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CHAPTER 1

The Roving Reporter

EVERYBODY IN AMERICA KNEW ERNIE PYLE. FOR MANY, IT WASN’T A SIMPLE matter of knowing who Ernie Pyle was. They loved Ernie and believed they knew him intimately, as if he were a dear personal friend.

Ernie Pyle was, at his very core, a Hoosier—a descendant of the plain-spoken and self-reliant people who settled the relentlessly flat and windswept plains of Indiana. Hoosiers are by and large a humble sort of people, and therefore so was Ernie. That never changed, regardless of the fame and adoration he enjoyed, or the number of influential people he came to call friends. His hometown was Dana, a tiny gathering of farmhouses, grain elevators, and mercantile shops straddling the junction of State Road 71 and the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad in Vermillion County. In 1900, the year Ernie was born, there were 893 people living in Dana. Today there are fewer.

Ernie was an only child. His parents, Will and Marie Pyle, were tenant farmers, meaning someone else owned the fields they cultivated, and a portion of their harvest went toward paying the rent. As their boy grew, it became apparent that he possessed an intelligent and inquisitive mind paired with a restless soul. By the time he was a teenager, Ernie’s physique had developed into that of a hardscrabble plow hand—rawboned and wiry—a look he never quite outgrew. Another thing he developed and never outgrew was a healthy disdain for the tedium of life on the farm.

As soon as he came of military age, Ernie enlisted in the US Naval Reserve, motivated as much by a craving for adventure as a sense of patriotism. It was 1918 and the United States was at war, having joined the Allied cause by declaring war on Germany after three years of struggling to remain neutral. The First World War would come to a sudden conclusion only weeks after Ernie’s induction, even before he was able to enter boot camp in Great Lakes, Illinois. The following year he enrolled in Indiana University to study journalism, but in 1923 dropped out of college to accept a position as a cub reporter with the Scripps-Howard tabloid Washington Daily News.

In October of that year Ernie would meet his future wife, Geraldine Siebolds. “Jerry” was a petite and pretty brunette who, at the age of twenty-three, fled her home town of Hastings, Minnesota, to take a job as a civil servant in Washington, DC. Like Ernie, she was smart, full of energy, and stricken with an incurable wanderlust. In 1925, the newly married couple decided to quit their jobs and travel across the country in a Model T roadster, an adventure lasting just three months before their money ran out.

Ernie returned to work as a newspaperman, first in New York and then back in Washington, where he began a column for the Daily News following the exploits of aviation pioneers like Jimmy Doolittle and Amelia Earhart. In 1935, Ernie was commissioned to write a daily human interest column for the Scripps-Howard newspaper syndicate. Ernie and Jerry packed a few belongings into a new 1936 Dodge coupe, and together they hit the road.

They would not come to rest for six years, 200,000 miles, and a million and a half written words. Jerry became “That Girl” or “That Girl who rides with me” in Ernie’s column, which appeared under the titles of The Roving Reporter, Going Places, or Traveling with Ernie Pyle in over forty daily and weekly newspapers. Ernie rarely touched upon politics, foreign policy, or broader social issues, choosing instead to focus on the everyday people he met, the places they lived, the work they performed, and the families they raised.

Ernie Pyle’s mildly cynical wit and charmingly simple, down-to-earth prose has often been compared to that of Mark Twain. At a time when reading the newspaper was a daily ritual for the majority of Americans—newspaper circulation today is less than half of what it was in 1935, despite a 168 percent increase in population—Ernie’s folksy, homespun stories served as a sorely needed diversion from the front-page news of the day.

And the news was bad. It had been exceptionally bad since late October 1929, when the US stock market went into free fall. There were a number of culpable evils that led to the downturn: inflated stock prices, high interest rates, unstable bank loans, industrial and agricultural overproduction, and reckless margin buying, to name a few of the major ones. The sudden losses had led to a massive wave of panic selling on Wall Street, resulting in the stock market’s total collapse.

A disastrous ripple effect spread across other sectors of the US economy. Consumer confidence quickly evaporated. Terrified bank customers rushed to empty their savings accounts, and soon banks both large and small began falling like dominoes. Over the next three years, half of all banks in the United States would be forced to shut their doors. Prices and productivity fell by 66 percent. Three-quarters of a million farms were lost to bankruptcy and foreclosure. At the peak of the crisis, one in four Americans were out of work, and the remaining three were being paid 42 percent less than they were in 1929.

Two million people would lose their homes. Wretched shantytowns sprang up in parks and vacant lots in cities across America, dubbed “Hoover-villes” for the president who caught most of the blame for the Great Depression. Recently impoverished families waited in long queues to be fed by charity soup kitchens. Unemployed executives in disheveled suits sold apples on street corners and slept in the doorways of shuttered businesses. At the same time, as if things weren’t miserable enough, the worst drought seen in generations struck the central plains states, spawning devastating dust storms of biblical proportions. The “Dust Bowl” would last for the better part of a decade, ruining millions of acres of farmland and displacing thousands of poor rural families.

If the domestic news was bad, the news coming from overseas was even worse. Militant fascism was gaining power in both Europe and Asia. Taking advantage of the political instability, economic hardship, and social chaos gripping Germany in the early 1930s, the radical Adolf Hitler and his violently anti-Semitic Nazi Party had risen to power. Hitler quickly abolished free speech, opposition parties, labor unions, a free press, and virtually all other vestiges of democracy. Having convinced millions of his countrymen that their Jewish neighbors were to blame for their troubles, Hitler issued hundreds of decrees aimed at impoverishing German Jews and stripping them of their civil rights. A reign of terror took hold as Nazi thugs committed vandalism, robbery, arson, rape, and murder against Jewish citizens without consequence.

A vicious and bloody civil war was raging in Spain between those loyal to the elected government of the Spanish Republic and the fascist forces of General Francisco Franco. Both Hitler and the fascist Italian dictator Benito Mussolini sent troops, tanks, aircraft, and artillery to support Franco’s rebellion, transforming the Spanish war into a veritable proving ground for German and Italian weapons and tactics.

Like Nazi Germany, the Empire of Japan was home to an ultra-nationalist society, with an authoritarian government bent on expansion through military conquest. In order to seize vital strategic resources to fuel its war machine, Japan had invaded mainland China, waging total war with nearly unparalleled savagery and slaughtering untold millions of Chinese civilians.

Day after day, headline after headline, column inch after column inch, page after page was devoted to hard news such as this in the 8,266 daily and weekly newspapers then in circulation across the United States. It is therefore no small wonder why Ernie Pyle’s column became so popular. One avid reader of the El Paso Herald-Post told his editor that he always waited to read Ernie’s column last, comparing it to a “dose of headache pills” after consuming the dismal news of the day.

Ernie wrote of an altruistic small town auto mechanic in Minnesota, and about riding the hairpin turns of a Colorado mountain pass with a long-haul truck driver. He wrote of an artful woman making a comfortable home of an old, disused railroad car in the New Mexico desert.

“You’d be surprised how homey a box car can be,” Ernie told his readers. “Irene has electric lights and running water. She has pictures on the walls, and book shelves, and rugs on the floor and a table and chaise lounge in the middle. She says the only thing wrong with it is that the railroad very carefully painted out all the bawdy poems that knights of the road always write on the inside of box cars.”

Ernie talked with engineers in Oregon about the challenges they faced in building a dam across the Columbia River without disrupting the annual migration of salmon. He sat in the cafes of Akron, Ohio, and listened to the complaints of workers on strike from the local tire plants. For his readers he solved the mystery of how teapots were made from a single sheet of aluminum in a factory in New Kensington, Pennsylvania. He accompanied the crew of a coast guard cutter on patrol in the Bering Sea, and an Italian immigrant fishing for crabs in San Francisco Bay. He visited workers at a sugar mill in Honolulu and a steel mill in Pittsburgh. He described the inside of a tailor’s shop in New York City that catered exclusively to obese men. When he stopped at a lonely Forest Service outpost in northern Michigan, the ranger invited him to climb to the top of the station’s eighty-foot fire lookout tower to have a look around.

“He started up, with me right behind him,” Ernie recalled. “Only once did I look down. That was about thirty feet up. It made me weak. I was in a sort of panic. I thought I must yell to the ranger that I was going back down. But he would think I was a sissy. And so would I. So I kept going.”

“People in out-of-the-way places are slow to warm up to strangers,” wrote E. H. Shaffer, editor of the Albuquerque Tribune, who accompanied the Pyles on a few of their excursions. “But not once did we leave a place where someone wasn’t hanging on the car door, talking to Ernie and hating to see him go. While I was with him, he talked to scores of people about almost as many different things. And he never took down a note.”

“Travel is much better than going to college,” Ernie wrote. “You learn such things as that Pierre, the capital of South Dakota, is pronounced peer; that rip-rap is the re-enforcements [sic] they put on the upper side of a dam; that the Flathead Indians don’t have flat heads; and that ranchers brand sheep by painting their brand on their wool. You also learn that people who travel the same little rut every day of their lives seem to be the people who get so very smart, and know everything, and are so positive.

“Everywhere I go, people are jealous of me,” he continued. “They think it must be wonderful just to ride around with your expenses paid and have nothing to do but write one column a day. They’re practically right. They’d be completely right if it weren’t for the column.”

In the summer of 1940, Ernie and Jerry chose to settle in Albuquerque, New Mexico, a community to which they found themselves returning often during their years on the road. Purchasing a parcel of land in the Southeast Heights area of town, they began construction on a small, unassuming clapboard ranch house, a project Ernie hoped would lend some stability to their now faltering marriage. Jerry was suffering from frequent and sometimes violent mental breakdowns, most likely due to bipolar disorder. Ernie himself was prone to bouts of melancholy, and was drinking heavily to stave them off.

It didn’t take long for Ernie’s old familiar restlessness to begin stirring, and not entirely due to his domestic woes. The Second World War had begun. Paris had fallen, London was under siege from the air, and yet here he was—in Albuquerque, reading about the war in the news-papers. As a chronicler of the times and a passionate student of the human condition, Ernie Pyle couldn’t force himself to sit still. To his editors at Scripps-Howard he pitched the idea of continuing his column from London.

“To this day I cannot quite put into words just what my feelings were,” Ernie wrote. “I am a professional traveler, but it was not curiosity ‘to see what it was like’ that made me want to go. And I am a newspaperman, yet the ‘story’ I might send back hardly entered my mind at all. I simply wanted to go privately—just inside myself I wanted to go.

“I felt that to live your span in this time of ours,” he continued, “and to detour around an opportunity of sharing in the most momentous happening of that time, was simply to be disinterested in living. It seemed to me somehow that anyone who went through the immersion into fear and horror of the London bombings, could not help but be made fuller by it. So I went.”

Jerry was furious. The new house wasn’t even finished yet.







CHAPTER 2

The Blitz

BY THE TIME THE SHORT S.25 SUNDERLAND FLYING BOAT CARRYING ERNIE Pyle from Lisbon, Portugal, landed off the coast of southern England in December 1940, the Second World War had been raging for a full fifteen months.

Immediately after coming to power, Adolf Hitler had set to work rebuilding Germany’s armed forces in defiance of the Treaty of Versailles that ended World War I. In a few short years, the Wehrmacht managed to achieve parity with the military strength of Great Britain, France, and the Soviet Union. Neighboring Austria succumbed to Nazi intimidation and allowed itself to be annexed by Germany in March 1938, and in September tensions between Germany and her former Great War enemies rose precipitously after Hitler announced his intention to occupy parts of Czechoslovakia.

In an effort to avoid another world war, British prime minister Neville Chamberlain called for an emergency meeting of the European powers to be held in Munich on September 29, 1938. An accord was reached that allowed for Germany’s occupation of the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia in exchange for a pledge of peace with the nations of Europe. Though Chamberlain would declare that “peace for our time” had been achieved, the Munich Agreement, thereafter called the “Munich Betrayal” by the Czechs, served only to appease and embolden der Führer. In August 1939, Germany and the Soviet Union signed a nonaggression pact, an agreement Hitler never intended to keep. On September 1, German forces stormed across the border with Poland. The British and French responded with a declaration of war two days later.

After conquering the greater part of Poland, Hitler set his sights on Denmark and Norway, hoping to secure a steady supply of iron ore from the nations of Scandinavia. British efforts to stop the invasion of Norway would end in fiasco, sparking a furious debate in the House of Commons which resulted in Chamberlain’s resignation. On May 10, 1940, Winston Churchill, a career statesman who had been serving as First Lord of the Admiralty, was named Prime Minister of Great Britain and began forming a coalition government. That very day, Hitler unleashed his blitzkrieg—lightning war—on Western Europe.

It was a new, modern approach to combined arms warfare, one featuring mobility, speed, and coordination for which the Allied forces, expecting to fight a defensive war on a mostly static battlefront, were wholly unprepared. Fast-moving German armor columns and mechanized infantry units, receiving close air support from Luftwaffe dive-bombers and fighters, overran the low countries of Belgium, Holland, and Luxembourg in less than a week, then outflanked the fixed fortifications of the Maginot Line and swept into France. The ten divisions of the British Expeditionary Force, along with a good portion of the French and Belgian armies, were cut off and trapped in northern France, their backs to the sea.

In early June, an improvised sealift comprised of hundreds of British warships, merchant vessels, fishing boats, and pleasure craft managed to rescue 338,000 Allied troops from the French port of Dunkirk. The remainder of the French army was in full flight, the government in Paris in panicked disarray. On June 10, Italy entered the war on the German side. Four days later, Nazi jackboots were goose-stepping down the Champs-Élysées. The conquest of France, which Germany had failed to achieve after four years of bloody slaughter on the Western Front in World War I, took the armies of Adolf Hitler just six weeks.

Across the European continent, a campaign of ruthless subjugation was initiated which included forced labor, deportations, and the systematic mass murder of European Jews, gypsies, homosexuals, and anyone who openly opposed Nazi rule. Millions of people were now living under German occupation, and would be forced to choose between resistance, acceptance, or collaboration. In the resort town of Vichy in central France, a collaborationist government was formed under Marshal Philippe Pétain, while in London, General Charles de Gaulle established the Free French Government in Exile and vowed to continue the fight. The Germans moved quickly to consolidate their gains, and were soon massing troops and aircraft along the coast of northern France, Belgium, and the Netherlands in preparation for their next phase of offensive operations: Operation Sea Lion, an invasion of the British Isles.

“As England, despite her hopeless military situation, still shows no signs of willingness to come to terms, I have decided to prepare, and if necessary to carry out, a landing operation against her,” Hitler wrote in a directive to his armed forces. “This operation is aimed to eliminate the English Motherland as a base from which the war against Germany can be continued, and, if necessary, to occupy the country completely.”

“The Battle of France is over,” Churchill said before the House of Commons on June 18. “I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin.”

The British people steeled themselves for the inevitable German onslaught, and midway through the unusually hot summer of 1940, it came. The Germans were hoping to bomb the British into submission, or at least dramatically reduce their ability to wage war prior to attempting a full-scale invasion. Before that could even be contemplated, however, German air supremacy over England and the Channel needed to be achieved. Beginning in early July, a relentless bombing campaign was directed at first against British seaports and shipping before focusing on the airfields of the Royal Air Force (RAF), its communications centers, and aircraft production facilities.

“England will be wrung to the ground in four weeks,” predicted Hitler’s propaganda minister, Dr. Joseph Goebbels.

The initial assault against RAF infrastructure was severely damaging, allowing the Luftwaffe to come harrowingly close to obtaining their goal of mastery of the skies. On the night of August 24, German bombers attacked London’s East End, killing 100 civilians and wounding 300 more.

“Now that they have begun to molest the capital, I want you to hit them hard,” Churchill told Air Chief Marshal Cyril Newall. “And Berlin is the place to hit them.”

The following night, August 25, eighty aircraft of RAF Bomber Command struck military and industrial targets in and around Berlin. In turn, an outraged Adolf Hitler called for his Luftwaffe chief, Hermann Göring, to shift the bombing campaign away from RAF bases to attacks on London and other major population centers—a move that would change the course of the battle, and indeed the war.

“If they attack our cities,” Hitler announced, “we shall simply rub out theirs.”

Fifty-seven days of incessant bombing against British cities, what Londoners would call “The Blitz,” began in late August. By the time it was over, some 23,000 British civilians would be killed, over 32,000 injured, and many more left homeless, but the abrupt change of German strategy allowed the RAF to recover and regroup.

A top secret British innovation, Range and Direction Finding, or radar, along with the efficient coordination of intercepting fighter squadrons, a robust program for replacing lost aircraft, and the bravery and skill of the young pilots of RAF Fighter Command would combine to save Great Britain from invasion. Luftwaffe formations rising from their airfields in occupied France were quickly detected by a chain of radar stations along the southern coast of England. The size, speed, course, and altitude of the incoming raid was then transferred to fighter coordination centers, which “scrambled” the alert squadrons of Supermarine Spitfire and Hawker Hurricane fighters from their dispersed airfields.

Once airborne, RAF fighter pilots were vectored into position to ambush the inbound German formations. Whenever possible, the older and slower Hurricanes engaged the tightly grouped Heinkel, Junkers, and Dornier bombers, while fast and agile Spitfires tangled with escorting Messerschmitt fighters. With the very survival of their nation at stake, the British pilots fought like lions. The Luftwaffe began suffering heavy losses of both aircraft and aircrews in the skies above England.

“The gratitude of every home in our Island, in our Empire, and indeed throughout the world, except in the abodes of the guilty, goes out to the British airmen who, undaunted by odds, unwearied in their constant challenge and mortal danger, are turning the tide of the World War by their prowess and by their devotion,” Churchill would state before Parliament. “Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.”

The tide would indeed turn on September 15, 1940, what Churchill would call “the culminating date” of the Battle of Britain. Two massive daylight bombing raids against London were soundly defeated by the RAF, resulting in the loss of over sixty German aircraft. Three days later, on September 18, another seventeen raiders were shot down, a quarter of the attacking force. For the Germans, such losses were unsustainable. Air superiority, let alone supremacy, was proving beyond the reach of Göring’s Luftwaffe.

But in the eyes of Adolf Hitler, a sudden halt to the bombing would be tantamount to an admission of defeat. On September 19, Operation Sea Lion was indefinitely postponed—but not yet canceled. Hitler ordered Göring to phase out his daylight bombing campaign in favor of raids against British cities under the cover of darkness, when Luftwaffe bombers were less vulnerable to fighter interception and antiaircraft fire. Such terrorangriff—terror attacks—were sure to crush the morale of the British people, and in time, would cause them to pressure their government into accepting Nazi terms.
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Much to the chagrin of der Führer, the British did not scare that easily. An average of two hundred German bombers struck London every night between September 7 and November 3, 1940, but nightlife in Europe’s largest city continued much as before. The blacked-out streets were still teeming. Even though many food staples and popular consumer items were being strictly rationed, restaurants and shops were open for business. Off-duty soldiers, sailors, and workmen still crowded into pubs. Young couples enraptured by wartime romance danced to swing music in the nightclubs or attended popular films at the neighborhood cinema.

Upon the mournful wail of air raid sirens, thousands of Londoners would spill into the streets, their dim torchlight beams bouncing rhythmically through the darkness and fog as they shuffled along the cobblestones on their way to bomb shelters. Aroused from sleep, many thousands more would gather their bedrolls and, often with elderly parents and bleary-eyed children in tow, make for the nearest station platform of the London Underground to spend the night.

Soon powerful searchlights would begin sweeping the sky, their beams rapidly crisscrossing one another and illuminating the low clouds with an otherworldly bluish glow. In the distant sky would come sporadic flashes of red and yellow. Amid the steady pounding of antiaircraft guns, one heard the low drone of approaching bombers and, inevitably, the whistle and crash of falling bombs.

Perched high upon the rooftop of Broadcasting House, the massive Art Deco stone building near central London’s Regent Park that served as headquarters of the British Broadcasting Company, was an American correspondent, observing it all.

The man was tall, dapper and fit-looking, with a lean, aesthetic face and deeply set dark eyes. His immaculate double-breasted Savile Row suit was topped with a gray fedora, and a buff-colored mackintosh helped ward off the damp and chill. He was thirty-two years of age, but his impressive carriage and radiating confidence made him appear more mature, dignified, and in command. His colleagues with the Columbia Broadcasting System certainly viewed him that way, and treated him accordingly.

Receiving a cue from the sound engineer standing nearby, the man took a final drag from a Camel cigarette, let it drop to his feet, and tamped it beneath the polished toe of an Oxford shoe. Leaning into the shortwave microphone standing before him, he began to speak in a measured, eloquent baritone.

“This … is London.”







CHAPTER 3

Tonight the World Trembles

EGBERT ROSCOE MURROW WAS BORN IN POLECAT CREEK, A FEW MILES south of Greensboro, North Carolina, in 1908. His parents were sharecrop-ping Quakers, whose circumstances were of the sort for which the phrase “dirt poor” was coined. When Egbert, or Ed, was just six years old, the Murrow family moved to the Pacific Northwest in search of a better life. Ed’s father, Roscoe, found employment on the Great Northern Railroad in Washington, worked his way up to locomotive engineer, and slowly but steadily the family’s lot improved. Ed eventually enrolled in Washington State College in Pullman. There he joined a fraternity, drilled with the ROTC detachment, acted in stage plays, got himself elected class president, and majored in speech, becoming the star of the college debating society.

It was while in college that Edward R. Murrow, as he came to call himself, began to cultivate his personal style and savoir faire. Murrow’s beginnings were certainly no less humble, perhaps even more so, than those of Ernie Pyle. But there seemed to be little fakery in him. He was smart, articulate, likable, and supremely confident in his abilities, with a magnetic personality that compelled others to want to know him, listen to him, and follow his lead. As time would reveal, he had also been gifted with an ability to transform his observations into stirring oratory, and a once-in-a-generation voice with which to deliver it.

In his senior year, Murrow delivered a speech to the National Student Federation of America at their annual conference at Stanford University. Murrow’s topic was the importance of college students becoming less absorbed in their own lives and paying more attention to domestic and international affairs. So moved was his audience that by the end of the conference they elected him president of the organization. Would he be interested in moving to New York City to work in their Foreign Affairs Office? The position offered no salary other than a tiny stipend, but there were other enticements, including the opportunity to periodically guest-host an afternoon radio show called University of the Air on the fledgling CBS network.

Murrow arrived in New York just two weeks after graduating with the Class of 1930. Even before finding a permanent place to live, he embarked upon an eight-week trip to Europe, leading a group of delegates to an international student congress. While visiting Berlin that summer, Murrow attended a political rally and witnessed Adolf Hitler giving a speech. Though he couldn’t understand a word of German, Murrow found Hitler’s screaming harangue and wild gesticulations to be ridiculous, and was appalled by the rousing ovation offered by the crowd.

In 1931, Murrow became assistant director for the Institute of International Education, a nonprofit organization that administrates the exchange of students studying abroad. Over the next two years, he served on an emergency committee formed by the IIE to assist German scientists and scholars, many of them Jews, in relocating to the United States. Some had fled Germany just ahead of the burgeoning holocaust with little more than the clothes on their backs; a few had even been forced to leave family members behind. It was exhausting work, even for a young man of Murrow’s energy, but afforded him a valuable insight into the extent of Nazi tyranny. In 1935, following his marriage to Janet Brewster, whom he had met through his work with the student foundation, Murrow would leave the IIE to accept a position with CBS Radio as director of talks and education.

Murrow’s appointment came at the midway point of what would eventually be referred to as the Golden Age of Radio. When William Paley purchased the Columbia Broadcasting System in 1928, the network had but sixteen radio stations. By 1935, there were one hundred. In 1928, roughly ten million American households owned a radio. Just five years later that number would reach twenty-one million, or 69 percent of all homes in America.

The cultural impact of radio and its effect on daily life in the United States was significant, comparable even to that of the telephone or the automobile. Listening to the radio became so commonplace that most would have difficulty imagining their lives without it. For the first time in history, information and entertainment were readily available with the simple turn of a switch. In the 1930s, just over half of all Americans lived in a rural setting—compared to one in five today—and radio helped the isolated feel more connected with the rest of the world. Radio also provided a much-needed respite, if only for a few minutes, from the misery and uncertainty of the Great Depression. Millions tuned in to hear country music from the Grand Ole Opry, Jack Benny playing the straight man for Rochester, The Babe calling his shot, and President Roosevelt reassuring them that the only thing they had to fear was fear itself.

Radio news at the time consisted of professional announcers like Lowell Thomas or Boake Carter reading wire service copy word for word over the airwaves. CBS and its two main competitors, the National Broadcasting Company and the Mutual Broadcasting System, had no dedicated full-time news staff. There was virtually no on-the-spot reporting and little analysis of the news, save for the often imprudent interjections of announcers like Carter or Walter Winchell. That would change in 1937, after Edward R. Murrow was promoted to director of CBS operations in Europe.

Murrow was given an office in central London across Portland Place from the BBC’s Broadcasting House, and a staff consisting of a secretary and an office boy. Through an arrangement with the BBC, Columbia had use of the Broadcasting House studios and powerful transmitters. Providing news and commentary from Europe, however, was not in Murrow’s new job description. His main focus, the CBS bosses made clear, was to arrange broadcasts of significant cultural events and other matters of interest to American audiences, like the coronation of King George VI or concerts of the London Philharmonic. Americans wanted to be entertained when they turned on their radio, the executives believed, as did the corporate sponsors who paid the bills.

But among his other attributes, Murrow was a visionary. He had traveled extensively throughout Western Europe while working for the IIE, and had borne witness to the rising power of fascism in Germany, Italy, and Spain. The lust for power among despots like Hitler, Mussolini, and Franco seemed limitless. Another world war was inevitable, Murrow believed, a war America would eventually be drawn into whether she liked it or not.

The American public’s demand for timely news would soon outstrip the desire for soap operas, comedy, or sports, Murrow would argue. Properly managed, radio could be an effective medium with which to raise awareness of the growing threat of fascism, and uniquely positioned to report on the coming war, perhaps even from the battlefield directly and in real time. As the situation in Europe grew even more tense, it became increasingly difficult for CBS executives to argue against Murrow’s logic. Eventually he gained permission from the CBS hierarchy to begin building a staff of competent journalists to report on the deepening European crisis, a now-legendary team of broadcasters known as the “Murrow Boys.”

The first man Murrow approached was William L. Shirer, a veteran newspaper reporter living and working in Berlin. Shirer had written for the Chicago Tribune and the English-language newspaper Paris Herald before moving to William Randolph Hearst’s International News Service. On August 20, 1937, Shirer accepted Ed Murrow’s invitation to meet for dinner and drinks at the Hotel Adlon in Berlin. Shirer’s wife was pregnant, and earlier that very day he received a cable from the INS informing him that his services were no longer required. Shirer had never met Murrow before and had little inkling as to what he wanted, but the CBS man was buying and Shirer could use a stiff drink.

“As I walked up to him I was a little taken aback by his handsome face,” Shirer recorded in his diary. “Just what you would expect from radio, I thought.”

Over martinis at the hotel bar, Murrow offered Shirer a job.

“I’m looking for an experienced foreign correspondent to open a CBS office on the continent,” Murrow said. “I can’t cover all of Europe from London.”

“It was the first good news I’d heard in weeks,” Shirer said later. Murrow readily agreed to pay Shirer $125 per week, matching the salary Hearst had been paying him. There was just one catch—the higher-ups in New York would have to approve Shirer’s voice for radio.

“We’ll arrange a broadcast,” Murrow told Shirer. “You give a talk, say, on the coming party rally. I’m sure it will work out all right.”

It did not. Shirer’s voice was tedious, nasally, and completely lacking elocution. The bosses at CBS hated it. Murrow didn’t care, and wanted to hire Shirer anyway. His experience as a journalist and extensive knowledge of Germany, the Nazis, and the developing European power struggle would surely prove invaluable in the critical months ahead. The bosses relented, just so long as Shirer didn’t appear on the air.

“Murrow will be a grand guy to work with,” Shirer wrote. “One disappointing thing about the job though: Murrow and I are not supposed to do any talking on the radio ourselves. New York wants us to hire newspaper correspondents for that. We just arrange broadcasts. Since I know as much about Europe as most newspaper correspondents, and a bit more than the younger ones, who lack languages and background, I don’t get the point.”

That barrier would come tumbling down in March 1938. Shirer had by then relocated to Vienna, and was arranging broadcasts for CBS through an agreement with the Austrian Broadcasting Company. His wife, Tess, was in hospital, having just given birth to their daughter by cesarean section. At six o’clock on the evening of March 11, Shirer was returning to his flat after visiting Tess, and emerged from a subway station to find a surging mob in the Karlsplatz, chanting Nazi slogans and smashing the windows of Jewish-owned shops. Shirer took a taxi to the American Legation, where he learned that the Schuschnigg government was yielding to intense Nazi pressure. The Anschluss, Hitler’s forced annexation of Austria, was under way.

Shirer tried to reach Ed Murrow, who was in Warsaw on business, and was told that he was not at his hotel. Fighting his way through the frenzied crowds to the studios of the Austrian Broadcasting Company, Shirer found the building occupied by armed Nazi storm troopers who promptly tossed him back into the street. By four a.m. he was back in his flat, unable to sleep and scribbling furiously into his diary, when the telephone rang. It was Murrow, finally calling him back.

“I’m sitting on the biggest story of my life,” the exasperated Shirer told Murrow. The Nazis had taken control of Austrian radio and would not allow him to broadcast. By tomorrow the Anschluss would be complete, and any work he produced thereafter would surely be censored by the Nazis.

“Fly to London, why don’t you?” Murrow replied. “You can get there by tomorrow evening and give the first uncensored eyewitness account. And I’ll come down to Vienna.”

“Neither Ed nor I raised the question of whether I from London and he from Vienna would be allowed by CBS to broadcast,” Shirer wrote many years later. “I guess we just took it for granted.”

After barely an hour’s sleep, Shirer sent off a hastily scratched note to Tess and began making his way to Aspern airport. Vienna was “scarcely recognizable,” Shirer later described, with “swastika flags flying from nearly every house.” He arrived to find Luftwaffe fighters on the airport tarmac, Gestapo agents swarming about the terminal, and no seats available on the only direct flight to London.

“I offered fantastic
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EPILOGUE

I’ve Got to Go Back to the Boys

“IF YOU CAN BEAR A LITTLE REMINISCING, I’D LIKE TO GO BACK OVER THESE last four months of furlough, and bring you up to date on the Prodigal Son’s recent activities,” Ernie Pyle wrote in his first new column after a lengthy sabbatical. “Well, since leaving France and returning to America I have—Crossed the continent three times. Had eight teeth filled. Spent my first Christmas with That Girl since the war started. Mowed the lawn once. I’ve been photographed 1,000 times … I’ve been kissed by Paulette Goddard, Olivia de Havilland and Jinx Falkenburg all in one afternoon—Hallelujah… . Despite all the frenzy, I’ve felt almost pathetic in my happiness being home. I’ve had a wonderful time.”


By early 1945 Ernie’s column was being run in 366 daily and 310 weekly newspapers across the country, and was quite often featured on the front page rather than the editorial section. Nearly a million copies of Here Is Your War had been sold. Booksellers were having a hard time keeping his latest book on their shelves; as of February Brave Men had sold 861,000 copies. The feature film The Story of GI Joe, starring Burgess Meredith as Ernie Pyle, was currently in post-production in Hollywood. Ernie claimed that he wasn’t quite sure how much money he was making, but Time-Life’s latest estimate of his annual income was in the neighborhood of a quarter million dollars—the equivalent of $4.3 million today.


The “frenzy” was unrelenting. The telephone at the Pyle house in Albuquerque continued to ring at all hours. Quite terrified of speaking in public, Ernie turned down over five hundred requests to deliver lectures. He said no to an offer from NBC to read his columns over the airwaves for the unheard-of sum of $3,000 per week. Two colleges conferred honorary degrees on Ernie. Those he accepted. In addition, he received many lucrative offers to endorse commercial products, everything from camping gear and men’s hats to fountain pens and cigarettes.


Tourists drove by Ernie’s house just to see if they could catch a glimpse of him puttering around in his victory garden. Every day the postman delivered hundreds of fan letters, many from servicemen and their families, and packages containing all manner of gifts. There were crates of Washington apples, pecans from Mississippi, hunting knives, cowboy belts, sleeping bags, sunglasses, even a slab of smoked bacon—a highly treasured commodity due to continued wartime rationing.


Generals, admirals, politicians, corporate executives, radio personalities, and publishers asked for meetings or lunches. Ernie turned down most of them. People approached him on the street whenever he traveled to New York, Washington, or Hollywood for business—men, women, even kids—some wanting an autograph, some simply wanting to express their appreciation for his work. Shouts of “Hey, Ernie!” greeted him wherever he went.


“Hey, Ernie! Remember me? You were with my outfit at Sidi Bou Zid.”


“Hey, Ernie! Remember me? You stopped by my base in England.”


“Hey, Ernie! Remember me? We met at Anzio.”


For the GIs, Ernie always tried to make time—a warm smile and a handshake at the very least, if not a cold beer and a bull session. One soldier Ernie met was on his way home from Europe. Rather than being excited, the young man was feeling a sense of dread. He had not yet summoned the courage to tell his parents that he had lost a leg.


“Are you trying to tell me you would like me to write to them?” Ernie asked. That night he composed a kind and gentle letter, explaining to the soldier’s parents what had happened to their son.


As for being happy at home, the picture was not as blissful as Ernie would have his readers believe. One morning Ernie went into town for a dentist appointment, and when he returned he found Jerry in the bathroom covered in blood—she had cut her wrists and stabbed herself in the neck three times with a pair of scissors. After her wounds were treated Jerry was committed to a psychiatric facility. Visitors were not permitted, so Ernie decided to go see his family in Indiana, with a side trip to Washington. To a family friend in Dana, he would say: “I’ve got to go back. I’ve got to go back to the boys.”


Of course, he had his misgivings about returning to the war. After the bombing at Saint-Lô, Ernie confided to a friend, “I’ve begun to feel I’ve about used up my chances,” and he continued to be haunted by premonitions of his own death.


“I dread going back and I’d give anything if I didn’t have to go,” Ernie told Life magazine’s Lincoln Barnett. “But I feel I have no choice. I’ve been with it so long I feel a responsibility, a sense of duty toward the soldiers. I’ve become their mouthpiece, the only one they have. And they look to me. I don’t put myself above the other correspondents. Plenty of them work harder and write better than I do. But I have in my column a device they haven’t got. So I’ve got to go again. I’m trapped.”


In Washington, Ernie arranged to be accredited to the headquarters of Commander-in-Chief Pacific Fleet. He asked to be assigned to an aircraft carrier—not a flagship or fleet carrier, but one of the smaller carriers often overlooked by the news media. By the time Ernie got home to Albuquerque, Jerry’s doctors decided that her mental health crisis had stabilized and she was released from the hospital. She pleaded with Ernie not to go to the Pacific, but the plans were set. There was no backing out now, he told Jerry.


“However long the war may last, Pyle is determined to cover it to the last shot,” Barnett would write. “This resolution disturbs many of his admirers who regard Ernie Pyle as a nonexpendable national asset and who fear the mathematics of his survival may now be against him. Although such an apprehension is not the prime element in his reluctance to return to war, he recognizes death as a disagreeable possibility.”
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The USS Cabot was classified as a light aircraft carrier by the US Navy. Compared to the modern Essex-class fleet carriers, she was 25 percent shorter, displaced 60 percent less tonnage, had a crew 50 percent smaller, and carried 62 percent fewer aircraft. Small as she was, the Cabot was a scrapper. As part of the Fast Carrier Task Forces under Admiral Marc Mitscher, she had participated in Operation Hailstone, the big raid against the Japanese fleet base at Truk, and she was a veteran of the epic naval battles of the Philippine Sea and Leyte Gulf.


In late November 1944, she had been struck in the port side by a kamikaze and lost sixty members of her crew. A month later Cabot was fully repaired and back in action, joining Admiral Halsey’s sweep through the South China Sea and attacking Japanese installations on mainland China, Hong Kong, and Vietnam. In early February 1945, when Ernie Pyle came aboard, Cabot was anchored in the huge lagoon at Ulithi atoll, four hundred miles southwest of Guam. On the morning of February 10, along with the other warships of the powerful Task Force 58, Cabot weighed anchor and got under way, this time for a strike against Tokyo itself.


“Hundreds and hundreds of ships,” Ernie described. “The navy says officially that it was the greatest concentration of fighting ships ever assembled in the history of the world. It was something to take your breath away.”


Of the Cabot herself, Ernie would write: “She is known in the fleet as ‘The Iron Woman’ because she has fought in every battle in the Pacific in the years 1944 and 1945. She is little, and she is proud.” In the coming days at sea he would get to know the crew and learn about the many varied jobs they performed aboard ship: the pilots, plane handlers, mechanics, firefighters, deck hands, engineers, signalmen, cooks, bakers, and barbers.


Ernie couldn’t help but compare the life of the bluejacket to the life of the dogface, and whether he intended to or not, ended up sketching a rather unflattering portrait of the navy. “Their food is the best I’ve run into in this war. They have steaks and ice cream—they probably eat better than they would eat at home. They take baths daily, and the laundry washes their clothes. Their quarters are crowded, but each man has a bunk with mattress and sheets, and a private locker to keep his stuff in. They work hard, but their hours are regular.


“The boys ask you a thousand times how this compares with the other side,” Ernie continued. “I can only answer that this is much better. They seem to expect you to say that, but they are a little disappointed too.”


After three days under way, the flagship blinkered a message: “How is Ernie getting along? Does he wish he was back in a foxhole?”


“We messaged back that I was happy,” Ernie said. “I hadn’t been seasick yet, and that I hoped all my future foxholes could be as plush as this one.”
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“The first time you see a plane land on a carrier you almost die,” Ernie wrote. “At the end of the first day my muscles were sore just from being all tensed up watching the planes come in. It is all so fast, timing is so split-second, space is so small—well, someone said that carrier pilots were the best in the world, and they must be or there wouldn’t be any of them left alive.”


From a reporter’s perspective, the combat missions didn’t look much different than the day-to-day flight operations on a carrier. The navy had done its job well—by the time Ernie arrived on the scene the Japanese Combined Fleet and its air force had been decimated, and there were no more naval battles left to fight in the Pacific. Strike missions were launched, disappeared over the horizon, and returned a couple of hours later. Ernie began to feel as if he were hanging out at Kirtland Field in Albuquerque. On February 23, he was transferred by breeches buoy to the destroyer USS Moale and returned to Guam.


Ernie filed his dispatches with navy PROs at CINCPAC headquarters, where he learned of the pending invasion of Okinawa, scheduled for the first day of April. During previous amphibious operations in the Pacific, landing forces had suffered horrific casualties. Bound by the ancient warrior code of Bushido, on islands like Tarawa, Peleliu, and Saipan, the Japanese defenders had fought to the death. The battle for Iwo Jima, which had begun while Ernie was at sea, was proving to be particularly vicious. On the first day of the invasion some 2,400 marines were killed or wounded, making Iwo every bit as bloody as Omaha Beach. Enemy resistance was only expected to toughen as the Americans continued their advance toward mainland Japan, and the Japanese considered Okinawa to be one of their home islands.


Ernie requested to be embedded with the marines for the invasion of Okinawa.


On March 16, Ernie went to a party at the navy officers’ club on Guam. Also in attendance was his friend Robert Sherwood, who had been touring bases in the Pacific and was due to depart for Washington the following morning. As Sherwood was taking his leave, he spoke of getting together with Ernie sometime after the war.


Ernie shook his head. “I’m not coming back from this one,” he said.


Sherwood chuckled. “You said that about Sicily, Normandy and every other operation, and you’re still here, doing fine.”


“I always believed it when I said it, and I believe it now,” Ernie replied, “and sometime I have got to be right.”
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“The terrific bombardment had completely stopped about a minute before H-hour. By now almost an hour had passed and the ships were firing again, spasmodically,” Ernie wrote, describing his view from an amphibious tractor solidly packed with marines in full combat gear. “Small fires were burning inland and a great cloud of black smoke rose from the airport, up on high ground. But the pall of smoke and dust which had covered the beach had blown away, and we could clearly see the men on shore and the wave ahead of us landing.


“We had all expected to go onto the beach in a hailstorm of bullets, mortar shells throwing sand, and artillery shells whistling into the water near us. And yet we couldn’t see a bit of firing ahead. We hoped it was true. We hoped.”


Sixty thousand marines and soldiers landed on the shores of Okinawa just after eight a.m. on the morning of April 1, 1945. Their primary objectives, the Yontan and Kadena airfields, were secured by noon. By nightfall a beachhead 1,500 yards long and 5,000 yards deep had been established. Hardly a shot had been fired, because the Japanese weren’t anywhere near the beaches.


It would be, in the words of historian William Manchester, then an infantry sergeant in the 1st Marine Division, “the greatest April Fool’s Day joke of all time.” Rather than oppose the landings at the water’s edge, General Mitsuru Ushijima had his troops withdraw to the interior of the 466-square-mile island, dig in deep, and lie in wait. The fight for Okinawa became a slow, grinding battle of attrition, and it would take three months before the last Japanese defenders were blasted and burned out of their concrete redoubts. When it was finally over, 105,000 Japanese soldiers, 100,000 Okinawan civilians, and 7,300 Americans would be dead, making Okinawa the bloodiest battle of the Pacific campaign.


But no one knew that in the first days of the operation. After spending a week in the quietest combat zone he had yet seen, Ernie Pyle caught a ride on a landing craft out to the command ship Panamint, filed a stack of dispatches, and secured a bunk for himself. Ninety US Army personnel, including the headquarters staff of the 77th Infantry Division, were also embarked aboard the Panamint. The “Statue of Liberty” Division had been tasked with securing the Kerama Islands, fifteen miles west of Okinawa. On April 16, after three days of naval and aerial bombardment, the 77th landed on the island of Ie Shima in the face of fierce resistance from the three-thousand-man Japanese garrison.


The following day Ernie Pyle went ashore. By then the fighting had moved inland and the beachhead was relatively quiet. Ernie spent the day doing what he enjoyed most—hanging out with GIs and shooting the breeze. That night he spread his bedroll in a half-demolished Japanese bunker and went to sleep.


At around ten a.m. the following morning, Ernie got to chatting with Lieutenant Colonel Joseph Coolidge, commander of the 305th Infantry Regiment. Coolidge was about to depart for his forward command post and invited Ernie to come along. Together with three other soldiers, Ernie and the colonel climbed into a jeep and set off down the island’s coast road. They had traveled only a short distance when a Japanese machine gun suddenly opened fire from a concealed position on a coral ridge about three hundred yards away. All five men tumbled out of the jeep and made for an impact crater at the side of the road.


Both Ernie and Colonel Coolidge slowly raised their heads to see if they could spot the location of the enemy position.


“Are you all right?” Ernie asked the colonel.


Before Coolidge could answer, the Japanese machine gunner fired another burst. A bullet struck Ernie in the left temple, just below the rim of his helmet, killing him instantly.
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At the hotel in Leipzig, Germany, that was serving as the First Army press camp, the veteran AP reporter Hal Boyle shook Robert Capa and the other WarCos from their sleep. Capa looked at his watch and saw that it was midnight.


“Ernie got it,” Boyle said quietly.


“We all got up,” Capa later wrote, “and drank ourselves stupid in silence.”


The shock and deep feelings of personal loss Americans experienced after learning of the death of Ernie Pyle can well be imagined.


“The price of war seems cruelly high today,” wrote the editor of the Albuquerque Tribune. “Our friend, gentle and gallant Ernie Pyle, is gone from a world that more than ever needs his deep understanding, his warm humanity, his magic way with words, his humor and his humility … Much has been written today and in the dark days that follow. But the truest tribute will be in the hearts of men, in the sadness of millions throughout the world who at this moment are saying with us: We have lost a friend.”


“The death of Ernie Pyle this week was a real loss to every soldier everywhere,” a GI wrote in a letter to his parents. “He understood the soldier and presented his case to the public as nobody else had done during the war.”


The US Army would award Ernie the Purple Heart, which was presented to his wife Jerry. She would follow Ernie in November 1945, after succumbing to kidney failure.


There would be many tributes to the memory of Ernie Pyle in the coming years. Elementary schools, highways, college scholarship funds, and literary awards would all be named in his honor. The US Post Office commissioned a stamp bearing his likeness. In 1948, Ernie and Jerry’s ranch house was purchased by the City of Albuquerque and turned into the Ernie Pyle Library.


Ernie was buried on Ie Shima with full military honors. After the war, his remains were exhumed and reinterred in the National Cemetery of the Pacific in Honolulu, Hawaii. At the spot where Ernie lost his life, an American GI placed a simple wooden marker. It would be replaced by a permanent granite obelisk before US forces left the island, but both carried the same epitaph, which no doubt would have pleased Ernie.


AT THIS SPOT

THE 77TH INFANTRY DIVISION

LOST A BUDDY

ERNIE PYLE

18 APRIL 1945
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