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			There are heroisms even in the profession of journalism of which the newspaper reader in the morning over his coffee and rolls never thinks. But they are real, and without them there might sometimes be nothing for the man with his coffee and rolls to read.

			GEORGE W. SMALLEY, Anglo-American Memories (1911)
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		Introduction

		Sometime between the American Civil War and the Spanish-American War, it became understood by many young men that being a war correspondent was the greatest job in the world. One reason was foreshadowed in a Punch cartoon published in London in 1854, after news arrived from the Crimean War that a brigade of British cavalry had been wiped out in a desperate assault against impossible odds. The cartoon depicts a family reacting to the report, the mother and daughters weeping, the enraged father holding a newspaper in one hand and swinging a fireplace poker in the other. Meanwhile, a young boy peers over his dad’s shoulder at the dire headline. He looks thrilled.

		We can’t blame the correspondent who broke the news for the boy’s inappropriate joy. William Howard Russell of The Times of London wrote his dispatch in a state of grief after helplessly watching the slaughter from a nearby hilltop. But neither his appalled description of Russian cannons shredding his countrymen nor his candor about the bungled order that launched the attack dispels the wonder of the scene. Thanks to Russell’s account, the Charge of the Light Brigade has endured in poems, books, and movies as a stirring piece of history. The last thing he wanted was to make it seem romantic. Some people just saw it that way.

		Russell was the first newsman to be designated a “war correspondent” by his editors. He thought the title absurd. “The miserable parent of a luckless tribe,” he described himself late in his career. But those who followed in his professional footsteps generally took a brighter view. First came the Civil War’s “Bohemian Brigade,” rude foot soldiers in a war of newspaper circulation whose victories hinged on headlines more loud than accurate. Thirty years later the jingoistic “Yellow Kids” swarmed the Cuban battleground of the Spanish-American War. Among them were Stephen Crane, Frederic Remington, and Richard Harding Davis, rising young journalists seeking the excitement and manly credentials that came with covering America’s “splendid little war.”

		The period between the two saw the heyday of late-nineteenth-century progress and adventurism. America was emerging in power while the monarchies of Europe jockeyed for dominance through a succession of brief and bloody imperial wars. The correspondents who covered those wars aren’t much remembered today and don’t have a handy group nickname. But thanks to advances in the electric telegraph and the transatlantic cable, their work was highlighted in daily newspapers that proliferated as never before on both sides of the Atlantic, driving public opinion and fueling political changes that wouldn’t resolve until World War I. The first-person narratives, with the correspondents at center stage, projected images of daring that would resonate in some of the turn of the century’s most dynamic figures. Rudyard Kipling, Winston Churchill, and Theodore Roosevelt were adolescents and teenagers during this golden age of war correspondence. Which is to say, they were like that kid enchanted by the Light Brigade’s sacrifice, of the perfect age and frame of mind to turn a news account of faraway horror into a glimpse of grand adventure.

		The correspondents featured in this book were vulnerable to that same allure. One of them, a Scotsman named Archibald Forbes, left the military for journalism specifically because Britain in peacetime couldn’t provide the excitement he’d found in Russell’s story of the Light Brigade. “Cavalry regiments do not hurl themselves in wild career against hostile ranks with great frequency,” he lamented. Fulfillment came with his first assignment to cover a foreign conflict. “The moon had dropped into my arms! Here I hoped to hear the trumpet sound ‘charge’ and see the war horse pawing in the valley.” At the end of a career in which his work became a popular staple in British and American newspapers, Forbes questioned that original dream. He’d seen awful things, lost his health, buried his friends. “But the recompense!” he wrote: “To have lived at the very heart of everything that was most sensational in those sensational days.” In other words, no regrets.

		The clash of empires and the rise of communication technology that enabled the world to read all about it—sensational days indeed. But this book favors the personal over the epic. Its characters illuminate the stage rather than the other way around. I’d never heard of most of them before happening on their stories a few years ago, yet once introduced, I determined to write about them even before I had any idea of their larger significance. Now I know they had larger significance, though I’m not sure it would have mattered. It’s men and women who lived at the heart of extraordinary times that are my true subject. Lived then, and I hope do so again in these pages.

	
		Prologue

		In March 1889 telegrams went out from Paris summoning five correspondents of The New York Herald from their postings in Berlin, Vienna, Rome, St. Petersburg, and Constantinople. They were to report not to the Herald’s international office near the Louvre museum but to 120 Avenue des Champs-Élysées, one of the best addresses on the most glamorous street in the world. It was the home of the newspaper’s owner, publisher, and editor in chief, James Gordon Bennett, Jr., who’d moved there from New York after fighting a scandalous duel twelve years earlier. “I love America,” he’d said at the time. “It’s Americans I dislike.”

		Bennett normally had little contact with his reporters. He hadn’t noticed when one recently went missing in eastern Persia; the man found his way out of the desert only after a pilgrim caravan traveling to Mecca took his pleas for the babblings of a holy dervish and gave him a lift on the back of a camel. And Bennett had been merely amused by a State Department warning about a dangerous battle zone: “I’m surprised you do not know that I never withdraw my men when under fire.”

		He’d never been in battle himself. His naval stint in the Civil War had been little more than a vacation, patrolling Long Island Sound in his father’s yacht. Not that his reputation for daring was undeserved. He played polo, raced ocean schooners and four-in-hand buggies, drank and whored with posh abandon, and partied brazenly at every Gilded Age hot spot despite any number of rivals who would gladly have seen him shot dead with champagne flute in hand, a prospect to which he sometimes made the concession of wearing a chain mail vest under his tweeds and tuxedos in hopes it would stop a bullet.

		Gathered in Bennett’s drawing room, the correspondents knew the occasion was serious when the man himself, and not some Herald staffer, entered to greet them. A kindly smile showed behind the waxed handlebars of his Wyatt Earp mustache. Most people called him “Commodore,” a title drawn from his past regime at the helm of the New York Yacht Club. To the reporters he was “Tiger Jim.” It fit their sense of the brute power needed to run the world’s most profitable newspaper. Finding him now the picture of graciousness was unsettling to say the least.

		“You men have done wonders,” he began, “but the conclusion has been forced on me that people don’t care for a foreign service of the high order that you have maintained.” Though The New York Herald was thriving, its international editions were losing hundreds of thousands of dollars a year. Bennett adored his Paris Herald, an irreverent four-page mirror in which wealthy American expatriates could watch themselves at play. But the stodgier London Herald, like the British themselves, enjoyed little warmth in the publisher’s heart; he was shutting it down in the first of many cost-cutting steps. “I hope you recognize how I must bow to the inevitable,” he explained. “How we all must bow to it.” He shook the reporters’ hands goodbye. Only when they were outside on the street did the realization hit. Recalled the youngest of them, Stephen Bonsal, “We had all been fired.”

		Another thought immediately followed: “Who cares?” Bonsal was twenty-three, in Paris, with a thousand-franc note in his pocket. A roaring night ensued, ending at Café Américain with a girl on each arm and a silky chanteuse named Mademoiselle Francine singing directly, or so it felt, to him. Some veteran reporters discussed serious matters at a nearby table. “There were clouds over the Balkans,” Bonsal overheard. But it was nothing new—“there were always clouds over the Balkans.”

		Stumbling back to his hotel around three the next morning, he found a note folded under a brass candlestick on the table outside his door. The stationery was robin’s-egg blue and addressed in dark blue pencil as thick as crayon. Recognizing the handwriting, he opened the note nervously and read: “Please call on me at seven o’clock tomorrow. Bennett.”

		Bonsal had first seen that distinctive script in New York two years earlier. Just out of college, and having lost the last of his money at the racetrack, he’d set his sights on becoming a foreign correspondent, “where, I well knew, the goddess of chance also ruled.” In pursuing that goal, the Herald was the best place to be. It had dominated American journalism since before the Civil War, and over the past two decades its global scope and intrepid reporters had made it required reading on both sides of the Atlantic.

		Educated in Europe, Bonsal was good at languages and submitted interviews of visiting diplomats that the Herald accepted “on space” before hiring him full-time. Frustrated that most of his stories still weren’t getting into print, he did a piece “full of gore” about a waterfront gang fight that to his surprise was published the next day. A week later it appeared on the newsroom bulletin board with a fat blue scrawl across it: “Good.” One of the city editors, voice low as if afraid to anger an unseen god, regarded Bonsal with awe. Bennett was in town on a rare visit back to America, and “now he knows your name.”

		This latest communiqué contained a vexing ambiguity: “Seven o’clock tomorrow. Did he mean a.m. or p.m.?” Thinking it better to suffer a tongue-lashing for rousing his boss from a hangover or a showgirl’s arms than to stand him up, Bonsal spent the few hours till morning at a Turkish bath. Approaching Bennett’s home on the Champs-Élysées, he was eyed by a Frenchman scrubbing the marble steps. “You should know,” the man warned, “that Monsieur Gordon-Bennett does not receive at these hours.” Bonsal pivoted in retreat.

		A voice growled behind him: “I suppose you thought, as everyone does, that you’d find me boiling drunk at seven in the morning.”

		It was the Commodore, tall, lean, and looking as sleek in his three-piece suit as a pasha in a silk caftan. He offered Bonsal a cigarette from a silver case and invited him inside for a breakfast, his usual, of fried mutton and plover’s eggs. Terriers yipped at Bennett’s feet; he instructed a servant in livery brocade to refill their bowls with Vichy water. Then he got to the point. “Have you made plans since our talk yesterday?” he asked.

		Bonsal said he hadn’t.

		“Good. Because there’s a promising rumpus going on in Macedonia.” It was a curious description for the rumored unrest of mountain villagers under the distant rule of Turkey’s Ottoman Empire. Accounts of murder and reprisal, of mutilated bodies strung from trees, were trickling out of the region, accounts that might be exaggerations but possibly were not; such things weren’t uncommon there. “I want you to leave tonight on the Orient Express,” Bennett said, “and take charge of the Balkans. My cashier will arrange what money you need.”

		“Take charge?”

		“You have complete liberty of movement between Vienna and the Bosporus—that is your beat.” Bennett’s tone was crisp. “If and when hell breaks loose somewhere, I expect you to be on the spot.” There was one more thing. Bonsal must communicate exclusively with Bennett and not with the Herald’s New York headquarters: “Envelop your mission in mystery. Only turn up when the fireworks begin.”

		The young man realized that his quick rehiring was to taunt the paper’s newsroom professionals. Bennett liked watching them scramble to send a reporter to some distant erupting conflict that he’d seen coming for months. Belittling executives was sport for him. He’d summon them from America to Europe (a two-week trip by steamship), glance up in irritation when they entered his office, and order them home. And he once asked his managing editor in New York to name his three best aides, whereupon Bennett ordered them fired. “No one is indispensable,” he said.

		Within a week Bonsal had settled at a hotel in Sofia, Bulgaria, and set out on a pilgrimage to honor a personal hero. He traced the journey taken thirteen years earlier by an Ohio-born correspondent named J. A. MacGahan to a remote village sixty miles south of the capital. He took along MacGahan’s journal to serve as a guidebook of sorts. With its haunting opening line, “Since my letter of yesterday I have supped full of horrors,” its publication in August 1876 had shocked the world and led directly to a war that killed a quarter-million people in nine months.

		The village, called Batak, smelled differently to Bonsal as he approached its outskirts than it had to MacGahan, the air fresh instead of foul, crisp instead of acrid with the odor of burned wood and fetid water. As word spread of Bonsal’s arrival, people rushed out with wreaths of wildflowers honoring the American who’d preceded him there. “It was pleasant to learn,” he wrote, “that in this forgotten hamlet the man who had reported their sufferings was still remembered.”
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		James Gordon Bennett, Jr., 1890, publisher of The New York Herald. When the young correspondent Stephen Bonsal first went abroad to report directly to Bennett in Paris in 1886, his managing editor gave him congratulations—and a warning: “Remember. Once over there, I can do nothing for you.”

		Knowing what he’d come to see, a girl took his hand and led Bonsal to a six-foot pyramid of human skulls stacked in a clearing. She indicated one skull split through the cranium—her grandfather, she told Bonsal’s guide. Villagers pointed out similar shrines elsewhere. “Some skulls had been perforated by bullets,” he noted, “others slashed by swords. Each had preserved its identity, as it were.” People’s regard of the relics was so familiar as to feel almost casual, as if the event they commemorated had been in the natural course of things; “those who accompanied us told us the name of this and that victim. Many placed flowers in the gaping clefts.”

		Bonsal had expected this trip to fulfill his homage to MacGahan. But when told that the leader of the Turkish militia that had rampaged through here thirteen years earlier was living in the hills nearby, he decided to do as MacGahan would have done and seek the man out in order to confront him for his deeds. Achmed Agha was known locally as “Lord of the Mountains,” also “Great Assassin” in recognition of the four hundred Bulgarian villagers whose throats he claimed personally to have cut. World opinion condemned him, but peace terms of the war he’d helped cause let him retire with impunity in the land he’d soaked with blood. Bonsal had a mind to rectify this, to “visit Agha in his mountain aerie and see how it had fared with the man who in that day was viewed as the outstanding mass murderer of modern times.”

		A meeting was arranged through tribal middlemen protective of their chieftain. Bonsal and his guide found the old warlord, white-haired and toothless, sitting on a tree stump in a forest glade smoking a rolled cigarette. Flanked by bodyguards armed with scimitars and rifles, Agha greeted Bonsal by touching his chest and forehead in gesture of humble welcome. The guide spoke in Turkish with him, then turned to Bonsal and said, “I have introduced you as the envoy from America.”

		“Self-appointed, yes.”

		“But Lord Agha has never heard of America. France and Germany, yes, but never America.”

		Bonsal attempted a description of his homeland. The guide translated Agha’s indifferent reply: “It may be so. Allah is great and the world is big. But I can’t know all the lands of black infidelity.”

		“Tell me,” the reporter said with a rising voice, “about when under the Turkish Crescent you drew your sword on your Bulgar brothers.”

		“Brothers?” The old man spat. “Dog-brothers. Our sovereign sent word they were waylaying our soldiers and directed us to go to their villages and quiet them.”

		“Ten thousand men, women, and children.”

		“Yes.” It was blunt. “The men were soldiers, the children were growing, and the women were the mothers of future soldiers. We killed them all.” Agha shrugged. “What happened could not have happened had not the One God approved.”

		Taking a breath, Bonsal asked if it was true that he’d promised to spare the villagers if they yielded and had massacred them after they did. The guide refused to translate the question. “These things happen in war.”

		“Ask him!”

		“There is in battle much confusion. And Agha is a very old man. He has doubtless forgotten much.”

		That was the end of it. A congenial meal followed (“coffee, cakes”), and it was time to go. Bonsal mounted his horse and started down the wooded valley. Passing Agha’s stone house, he saw him lying outside on a fur-covered divan. “Two little boys with fly-swatters crouched beside him and bodyguards knelt nearby,” he later recalled. “The Great Assassin was sleeping the sleep of the just.”

		Bonsal was beginning a long career in journalism that would inure him to scenes of misery yet leave him haunted by small bitter images—the staring eyes of a frozen corpse behind which he took shelter from a blizzard in 1915; the upturned face of a French supply officer mashed flat as paper by a truck; a dying Russian prince murmuring to his wife, whom the prince didn’t know was already dead, to please watch over their children, also already dead. Achmed Agha napping peacefully was one of those indelible images. Like the others, it posed a dispassionate lesson that evidently was the only one the goddess of chance cared to teach. Fifty years later Bonsal would sum it up with weary resignation:

		“Man is an incomprehensible animal.”

	
		1

		Nobody’s Child

		1854–1866

		
			An eminent journalist has expressed the opinion that no training is possible or useful for the beginner. I should reverse that, and say that there is no training, no acquisition, no form of knowledge or experience, which is not useful to both the beginner in journalism and to the lifelong practitioner.

			GEORGE W. SMALLEY, “NOTES ON JOURNALISM” (1898)

		

		William Howard Russell would call 1854 “the year of grace” when reflecting on his career-making assignment as a war correspondent for the London Times. His qualifications had been limited to booze, billiards, and cards, he said. Moreover, he had an aversion to blood that had forced him to quit medical school in his early twenties. He worried that sights on a battlefield might cause him, as anatomy lectures had, spontaneously to pass out.

		What the “big, bluff, genial Irishman” did bring to the job was an ability to get along with all types of people. And he was instinctive, a trait evident from his first assignment in 1841. Hired as a stringer to cover elections in Dublin, he arrived late to a political debate whose skid into violence had turned it into a riot of thrown chairs and Gaelic curses. On a hunch, he took off for the local infirmary—the perfect place, it turned out, to interview the campaign’s bruised and beaten partisans recovering from fights outside the polling stations. The story won him a transfer to London and a position with The Times, a conservative bastion so politically powerful it was nicknamed “The Thunderer.” He got married, started a family, and was a jovial fixture in the Garrick Club’s trendy circle of actors, writers, and idle gentlemen. The novelist William Thackeray got such a kick out of him, he offered Russell “a guinea a day” to stand in as a regular party guest. But everything changed in February 1854, when he went to cover British military operations in Crimea. “You will be back by Easter,” his editor said. “And you will have a pleasant trip.”

		The Crimean peninsula, dangling off southern Ukraine into the Black Sea, had been the launch point for Russia’s recent surprise attack on the Turkish naval port of Sinop. Ostensibly a crusade to save millions of Christians from Muslim rule, Western observers believed its true objective was Constantinople (Istanbul today), capital of the Ottoman Empire. From that gateway between Central Asia and Europe, Russian forces could pour across the Bosporus Strait and drive westward into Bulgaria, making Russia far and away the region’s dominant power.

		The Turks were in a fight for their lives. The French and British joined them by choice. In Paris, Louis-Napoleon’s Second Empire was a shaky imitation of the First Empire forged by his uncle, the conqueror Napoleon Bonaparte; he welcomed the chance to dazzle his people with a Crimean triumph and cement his title as Napoleon III. That equation was reversed in Britain. Having avoided war ever since winning at Waterloo forty years earlier, the government had no wish to take on the Russians. The people howled for a fight, however, so a month after enjoying brandy and cigars at a farewell banquet hosted by another Garrick member, Charles Dickens, Russell found himself “nobody’s child” on a foreign shore scrounging for a bedroll and horse—a confirmation of Rudyard Kipling’s later contention that “an infinite adaptability to all circumstances” is a war correspondent’s most valuable asset.

		Russell’s letters to The Times, which took three weeks to reach London by mail, contained unfiltered descriptions of British soldiers camped amid animal carcasses and raw sewage without proper shelter, food, clothing, or medicine. The high command, expecting home newspapers to cleanse the details and support the cause, complained that these accounts encouraged the enemy. Russell argued that in strategic terms his news was out of date by the time it appeared. The generals harrumphed that he knew nothing about war. Russell agreed, “but I suspect there are a great many here with no more knowledge than myself,” he said. Eventually the fun-loving Irishman was moved to activism. “Are there no devoted women among us,” he pleaded in The Times that fall, “able and willing to go forth and minister to the sick and suffering soldiers?” A month later Florence Nightingale arrived with thirty-four volunteer nurses to begin treating eighteen thousand stricken soldiers. Cholera was rampant. For each man killed in the fighting that winter, eight would die of the devastating bacterial diarrhea that could dehydrate the body within hours.

		The visceral intensity of Russell’s letters was unprecedented. A Turkish field hospital held “nightmares for a lifetime.” Wounded were carried in by their comrades “with the greatest tenderness” only to waste away unattended on lice-ridden mats. A Russian facility overrun by British troops shocked Victorian sensibilities with its “maggots … festering corpses … jagged splinters sticking through raw flesh … features distended … eyes protruding … blood which oozed and trickled upon the floor, mingling with the droppings of corruption.” Yet as hideous as the scenes were, he found them fascinating. Sometimes it took the agonized gazes of dying men (“oh! such looks!”) to shame him out of his voyeurism. Terrible things can be interesting.

		Russell offered a technical as well as a psychological model for future war correspondents. It came in his report from the town of Balaclava on October 25, 1854. Relative to the Crimean War’s two-year total of 75,000 killed in action and at least 200,000 dead of disease, the incident was statistically trivial. But like a modern, minor news event that is magnified by virtue of being accidentally captured on film, the tragic finale to the morning’s fighting was viewed by Russell from a rise overlooking the now fabled “valley of death,” a mile-and-a-quarter-long gorge down which a brigade of lightly armed British cavalrymen charged at midday under heavy fire and staggered back “in miserable remnants” twenty-five minutes later. Within hours he was in his tent composing on a wooden plank across his knees: “I shall proceed to describe, to the best of my power, what occurred under my own eyes.”

		The dispatch set a standard of style and pacing. Halfway through, its tense changes from past to present, accelerating the narrative as wider events of the battle narrow down to the critical moment, “the melancholy catastrophe,” when the British commander in chief, FitzRoy Somerset, Lord Raglan, gives his vague instruction that the Light Brigade advance “nearer the enemy.” The riders head out with resignation. As they kick into a gallop and surge down the valley, cannons erupt at the opposite end and blow “instant gaps” through their ranks. Each man’s upheld saber transcribes a glimmering halo over his head. The climax occurs not with their retreat (“demigods could not have done what they had failed to do”) but when horsemen from each army clash in front of the Russian artillery. Russell’s stomach drops when the guns blast grapeshot at point-blank range, “mingling friend and foe in one common ruin.” The carnage comes clear as the smoke disperses. Mangled bodies litter the ground. Survivors look around in shock before reining their horses away.
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		William Howard Russell, 1854, was content to cover Parliament for The Times and never could have imagined his future renown as a trailblazing war reporter. His nonchalant manner led authorities to underestimate his candor in reporting the British army’s neglectful care of its soldiers.

		The story appeared in London on November 13 and caused a national uproar. Britain’s poet laureate, Alfred Tennyson, stoked more outrage by publishing “The Charge of the Light Brigade” a month after he read the Times account. Russell’s piece opens with a rhetorical question asking if astonishing valor can give consolation for pointless slaughter. Tennyson, with his famed incantation of the soldiers’ doomed devotion to duty, “Theirs not to make reply, / Theirs not to reason why, / Theirs but to do and die,” replies with an emphatic no. Russell ends with a terse tabulation no less haunting: “Went into action: 607. Returned from action: 198. Loss: 409.”

		Forty-four years later young Winston Churchill would participate in a similarly reckless cavalry charge at Omdurman, in today’s Sudan. The national myth of the Light Brigade came to Churchill’s mind as he approached the battlefield. “Of course there would be a charge,” he exulted. “In those days British cavalry had been taught little else. Talk of fun!” Recounting the event, he used Russell’s style of switching to the present tense as the Sudanese warriors come into view: “They are advancing, and they are advancing fast. They think they are going to win.” But they didn’t win—trusting in faith to carry them through British machine gun fire, almost ten thousand were killed in a matter of hours. “This kind of war was full of fascinating thrills,” Churchill wrote. “Nobody expected to be killed. This was only a sporting element in a splendid game.”

		In the fallout from Russell’s Balaclava dispatch, the British prime minister and his cabinet were voted from office for mismanaging the war. Lord Raglan remained in command until his sudden death the next summer. “Not a very great general,” Florence Nightingale said, “but a very good man.” His illness hadn’t seemed serious. It was said the war—and Russell—had broken his heart.

		The thirty-six-year-old correspondent returned home in 1856 an international celebrity, credited with stirring the conscience of his nation and leading the military to improve the care of its soldiers. The drama of his reporting made for an amusing double take when readers discovered that, far from some glamorous dynamo, he was, in his own words, “bald as a round shot and gray as a badger.” Meanwhile, the Treaty of Paris that ended the Crimean War left the Ottoman Empire intact and its frictions with Russia still smoldering. It was only a matter of time before they would burst into flame.

		Two years later—on September 1, 1858—a pair of former warships, the American Niagara and the British Gorgon, came to shore in New York harbor and docked before the sandstone reception rotunda of Castle Garden, on Manhattan’s southern tip. Their hybrid design of sail and paddlewheel, wind and steam, captured the industrial transformation that the day’s events would celebrate. The transatlantic telegraph cable connecting Europe to North America, a once unthinkable technological feat, had been laid across the ocean floor four weeks earlier. Cyrus W. Field, the visionary who’d conceived and driven the five-year project, was a New Yorker. Today the city would honor him with a parade.

		Field, thirty-eight, disembarked from the Niagara and took in the sight of carriages, flags, and an excited crowd lining his route up Broadway. Tall and thin, he was one of those earnest types who exude confidence in the face of challenge and fidgety nervousness when at loose ends. As the mayor’s welcoming party came down the pier, Field beckoned seamen and engineers from the two vessels to join him in the festivities. He wasn’t one for the spotlight.

		He’d already received thanks from the British and American governments for reducing communication time between their nations from a two-week voyage to a two-minute transmission. And last month newspapers everywhere had gone into rapture after he’d successfully spliced his cable to shore points in Newfoundland and Ireland and passed an electric current through it. “The Atlantic is dried up!” raved the London Times. The New York Herald likened him to “the Angel in the Book of Revelation, with one foot on sea and one foot on land.” The outpouring unsettled Field. “Gas and grandiloquence,” he said.

		The original proposal in 1854, from a Canadian engineer named Frederick Gisborne, had asked Field to fund an underwater cable from mainland Canada to Newfoundland, first landfall for passenger ships crossing the North Atlantic. To wire foreign news inland from there rather than wait until a ship reached Boston or New York would save two days’ time, Gisborne explained—an advantage governments, businesses, and newspapers would eagerly pay for. Field was lukewarm. But one evening soon afterward, he was idly spinning the globe in his library when a notion struck. Forget merely crossing the two-hundred-mile Gulf of St. Lawrence. He would stretch a cable more than two thousand miles across the Atlantic.

		Retired with self-made wealth from a paper supply business, he’d had no difficulty finding backers for the venture. Many were here today, industrialists and Wall Street traders keenly aware that an international cable monopoly could reap unlimited fees. They flocked around him with backslaps and bravos after the parade ran its course from the Battery to the Crystal Palace exhibition hall, near Fortieth Street. In his subsequent remarks, he thanked them for supporting him through the early setbacks of two cable expeditions that had failed. His optimism at the time had concealed “a load in my heart almost too heavy to bear,” he admitted. But everything was fine now, a pronouncement he underscored by reading aloud a telegram he’d been handed on the pier earlier today. It was a note of congratulations from some British investors—wired from London this morning. The crowd erupted in cheers. No one knew that Field’s gratified smile was in utter, desperate relief.

		His cable’s first transmission after linkup the previous month had been an exchange of greetings between President James Buchanan and Queen Victoria. It took sixteen hours to transmit. Clearly there was a fault somewhere along the cable, a crack in its insulation through which electricity was bleeding into the frigid saltwater, like a punctured vein that won’t clot. As accolades poured in, Field had ordered his technicians to keep the problem quiet while they tried to fix it. Transcripts of their test messages had sickened him with their futility:

		“Repeat please.”

		“How do you receive?”

		“Send slower.”

		“Please say if you can read this.”

		“How are signals?”

		“Do you receive?”

		“Please send something.”

		Thankfully, transmissions had recently improved. The reason wasn’t a miracle. The cable lay almost three miles deep in some places; water pressure likely had compressed and sealed the crack. The miracle was that Field, consumed with dread, should have received at this fraught moment an overseas telegram confirming that his achievement was genuine, his tributes deserved. When the mayor presented him with a gold case engraved with the seal of New York, Field accepted it proudly: “For your kindness expressed in too flattering terms, I offer my heartfelt thanks.”

		His next day included a visit to Mathew Brady’s photo gallery at Broadway and Tenth Street. It was an essential stop for American celebrities wishing to fix their images in the grave and striking black-white spectrum of Brady’s “wet plate” ambrotypes. The “Imperial” was the photographer’s top offering; larger than the murky pocket daguerreotypes available everywhere for a few dollars each, they ran as high as seven hundred dollars and made Brady, whose photographs of the Civil War would later gain him still wider fame, the era’s most exclusive portraitist. “His gallery is filled with an unequaled collection of the lions of the town,” said The New York Herald. “To see the elephant one must go elsewhere.”

		Field posed with one hand on a globe—the resulting image shows him with a preoccupied expression, as though not quite trusting yesterday’s good fortune. At a banquet in his honor that evening, he was called from the table to take another telegram from abroad. Its message cut off abruptly. He knew what it meant. The cable was dead.

		He was denounced on two continents. People suggested he’d staged the hoax to pump the stock of his Atlantic Telegraph Company. “How many shares did Mr. Field sell during the month of August?” a London paper demanded. The company’s stock plummeted. For the next several years, he struggled to repay his partners. But quitting was never an option.

		After the Civil War began in 1861, he focused his fund-raising in Britain, where he slowly patched together another consortium. In the meantime improvements were made in the cable’s weight and flexibility. A remaining challenge was to find a ship large enough to hold the twenty-six hundred miles of cable sufficient to cross the Atlantic in one span. In the past, two vessels had carried the great spools; they’d spliced their cables together at midocean and set off for opposite shores. In 1864 a candidate, the Great Eastern, was proposed. The biggest ship in the world, it was three city blocks long, with six masts, five coal funnels, and room for six thousand passengers. Billed as the world’s greatest luxury liner, it was too large for most harbors and too heavy to run at speed, a colossal boondoggle now for sale at a bargain. There was a problem, however—a significant one in the superstitious world of seafaring. The ship was apparently cursed.
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		Completing the transatlantic cable in 1858 had America bursting with pride in citizens who’d fathered the effort—Benjamin Franklin for his work with electricity, Samuel Morse for inventing the telegraph technology, William Hudson for skippering the cable ship, and Cyrus W. Field for bankrolling and overseeing the project. The celebration commemorated by this period drawing, however, proved premature.

		Twenty workers had died in shipyard accidents while building it. The Great Eastern’s architect, Isambard K. Brunel, who’d designed Britain’s Great Western Railway system and London’s Paddington Station, had suffered a stroke the day before its maiden voyage, living just long enough to learn that during the voyage an explosion had ripped apart its saloon and killed five people. And all this was before the ship’s owners went bankrupt. Did Field really want any part of such an obvious agent of doom?

		Pondering the question, he considered his life experience. Before the age of thirty, he’d twice clawed back from financial ruin. The blows that had staggered him—a partner’s thievery, a stock market crash—had come out of the blue when all signs indicated prosperous times ahead. His first cable attempts had likewise begun amid omens of good weather and infallible machinery and been wrecked by storms and breakdown. Maybe it was time to change the pattern and stake his future on this unloved iron hulk. A colleague suggested that the Great Eastern was made for the transatlantic cable. But the better interpretation is that it was made for Cyrus Field.

		Transatlantic telegraph fees were anyone’s guess as long as Field’s project remained unfinished. No doubt they’d be stiff, judging from what domestic companies charged. America’s telegraph network had consolidated from many regional operators down to two main players in the decade before the Civil War, a period when lines expanded from two thousand to thirty thousand miles of cable. Western Union controlled the upper Midwest and the Mississippi valley, American Telegraph the eastern seaboard from Canada to New Orleans. It cost up to a dollar (about thirty dollars today) to transmit a ten-word telegram, and much more to send long messages. To share expenses, five New York City newspapers—including its top three, the Herald, The New York Tribune, and The New York Times—had formed an alliance, the Associated Press, to wire government items from around the country to New York. Though this made it all but impossible for them to score national scoops on one another, once the cable transcripts were in hand, their race to sell papers resumed.

		The Civil War would disrupt the AP’s effectiveness. What a paper spent to hire its own reporters and to get their stories from the field to the newsroom—by mail, rail, horse, boat, or telegraph—became the key factor in its obtaining the “beat,” the exclusive battle dispatch that could be issued in an extra edition and hawked on the street at great profit. But until the war started and made newsgathering a contest of every man for himself, rivalry among the New York papers turned primarily on local coverage of scandal and crime and on editorial attitude expressed through political argument, moral posturing, and personal insult. All three were abundant on Monday, April 15, 1861, when protesters—inflamed as much by their newspapers as by events of the previous weekend—swarmed around a large granite building at the corner of Fulton and Nassau Streets. “The New York Herald” was carved into the edifice above its front steps, the letters smeared with the pulp of fruits and vegetables hurled at the place in fury.

		Many in the crowd waved copies of the Sunday Herald. Headlined “Dissolution of the Union Consummated,” it confirmed the surrender of U.S. troops at Fort Sumter after four days of artillery bombardment from Confederate shore batteries in Charleston, South Carolina. The Herald, whose one-penny first issue in 1835 had vowed always to “exhilarate the breakfast table,” enjoyed the largest daily circulation of any newspaper in the world. Each morning’s sheets were churned out overnight by steam presses and distributed through the city by horsecart, around the nation by rail, and, where it surpassed the London Times in popularity, to Europe by ship. Sunday’s issue had doubled its usual run, with more than 135,000 copies sold. It featured a blistering editorial by the paper’s sixty-three-year-old founder, James Gordon Bennett, calling the Sumter attack not a Southern outrage but a triumph for fanatics of the Northern abolitionist movement. They cared more for “the nigger” than for America, Bennett wrote, and welcomed the destruction of the Union if it meant the end of slavery. He urged readers to accept Southern secession and to resist the “oceans of blood” that civil war would unleash. He punctuated his piece with a printed graphic of a Confederate flag, a ballsy flourish that even he should have known was going too far.

		Others in the Fulton Street mob brandished The New York Times. It contained an editorial blasting Bennett’s secessionist sympathy and urging him to make a public speech against retaliating for the Sumter attack: “He will receive such a greeting as will discourage his oratory if not his treason.” The paper reported President Abraham Lincoln’s call for 75,000 volunteer soldiers. The result was a citywide outpouring of patriotic fervor that had coalesced into this mass march on the Herald.

		Despite its hostile rumblings, the crowd demanded only that Bennett affirm his loyalty by flying an American flag. But there wasn’t one anywhere in the building, a lapse that seemed to verify allegations in the Herald’s other bare-toothed rival, The New York Tribune, that Bennett had stocked up on Confederate flags to broadcast his Rebel solidarity. An office boy was hustled out a back door to buy an American flag down the street. When at last Bennett stepped outside, he was draped in its furls, his buzzard features and unruly gray hair made even more vivid by the red-white-and-blue toga he wore. Satisfied, the protesters dispersed as the old man benignly waved. Once inside, he snarled an order for guns and ammo to be stored in his office lest the rabble rise again.

		A pragmatist above all, Bennett published another editorial the next day renouncing his prosecession position and pledging to support Lincoln’s efforts to restore the Union by force. Times owner Henry J. Raymond mocked these “damnable contortions,” while his counterpart at the Tribune, Horace Greeley, called them “the most sudden and total change of opinion on record.” Their papers enjoyed nowhere near the Herald’s daily readership. In the past, Raymond the political moderate and Greeley the radical progressive had made do with consolations of integrity over the easy slop of gossip and vice that made the Herald so infernally popular. But now, with the Union imperiled and their beloved Lincoln cast as its savior, Raymond and Greeley’s liberal idealism seemed due for a wide embrace.

		Bennett had trashed Lincoln (“illiterate Western boor”) from the moment he’d emerged as a serious presidential candidate. Of Lincoln’s campaign speech at New York’s Cooper Union in February 1860, the Herald had wedged its critique between a story about an unwed mother incinerating her baby and a rave for the Barnum Museum’s addition of an ape with human features to its stable of sideshow freaks; the speech has since gone down in history as a masterpiece of reasoned argument against the spread of slavery. Bennett cited self-determination and constitutional principle when defending the South’s right to its “peculiar institution,” but this was mostly hot air. An up-from-the-gutter millionaire shunned by polite society, he loved annoying the highbrows.

		Still, with the Sumter attack galvanizing Northern calls for war, he hastened to revamp his image. On Tuesday, April 16, he invited a young reporter named Henry Villard to dinner. Villard had emigrated from Bavaria eight years earlier, writing for German-language papers before taking freelance jobs with the Herald. Covering Lincoln’s political rise, he’d criticized Lincoln’s gawky appearance and uncertain policies but had since been impressed by his character, “so sincere, so conscientious, so honest, so simple-hearted, that one cannot help liking him.” Villard almost declined Bennett’s invitation out of distaste for his reactionary views. But curious to observe “this notorious character” at home, he kept his qualms to himself and rode with Bennett in his carriage up Fifth Avenue and across Central Park to his mansion in Washington Heights.

		They were joined at the table by twenty-year-old James Gordon Bennett, Jr. An athletic fellow with the punky look of someone afraid of no one but his father, he’d been reared in France along with his sister, their mother having moved there after her husband was repeatedly mugged on New York streets by aggrieved targets of Herald exposés. His had been “a queer sort of bringing up,” a friend later said. “Someone, possibly a servant, led him astray when he was very young.” Summoned to New York at sixteen by his father, he’d gained a reputation as a drunk, a bully, and a cheat. The last stemmed from an escapade at Plum Gut, a channel off the east end of Long Island through which he took a shortcut to win a society boat race. The Tribune and Times had trumpeted the scandal, humiliating Bennett Senior and leading him to exile his son abroad for another four years, bringing him back just a few days earlier.

		Dinner with the two of them was a strange experience. Villard’s German rectitude was repelled by Bennett’s cackling irreverence. And he couldn’t stop looking at his host’s crossed eyes, a congenital tic whose sinister aspect seemed confirmed as the evening wore on: “Intercourse with the old man quickly revealed his hard, cold, utterly selfish nature and incapacity to appreciate high and noble aims.”

		Bennett was candid about his purpose tonight. He wanted the reporter to convey some private messages to President Lincoln—an assurance of Herald support for the war against the Confederacy; a donation of Bennett’s yacht to the Treasury Department’s revenue service; and a request that his son be commissioned a lieutenant in command of that yacht. “The last wish I thought rather amusing,” Villard recalled. Biting his tongue, he agreed to act as go-between, for which service he received a raise to thirty-five dollars a week.
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		James Gordon Bennett, photographed by Mathew Brady just before the Civil War, dictated The New York Herald’s support of Southern slavery and its criticism of Abraham Lincoln. The publisher’s rivals wondered if these editorial attacks weren’t merely provocations intended to keep the newspaper notorious and profitable. Bennett’s political views contrasted with his iron priorities regarding the Herald. “Business is business, money is money,” he said.

		Bennett Junior was a nautical novice. He’d sailed his father’s schooner, the Henrietta, only under the guidance of a sailing master named Samuel Samuels, top skipper for the Red Star Line of clipper ships, based in New York and Liverpool. Having Samuels as your sailing instructor was like having Babe Ruth teach you batting—his first rule had been if the kid ever touched the wheel while Samuels was steering, he’d lock him in the hold. But Lincoln saw benefit in conciliating the publisher of the most widely read newspaper in America. He fired off a note to the Treasury secretary that within days put the young man in uniform.

		Fitting out the Henrietta with three shiny brass cannons, Lieutenant Bennett patrolled Long Island Sound through the end of the year, not surprisingly encountering no enemy raiders in the cozy basin between New York and Connecticut. He took the vessel to join a naval blockade off South Carolina, where he passed out one night on the foredeck. The hoot of an owl roused him, and he opened his eyes to see the froth of a reef off the bow. Saved by this miracle from running aground, for the rest of his life he would religiously festoon his homes and offices with images of owls as talismans to ward off misfortune. Rumor had it that one of his girlfriends had them tattooed on her knees.

		Young Bennett’s naval career came to an abrupt end in early 1862. Proving “a trifle presumptuous” toward his superiors, he was removed from command and assigned to a frigate. He finagled a discharge instead, unwilling to accept standard navy grub after the sumptuous fare his personal chef had served aboard the Henrietta.

		His father installed him at the Herald. At the next desk sat Edward T. Flynn, the office boy sent to buy an American flag during the Fulton Street riot the previous spring. Flynn was to school the boss’s son in Herald operations, but the instruction was flipped when the pupil became the teacher. One early lesson took place during a long lunch at Delmonico’s near Union Square, a popular watering hole for businessmen looking to break up the day with mint juleps or champagne cocktails. A tipsy Bennett Junior careened to the bar and demanded to know what was delaying his drink. A voice drawled behind him, “You’da thought he ordered a case.” Bennett whirled and threw a punch. The other man, pint-size compared to the lanky newspaper heir, dodged the blow easily and knocked him cold with a single left hook.

		The next day Flynn had one job: “Find out who it was.” The man turned out to be a professional bare-knuckle boxer named Billy Edwards, which in Bennett Junior’s mind transformed the event from a shameful thrashing to a dazzling coup. Edwards was a rising contender few men dared provoke. A meeting was arranged, and soon the prizefighter and the millionaire’s son were a regular pair at the best night spots in New York.

		Another evening at Delmonico’s ended with young Bennett leaping up at the clang of a fire alarm and dashing to the site of a neighborhood fire, where he proceeded to tell the firemen how best to fight the flames. To shut him up, they turned their hoses on him, blasting him headlong across the sidewalk. Flynn got the usual bleary question the next day, “What did I do last night?” and a subsequent instruction to buy rubber coats for the entire city fire department. “Send the bill to me. I was never so wet in my life,” Bennett said. It became a pattern—by day Flynn served as a Herald copy editor, by night a sober sidekick to clean up the messes and pay the bills resulting from his young charge’s merriment.

		Meanwhile, James Gordon Bennett the elder had backslid on his promise to support Abraham Lincoln. The Herald resumed mocking his “village idiot” sense of humor and the sentimental “niggerism” of his concern for Southern slaves. The president took it in stride—better to suffer a few personal barbs than an editorial assault on his policies and, always vulnerable to second-guessing, his management of the war. He adopted a habit of answering Bennett’s venom with sugar, sending him amiable notes and mild corrections of the Herald’s wild assertions. This forbearance mystified the White House staff, but Lincoln stayed fixed on the larger mission of saving the Union. “It is important to humor the Herald,” he said.

		On the same night that Henry Villard was squirming through dinner with the Bennetts, the most famous newspaper correspondent in the world was bucking a nervous tide of African Americans hurrying down Meeting Street near his hotel in Charleston, South Carolina. The eight-thirty curfew bell had tolled. The slaves had half an hour to wrap up their duties and return to quarters. Any found on the streets after nine without a special pass would be arrested and punished.
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		James Gordon Bennett, Jr., 1861. An uneventful stint as a U.S. Navy lieutenant allowed the Herald heir to claim lifelong credibility as a Civil War veteran with every right to put his correspondents in harm’s way. Opinion about Bennett Junior ranged from barbarian to visionary; no one called him boring.

		The Confederate stars and bars flew over Fort Sumter at the mouth of Charleston harbor. Since leaving Baltimore four days earlier to begin a tour of the South for the London Times, William Howard Russell had found the region’s war fever overwhelming: “I felt like a man in full possession of his senses coming in late to a wine party.” Sumter’s surrender had Rebel soldiers strutting around with cocky menace that Russell found laughable. He’d visited the fort earlier that day. The damage from the vaunted cannonade was “trifling,” he sniffed.

		He had the experience to back up his opinion. Two years after the Crimean War ended, he’d been plucked from comfortable London life and sent to India, arriving in January 1858. The native Bengal army had turned on its British colonial masters after long-festering discord was tipped into violence by new government-issue bullet cartridges greased with pork and cow fat, substances taboo to the Bengal army’s 90,000 Muslims and Hindus. Rumors (false, but it didn’t matter) of the army’s impending forced conversion to Christianity had sparked a mass mutiny whose death toll quickly ran into the tens of thousands.

		Most victims died in massacres and summary executions. One of the worst incidents occurred as a force of British redcoats closed on the Bengal-held town of Cawnpore. Panicked rebels hacked to death two hundred captive women and children and threw their bodies down a well. Russell, indulging his fascination for places “where great crimes have been perpetrated,” toured the building where the killing occurred, its floor caked with drying blood. Workers who exhumed the bodies could barely express their trauma. “A sickening anguish,” one said. “There is no object in saying more.”

		British troops answered the Cawnpore atrocity with firing squads and mass hangings; they strapped Bengal mutineers across cannon barrels and blew their midsections into the sky. “A glorious sight,” said a British officer of a pile of two thousand dead natives. Russell denounced the actions as excessive and racist: “I believe we permit things to be done in India which we would not permit to be done in Europe.” This scolding irked a British public steeped in hellish accounts of the Bengal army’s barbarity, most of them unsubstantiated. One example described Anglo-Saxon babies “put alive into boxes and set fire to. Others were spitted on bayonets and twisted round in the air, and to make the tortures more exquisite all this was done in the presence of the mothers, who were compelled to look on in a state of nudity.”

		Posed against such lurid images, Russell’s call for moderation made no dent in a government crackdown whose pitilessness was exemplified by the policy of making captured mutineers, as a curse on their souls prior to hanging, lick the bloody floor mats taken from the building where those British civilians had been killed. He railed against heretical tortures of “sewing Muslims in pigskins, smearing them with pork fat before execution, burning their bodies, and forcing Hindus to defile themselves.” Times readers were unsympathetic, however, and greeted Russell with derision when he returned from India after order was restored.

		His assignment to cover North-South unrest in America offered a happy escape. Welcomed at the White House, he appreciated the president if not the first lady: “The impression of homeliness produced by Mrs. Lincoln is not diminished by closer acquaintance.” In New York he interviewed the prosecession owner of the Herald, James Gordon Bennett. “His game,” Russell wrote, “is to abuse every respectable man in the country in order to take his revenge on them for his social exclusion.” He found Bennett’s counterpart at the Tribune, Horace Greeley, only a slight improvement. The fifty-year-old reformer oozed with the self-righteousness of the New England Puritan, who, having “hunted down all his Indians, burned all his witches, invented abolitionism as the sole resource left to him for the gratification of his favorite passion.”

		Greeley predicted that Russell would be repelled by the South’s “slave pens” once he saw them, and indeed the sight of an African sold at auction appalled him. Russell called slavery “a cancer” but acknowledged other reactions within him that revealed a reporter’s detachment and a candidly human inappropriateness. Slavery’s “whippings and brandings, scars and cuts,” didn’t stop him from wondering “whether it might not be nice to own a man as one might possess a horse—to hold him subject to my will and pleasure, to hold his fate in my hands.”

		Russell detested the presumption of Southern planters that Britain’s dependence on imported cotton would force it to back the Confederacy. His editors disagreed. Their support of the Confederacy for reasons of trade over morality left Russell doubly isolated. Southerners resented his disparagement of their cause, while Northerners felt the same about The Times. His celebrity favor evaporated as a result, and in July, with opposing armies gathering near Manassas, Virginia, thirty miles west of Washington, commanders rebuffed him. He’d encountered the same attitude from the British military in 1854. Now in America on the eve of the Civil War’s first major battle, he must again, he wrote, “take the field without tent or servant, canteen or food—a waif to fortune.”

		Problems in finding a mount brought him late to the fighting near Bull Run creek on July 21. He missed the Union assault that buckled the Confederate line and sent journalists dashing to the nearest telegraph station with excited reports that soon were splashed across the country: “Brilliant Union Victory!” But the Rebels didn’t break. General Thomas J. Jackson rallied them and thereby gained his nickname, “Stonewall.” Russell’s tardiness put him in perfect position to detect that the tide had turned. While reporters at the front grappled with gunfire, dust clouds, and hysterical rumors of advance and retreat, he saw a stream of blue-clad soldiers stagger out of the chaos
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