t much of an alternative considering the grave stakes of the war, “But, for God’s sake,” he said, “let’s not glorify our role. It wasn’t good journalism. It wasn’t journalism at all.” [68]

			A dear friend of Ernie’s, the famed novelist John Steinbeck, who defied his own wife’s wishes and shipped off to Europe to cover the war for the New York Herald Tribune for a spell,[69] made sense of experiences like those faced by Pyle, himself, and other correspondents this way: “We were all part of the war effort. We went along with it, and not only that, we abetted it. Gradually it became a part of us that the truth about anything was automatically secret and that to trifle with it was to interfere with the war effort. By this I don’t mean that the correspondents were liars. We were not.” Instead, Steinbeck decided, “It is in the things not mentioned that the untruth lies.” [70]

			These somewhat tiresome debates about whether Ernie was a great journalist or an accomplished cheerleader obscure the biggest riddle of Pyle’s story: How did he do it? How did a middle-aged travel writer without any experience covering combat, the military, or foreign affairs become the most widely read war correspondent of all time?
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			On December 31, 1944, Henry Holt and Company released Brave Men, an edited collection of Ernie’s best columns from the campaigns in Sicily, Italy, and France. By the beginning of October that year, only a few weeks after Ernie had returned to America, the publisher had already received over 100,000 advance orders—four times more advance orders than the previous collection, Here Is Your War, published the year before.[71] At first, Holt secured enough paper to print 170,000 copies,[72] but after those incredible advance sales numbers rolled in, they commandeered extra paper from their textbook department to print nearly 200,000 copies.[73] This success was even more impressive when we remember that relatively few Americans at the time could afford the three dollars for a book like Brave Men, and only a third of the country had access to a local bookstore.[74]

			Between the royalties Ernie received each time a newspaper syndicated his column, his cut of book sales, and the 10 percent of the earnings from The Story of G.I. Joe once it premiered,[75] Ernie was projected to earn about $275,000 in 1945—twenty-five times what he was making as a roving columnist before the war. It’s always tricky to calculate the purchasing power of money at different points in history, though it’s safe to assume that in 2022 dollars, Ernie would have taken home more than $4.3 million that year alone.[76] With all his success and all that came with it, the conditions for a certain kind of happiness were present, though not for him.

			There was no part of Ernie that felt fulfilled by the glowing attention his writing received. His fame, rather than freeing him to pursue the quiet life of reflection and friendship he ultimately desired, had made him “afraid to go into a restaurant because people whisper and stare.” This fame had “taken away that saving gift of serenity of mind and soul,” he confessed. “My life now, day and night, is a frenzy. There is no mental leisure in it; never the freedom to sit down and let your mind go blank.” [77]

			As if guilty about his “magnificent privilege” of being able to step away from the war for several months, Ernie wrote Lee Miller that he took on “more duties and worked harder” at home while he was on “vacation” than he did at the front. “There has been no rest,” he told his readers. “There has been no time for composure. No day has been long enough to finish the things required in that day.” [78]

			“Sometimes,” Ernie confided in Lee, “I wish I’d never been born.” [79]
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			During his few short years as a war correspondent, Ernie Pyle was embraced by enlisted troops, commissioned officers, and a huge civilian public as a voice for the common soldier. After sharing so much of their experience, he understood how gravely war can alter the people who have to fight it. He knew that the survivors often come home with damage that is profound, painful, and long-lasting. It was a truth that he found difficult, sometimes even impossible, to communicate to his readers back home.

			A couple of months before he was killed, Ernie received a short note of praise from General Eisenhower, thanking him for promoting “an understanding of what the infantry soldier endures.” [80]

			Ernie wrote a longer letter in reply. “I’ve found that no matter how much we talk, or write, or show pictures,” he said, “people who have not actually been in war are incapable of having any real conception of it. I don’t really blame the people. Some of them try hard to understand. But the world of the infantryman is a world so far removed from anything normal, that it can be no more than academic to the average person.

			“I think I have helped make America conscious of, and sympathetic toward him,” Pyle continued, “but haven’t made them feel what he goes through. I believe it’s impossible.” [81]

			When I read those words for the first time, I couldn’t help but think about my grandfather. I’ll never know exactly why he never told anyone his whole story. Perhaps he felt ashamed of something he had done or hadn’t done. Or maybe, I started to think, he had felt the same sort of hopelessness Ernie came to feel at the end of his life.

			What could I find, I wondered, if I left the view out my office window, roused the hibernating nomad buried deep inside me, and retraced Ernie’s steps through the war? Was there some truth I could uncover if I followed the cartography he mapped out in his columns? What might be there for me to discover in the dry plains of central Tunisia, or in the steep mountain trails of Italy, or on the pancake-flat beaches of Normandy? Part of me also wondered what I might learn—or at least better understand—about my grandfather’s wartime experiences. There was only one way to find out.

			The primary goal I laid out for myself at the beginning of this project was to uncover the stories beneath the stories Ernie told his readers. I told as much to Yomna, the daughter of a Tunisian diplomat, over WhatsApp in the weeks leading up to my trip to North Africa. Fluent in English, Arabic, and French, Yomna had agreed to serve as my translator and guide for about a week in December 2019 after a professor of hers, my good friend Jennifer Orth-Veillon, asked Yomna if she had any advice to pass along to me about navigating Tunisia. What could the places I planned to visit, I asked Yomna, tell me that they didn’t tell Ernie? What had we learned in the decades since the war ended that could help us better understand not only Ernie’s life story, but also the story he told America? Yomna was intrigued, though she also expressed a fair bit of skepticism that American readers would want to know anything about her and her people. We’ll see, I told her.

			Staring out the plane window into the dark night sky on my connecting flight from Lyon, where Yomna attended university, to Tunis, I pondered the end of the living memory of the Greatest Generation and whether, along with the sadness of its passing, there might not also be an opening for a new, more honest account. Turning to my green reporter’s notebook, I jotted down a flurry of questions I was hoping to answer, then I put down my pen and took a deep breath. As the plane banked to the east, it flew parallel to the coastline of North Africa. Dull orange lights close to the shore blurred into a mass of life; the desert beyond the coast was as black and lifeless as the sea below. Over the plane’s intercom, the pilot spoke in Arabic, then in French, and finally in English. We would be touching down within the next twenty minutes, he said. The time for questions was over. Ernie was waiting for me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			AT LAST THEY ARE IN THE FIGHTING

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				They poured around us, charging forward. They weren’t close together—probably a couple of hundred yards apart. There weren’t lines or any specific formation. They were just everywhere. They covered the desert to the right and left, ahead and behind as far as we could see, trailing their eager dust tails behind. It was almost as though some official starter had fired his blank pistol. The battle was on.

				Ernie Pyle, “Tank Battle at Sidi-Bou-Zid,” March 1, 1943[1]

			

			1

			Yomna cinched the belt on her coat as a run-down pickup loaded with sheep blew past us. A blazing sun high in the clear December sky warmed my face and the top of my head. Once she was ready, we darted across the two-lane highway, hopped a concrete water pipe that ran the highway’s length, and landed in a ditch. The ground beneath our feet was spongy and uneven where the earth had healed over discarded plastic shopping bags, crinkled water bottles, and paper espresso cups. A stiff wind kicked up sand from the west, stirring the smells of modern life in rural Tunisia into an odd bouquet of damp earth, truck exhaust, and the sweet smell of barbecued camel. “We will not be eating that,” Yomna told me when I asked about the food served up by the roadside eatery we passed a few hundred yards down the highway from where we parked. On the other side of the ditch, a small field with neatly cultivated rows sprawled out before us. In the far corner of that field, two farmers Yomna had spotted, a man and a woman, were picking onions with their two mangy dogs.

			We were there to climb Djebel Hamra, the Red Mountain—a jagged, steep-sloped escarpment that juts out of the desert valley a short distance from the farmers’ field. On February 15, 1942, Ernie scaled Djebel Hamra after he and several other correspondents were assured its summit would provide an unobstructed view of the Americans’ planned counterattack on the ancient camel-trading city of Sidi Bou Zid,[2] which had fallen easily to the two German Panzer tank divisions the day before.

			Despite the devastating losses sustained at Sidi Bou Zid, an impenetrable sense of denial blanketed the Allied high command over the border in Algeria. Rather than withdraw and regroup, the order was issued to counterattack more than two hundred German tanks, half-tracks, and big guns[3] with what little was left of the American force—a tank battalion, a tank destroyer company, an infantry battalion, and some artillery pieces.[4] “We are going to kick the hell out of them today,” an army officer told Ernie, “and we’ve got the stuff to do it with.” [5]

			“Unfortunately,” Ernie would report, “we didn’t kick hell out of them. In fact, the boot was on the other foot.” [6]

			When Yomna had picked me up from the hotel in Kasserine that morning, she told me that she wasn’t going to let me climb any mountain in Tunisia until she first talked with a local who knew the area well. Since the winter of 2012, Islamist terrorists had used the cave-rich mountains in central and western Tunisia to hide from the military and stage attacks. “I don’t want you to end up on some ISIS propaganda video,” she told me from the back seat of our rental car as she queued up a playlist of her favorite Frank Sinatra tunes on her phone.

			We met the farmer’s dogs first. Yomna stayed behind me, using me as a shield. The mixed-breeds seemed friendly enough. They jumped up at me and nipped at the bottom of my jacket until the man whistled for them. We met and shook hands in the middle of the field, between rows of onions that looked ready to be picked. The man wore a dingy white scarf wrapped loosely around his head and a baggy black suit jacket and pants. Earth had worked into his pores and under his nails, and his hand felt cool and hard in mine. His wife stood behind him, squinting in the sun. Her colorful scarf looked handmade and much too nice to be worn while laboring in the dirt. Their faces were as wrinkled and weathered as their clothes, their eyes kind and watery from the wind.

			Once I had exhausted my conversational French, which didn’t take long, Yomna spoke in the Tunisian dialect of Arabic—a mix of Berber, Arabic, and a little French—about my project, how I was there to write a book about a man who had watched a tank battle between the Americans and the Germans from the Red Mountain.

			“You mean ‘Black Mountain’?” the woman said, pointing to it in the distance behind us.

			I looked down at the map I had brought with me titled “Central Tunisia, 1943: Battle of Kasserine Pass.” Allied movements were marked in blue dotted lines. The Germans were red. With my finger I found Fäid Pass, where the Germans had launched their offensive. Halfway between Sidi Bou Zid and Sbeïtla, I looked for the mountain. It wasn’t there. I flipped to another map. “Here,” I said looking to Yomna for confirmation. “This map calls it ‘Dj Hamra.’ Are we in the right place?” [7]

			“She says everyone always called it ‘Black Mountain,’ ” Yomna said with a shrug. “Maybe because it isn’t red?”

			The man spoke to me in French. I nodded politely and waited for him to finish.

			“He wants to know what Ernie looked like,” Yomna interjected.

			He was a small man, I said, holding my hand flat against my sternum. About 110 pounds. When he was here, he was forty-two years old, I continued. Thinning white hair on the top of his head. He had a big nose, too. People said he looked frail, like he was sick all the time.

			Yomna translated. The man nodded. He looked down at the ground, then back up at me. His lips tightened. His brow furrowed. When he spoke, it seemed he was trying to comfort me, as if he were a doctor gently explaining the inoperable nature of a lump I had found.

			I looked to Yomna as I folded my maps and slid them back into the inside pocket of my jacket. She took off her sunglasses and smiled. “He says your friend is not there anymore.”

			After thanking the couple for giving us the go-ahead to climb the mountain, Yomna and I hurried back to the car, where we found her cousin, Zakariya—our chauffeur for the week—leaned against the front fender, scrolling on his phone and finishing a cigarette. About a thousand yards up the highway we crossed a bridge and turned left down a dirt road that followed the edge of an olive grove. The road dissolved into more of a trail, with ruts so deep Zakariya had to stick his head out the window to navigate them. As we crawled along, Yomna cranked up the volume on Sinatra’s “You Make Me Feel So Young.” At the end of the trail stood a small stucco building, ten feet by ten feet and fifteen feet tall. There was enough shade on the eastern side of the building for Zakariya to park and continue checking his text messages while Yomna and I hiked the rest of the way to the base of the two-thousand-foot mountain.
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			Ernie had thought he was ready for war. “Personally, I’m just about to bust I want to get over there as a war correspondent or something so bad,” he wrote to his old friend Paige Cavanaugh,[8] eight days after the British and French declared war on Germany in the fall of 1939. “Pacifism is fine as long as there ain’t no war around,” he continued. “But when they start shooting I want to get close enough just a couple of times to get good and scared.” [9]

			In 1932, when Ernie was asked to drop his widely read aviation column to lead The Washington Daily News as managing editor, he didn’t think it right to turn down the promotion.[10] A few years later, Pyle convinced his bosses that he’d make a far better roving columnist than a deskbound manager.[11] The truth was he’d always preferred writing to the routines of office life. His bosses were no doubt at least partly persuaded to finally cut him loose from his management duties by the reception Ernie received in 1934, when he wrote a short series of travel articles about a freighter trip he took from Los Angeles down around the tip of South America and back up to Philadelphia.[12] The series, according to the editor in chief of Scripps-Howard Newspapers, had a “Mark Twain quality that knocked my eyes out.” [13]

			With twenty-four papers in the Scripps-Howard chain committed to printing his column six days a week,[14] Ernie and his wife, Geraldine “Jerry” Siebolds,[15] gave up their apartment in Washington, DC, pawned their few bits of furniture off on Ernie’s editor,[16] and hopped into their beloved Dodge convertible coupe to begin an epic tour of the Americas. Most spouses in America circa 1935 likely would have balked at such a lifestyle, but Jerry embraced it.[17]

			Reporter by profession, out on the road Ernie would be a poet in spirit and a nomad by necessity. “I’ve had a good stroke of luck,” he wrote a friend about the new gig. “I’ve finally been transferred from this man-killing job” to “the kind of job I’ve always wanted.” [18] By the time the British and French were being evacuated from Dunkirk in the spring of 1940, the Pyles had crossed the lower continental United States thirty-five times[19] and visited twenty-one countries in Central and South America. Three cars and three typewriters later, Pyle had pecked out some 2.5 million words,[20] enough to fill thirty-one average-length books.

			The stories Pyle wrote during his half a decade on the road weren’t hard-news articles by any means; they were human-interest stories that highlighted ordinary Americans doing extraordinary things to make it through the Great Depression. There was the one he wrote about the married couple in Yuma, Arizona, who made a living by selling to zoos the twenty thousand snakes they had captured in the desert outside of town.[21] There was the short-order cook in Nashville who had once been enslaved by President Andrew Johnson.[22] He profiled a national champion ice-cream-soda maker,[23] a genuine frontier woman living in what Pyle called a “disappearing America,” and a family that built a boat themselves and sailed from Washington State to Alaska and back. In Montana, he wrote nostalgically about a farmer turned hitchhiker he picked up named Roy Meehan. “Young Mr. Meehan is as fine a fellow as I’ve ever met,” Pyle wrote. “He’s about 25, nice-looking and very tanned, and he rolls his own cigarettes. You could put him on Long Island in flannel pants and blue coat some evening, and he would be very quiet and everybody would like him.” [24]

			Ernie did much of his prospecting for stories in the smoky newsrooms of small-town papers in each of the places he and Jerry visited.[25] He found that fellow reporters and editors were reliable sources for unreported stories that needed a bit of the Pyle treatment. With his one suit, one of his three neckties, and his Borsalino felt hat cocked to the side,[26] Ernie followed up on his leads, reported for a few days, and then bunked down with Jerry in a hotel they found in the AAA directory. With the material he had collected, Ernie usually had enough to write for a couple of days and build for himself what he called his “cushion.” On one trip, he and Jerry spent seven days in Monument Valley and the Four Corners region, and then, sunburned and nursing a cold, he spent the next week in an Arizona tourist cabin writing twenty thousand words—enough for three weeks of columns.

			Part of the Pyle treatment included weaving in vivid descriptions to create an immersive experience. Of a Dust Bowl sandstorm—part of a series on the drought-stricken upper plains that Ernie’s editor nominated for a Pulitzer Prize[27]—Ernie wrote, “The wind howled. It came at least 40 miles an hour, across the prairie from the north. It was hard to steer the car. The roar of the wind was louder than your voice . . . on the rises the sand-laden wind cut across the highway like a horizontal waterfall. The sand was not drifting, or floating, or hanging in the air—it was shooting south, in thick veins, like air full of thrown baseballs.” [28] In Seattle, a city Ernie called a “bewitching thing,” he told his readers it was good to “hear the foghorns on the Sound, and the deep bellow of departing steamers; to feel the creeping fog all around you, the fog that softens things and makes a velvet trance out of nighttime.” [29] Of Bryce Canyon in southern Utah, Pyle wrote that the forest of stone spires looked like “a solar pipe organ,” “10,000 pink flagpoles,” and “what you see if somebody hits you on the head with a mallet.” [30]

			Ernie rarely mentioned any of the problems that weighed heavily on the minds of Americans during the Great Depression. When he did write about such things, he tended to restrain himself. When he wrote about drought, for example, he said it was not a spectacular thing. “Crops are gone. Farmers are gone. The heat is terrific. The whole thing is awful. And yet I feel sure that a city-bred man, who had heard about the drought and who came out to see the devastation, would be disappointed.” Perhaps, Pyle speculated, some of his readers had been led to believe a drought was something far more dramatic. Desperate people gasping for water. Shabby houses burning to the arid ground. Carcasses of desiccated cattle littering the highways. “We think of farmers standing around in groups,” he wrote, “making desperate decisions.” But that wasn’t the America Ernie knew.[31]

			Perhaps what Pyle’s readers appreciated most about him was that the Depression and all that came with it was a mere backdrop to the stories he told. Unlike some of his contemporaries, like Walter Winchell, who used his platform to attack appeasers of Nazism, Pyle focused on telling wholesome stories of people readers could admire. Instead of more devastating stories of bank failures, labor strife, and the down-and-out, Ernie’s readers counted on being transported to someplace fascinating, whether it be among fishermen in Cape Cod, icebreakers on the Great Lakes, or prospectors in Alaska.

			By the end of 1940, the next place Ernie wanted to take his readers was London. He wanted to see with his own eyes what it was like to stand alone against Hitler. France had fallen to the Germans by then, and the Vichy government dictated life in the parts of the country not occupied by the Germans. If Pyle was going to get a break from writing “silly dull columns about Mt. Hood and hop ranches” and get close enough to the shooting to “get good and scared,” [32] London might be his only chance.[33]
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			When Ernie and Jerry married, back in the summer of 1925, she had been working as a civil service employee in postwar Washington, DC, for nearly seven years, five of those on her own before she even heard of Ernie Pyle.[34] Subtle, penetrating, and sometimes mischievous, Jerry was inclined to love, though her determined self-sufficiency made it hard for her to admit that. A stubborn nonconformist,[35] she claimed she did not believe in marriage, finally agreeing to wed Ernie only after he wrung his hands about what his parents back on the farm in Indiana would say about their relaxed relationship.[36] For years afterward, Jerry insisted to her friends in Washington that she and Ernie were not actually married.[37]

			The details of Jerry’s life were not well-known while she was alive, and what is known about her is somewhat difficult to parse. A few months after Ernie was killed, an obscure magazine published a long feature article about “ ‘That Girl’ of Ernie Pyle’s,” in which the author wrote that despite Jerry’s independent streak, she gladly “shrugged aside her personal ambitions to assume the role of Pyle critic,” that “her confidence in his ability was steadfast long before he became America’s most acclaimed columnist,” and that whenever he grew discouraged, “it was Jerry who kept him at it.” [38] Though few knew it, it was true that behind Ernie’s outwardly easygoing manner, he was laceratingly critical of himself and his writing. He was also prone to fits of temper, barking insults as directions. And Ernie was almost constantly sick and in need of Jerry’s care.

			Two years after Ernie died, a writer named Esther Chapman Robb wrote a piece for another magazine that described Jerry’s role in Ernie’s life this way: “ ‘That girl’ devoted . . . twenty years to cherishing, like a votive priestess, the often wavering flame of her husband’s special talent for writing about unimportant people so understandingly that both the important and the unimportant wanted to read about them.” Moreover, she continued, Jerry “believed passionately in Ernie’s great gift, even when he did not; she guarded his uncertain health with maternal vigilance; she sacrificed her own personal life, and very possibly, a literary career of her own.” [39]

			In the years after that article about Jerry was published, after the first biography of Pyle appeared, some of the more haunting details surrounding her marriage to Ernie came to light. With nearly eight decades of perspective, it’s plain to see that Jerry was anything but glad that she “shrugged aside her personal ambitions.” In giving herself to him fully and supporting him in his sensitivities and resentments[40]—and his drinking[41]—Jerry felt forced to abandon her own needs and had to commit herself fully to Ernie’s interests and desires, without a defined, long-term role aside from being Ernie’s assistant.[42]

			Even if Jerry initially accepted the limitations of such a life, after half a decade of being “that girl” [43] she had reached a breaking point.[44] Her contentment was replaced with exhaustion that morphed into a desperation that felt like carrying a heavy backpack, which pulled at her shoulders and wore her down.

			On her best days, Jerry could brighten a room with a sudden smile or leave everyone speechless with a bit of improvisation on the piano. “She loved to play the good old favorites, with a sob in them,” a family friend recalled. “And when she was in the mood to improvise, she was amazing. Then we all stopped singing, drew in our breath, and listened.” [45]

			Ernie’s need for her could not have been an easy burden. He needed her acceptance and her love. He needed her protection. He needed her sparkle.[46] When the roving life ground her down and Ernie began to feel robbed of her silent assuring presence, his resentment festered.

			Even to an untrained eye, it seems clear that by 1937, Jerry was demonstrating signs of what the French psychiatrist Jean-Pierre Falret called la folie circulaire, what we call bipolar disorder.[47] Jerry broke down again and again, especially after heavy stretches of drinking—in 1936, while Ernie was covering the drought in the Dakotas;[48] in 1937,[49] when Ernie left her home alone again, this time for four months to roam around in Alaska;[50] in 1938;[51] and again in 1940—landing her in hospitals for unhelpful examinations or in sanitariums for expensive stays. No treatment she ever received seemed to help for long.

			4

			I scanned the ground, searching for any signs of the battle. Slit trenches or rusty C-ration cans, maybe a rifle cartridge or shrapnel if I was lucky. Many American soldiers treated bits of shrapnel like good-luck amulets.[52] In the half hour it took Yomna and me to hike from the base of Djebel Hamra, there was nothing to be found but sand and shale and flecks of mica that glittered in the sun. The side of the mountain was steeper than it looked from a distance. With Yomna trailing behind me, I switchbacked across the south-facing slope. The sun baked the back of my neck. Dressed in tight black jeans and pearly white Adidas sneakers, Yomna kept pace with me until we hit a stretch made up of flat, loose stones. It was like trying to walk on dinner plates spilled all over the kitchen floor; Yomna slipped every few steps. She fell down hard on her side about three quarters of the way to the top. I heard her break her fall with her elbow and hip. She winced in pain as I trotted back to where she had fallen and helped her regain her footing. Her right side was dusted with powdery soil, like flour.

			“Is that a cave?” she asked as she dusted herself off.

			“Where?”

			“There!” She pointed up and to the left. “Right there! That’s a cave. That’s definitely a cave.”

			A few hundred feet above us, a black hole big enough for a person to climb through stuck out among the light brown stones and green shrubbery.

			“We need to turn back,” Yomna said. “We need to get off this mountain.”

			For the first time in Tunisia, I was occupying the exact ground Pyle had. We were so close, yet Pyle suddenly seemed to be drawing back, like a desert mirage. I took a deep breath. The cool breeze dried the sweat on the back of my neck.

			“What if we hiked this way?” I said, pointing to the far side of the mountain, away from the cave opening. “Then if someone comes out of there, we’d have more time to go down.”

			“But what if they have a gun?” Yomna asked. Her arms were crossed.

			“We’ll be fine,” I tried to assure her.
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			In the early fall of 1940, Ernie and Jerry bought a small corner lot on the outskirts of Albuquerque where you could stand and look westward eighty miles.[53] “We’re building a regular little boxed-up mass production shack,” Ernie wrote to his old friend Paige. They paid $3,848 for the lot and the house—a little more than they originally thought they were going to spend, but then they were convinced by their contractors to have a real fireplace installed and to upgrade from stucco on the exterior to horizontal planking instead.[54] After so many years living like vagabonds, with clothes and books cached away at homes of friends around the country,[55] Ernie wanted to believe building a home together with Jerry and laying down some roots would help them mend whatever was wearing out between them. “It’s foolish and an utter luxury,” he wrote to Paige, “and yet I have a feeling it is gravely important for us.” [56]

			Before the green-roofed house[57] was completed, Ernie accepted an assignment to cover the German bombing campaign against England. Jerry put on a brave face when Ernie broke the news to her, but there was no denying the truth.[58] He was abandoning her right after he promised to stay put for a while. Jerry was “really grieving and feels awfully alone and pointless,” Ernie said of his decision at the end of October, “and I feel like an absolute sonovabitch to go under the circumstances; and yet I’ve just lately had a feeling I had to be in London, and if I didn’t go now with the opportunity there, I would regret it the rest of my life.” [59]

			Once Ernie decided to leave against her wishes, Jerry lost all interest in their little house and whatever contentment she thought she could find in it. “To pretend that I give one single solitary good goddamn about a shack or a palace or any other material consideration in this world,” she wrote to her best friend in Albuquerque, “would be to foist upon everybody at all interested the greatest gold-brick insult a low mind could conceive.” Ernie’s plan to leave her to finish and furnish the house on her own, she continued, “seems to me as diabolically ironical as any ever devised.” [60]

			On November 16, while Jerry was waiting for their furniture to arrive from Washington[61] and double-hemming the window curtains,[62] Ernie took a steamship from New York to Lisbon.[63] A couple of hours before the ship docked, he pecked out a letter on his portable typewriter. He wanted Jerry to know how much he missed her and how it seemed to him “sheer insanity that we haven’t always been happy.” Perhaps in an attempt to justify the trip, he wrote that “after the terrific emotional experiences we’ve been through this fall we can appreciate ourselves more now, and be better off in the future.” [64]

			In Lisbon, Pyle caught a British government plane that flew him across the Bay of Biscay and the English Channel to London, where he would report on the German aerial offensive still underway there.[65] Pyle’s editors had wanted him to go to France back in May, but Ernie was afraid that his not knowing any European languages along with stringent censorship and everybody being “too damn busy fighting a war to monkey around with a nosey feature writer” was a recipe for failure.[66]

			Ultimately, Ernie changed his mind and told his editors he did want to go. By that time, however, the situation on the ground had changed. “Europe is OUT
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