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FOREWORD





The American Dream.

Across the nation and around the world, people visualize this decades-old concept in no uncertain terms: liberty, equality, inalienable rights, representative democracy . . . and, above them all, freedom. The freedom to do, the freedom to be. Uncounted persons have aspired to these concepts, but over generations, only one of them is regarded as the living embodiment of this intangible, perhaps even unattainable Dream.

That person is Steve Rogers. And to acknowledge and celebrate the anniversary of his miraculous return to duty decades after he was believed killed in action during World War II, I set out to find him.

No, he is not hidden among the masses or shying from the spotlight of scrutiny. Far from it. He not only represents these ideals, he literally fights for them. He protects and preserves them against any threat—domestic or galactic—that would strip them from us. He has died for these ideals.

For Steve Rogers is Captain America—and I want you to know them both.

Despite the stories and tales that have defined Captain America for generations, you don’t know Steve Rogers. I assuredly did not, until I asked him whether he would be willing to sit with me—not unlike how his fellow Avenger Tony Stark had before him—to share not simply the stories of his heroic life but also what he had learned. I wanted to know about who he was in the past and who he is now. I wanted to know as much about how he had shaped his country as I did about how his country has shaped him.

Unsurprisingly, and definitely unlike Tony Stark, Captain Rogers agreed to do so with no reservations (at least none he voiced to me). Why was he so eager? Because, he said, Americans are owed these insights, and he felt duty bound to share them.

As I did with Mr. Stark, I began my research with a series of Freedom of Information Act requests from the Departments of Defense, the Army, and Veterans Affairs. This provided me with as complete a picture of Captain Rogers’ military service as one could hope to assemble. Despite the fragmentary nature of such information about those who served before and during World War II, it did not surprise me to learn that his records had been diligently preserved. (Naturally, they had been updated after his remarkable discovery in suspended animation by the Avengers.) Those departments, along with the Strategic Homeland Intervention, Enforcement, and Logistics Division (S.H.I.E.L.D.), began keeping their own copious records of Captain Rogers’ activities following his revival, and nearly all of these documents were made available to me.

These files chronicle the facts of what happened and Captain Rogers’ role as the events of his “second life” unfolded. His viewpoint and thoughts on such matters are represented in the form of post-action reports, debriefing transcripts, and interviews with various government agencies and media outlets. Seeing these documents together granted me new appreciation for his thoughts and feelings about the incredible experiences he had endured, either working alone or with the Avengers. I’ve presented excerpts here from a number of those official records and other documents.

Another aspect to the story of Steve Rogers exists beyond the man himself, in the lives he has affected: family, friends, comrades in arms, and even those he has loved. In many cases, their words can be found here too. Every bit of this information proved vital to my research, but what it ultimately fails to do—at least to a significant degree—is provide us insight into the man who continues to serve not just the country of his birth but indeed the entire world as Captain America. Only his own words can do that.

The interviews forming the core of this work, primarily conducted over several sessions and a considerable span, address a broad range of topics. Certainly I was curious about the challenge of reintegrating into a society not only radically different from the one he last experienced but also not always capable of understanding the true toll military service—particularly during wartime—can impose on a person’s psyche. With Steve Rogers, we have a living and vital representative of World War II, the repercussions of which continue to be felt globally to this day.

Undertaking this effort, I imagined Steve Rogers as a man out of time; someone whose mind and body had been revived into our world of today while his heart and spirit very well might have remained in the war-torn world of decades ago. I approached him as the super hero he has become to Americans as well as the Super-Soldier he remained to himself. I wondered whether Steve Rogers believed he belonged in the world of today. I wondered whether I myself believed it.

The answers might surprise you.
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I. RECOVERY
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It is at once fascinating and surreal to sit down with someone who lived a life decades before you were born, and for whom the memories of that life are less distant than those of your own childhood. This was my initial thought upon meeting Steve Rogers. I walked into our first session with my guard up against the mystery surrounding this man, but I need not have worried, for he ended up being more open and accommodating than I ever could have hoped.

Born into a world most of us know only through history books and perhaps far too many films and television shows (which typically sacrifice accuracy for spectacle), Steve Rogers was like many young men of his generation. The son of poor immigrants who traveled from Ireland to find new opportunities in the United States, he along with his parents and countless other families endured the hardship of the Great Depression. Despite such challenges, they still believed in the potential of life in America and worked hard to attain their dream. But early childhood saw Steve face the death of his father, a tragedy compounded by his mother’s succumbing to pneumonia while he was still a teenager.

Less than two decades after the end of the First World War, patriotism was running strong among the young men and women watching the steady wave of fascism and tyranny wash over Europe. Believing it inevitable that the United States would once again become embroiled in a global conflict, many offered themselves to the growing effort to prepare for that day.

That is where Steven Rogers’ story begins. Our journey with him, however, begins differently.
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INTERVIEWER: Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, Captain Rogers. It’s a genuine pleasure to sit with you.

STEVE ROGERS: Please, call me Steve. I’ve honestly never been very comfortable with the “Captain Rogers” bit.

They did promote you.

Retroactively, and even then it still took me a while to get over drawing a sort of mental line between Private Rogers and Captain America. I guess it doesn’t matter anymore now that everyone knows who I am, but old habits are hard to break.

Duly noted, Steve.

I’ve read an early version of the interviews you conducted with Tony. I figured you’d be doing the same thing with me, going all the way back to the beginning with my life before the Army and Captain America.

As it’s the celebration of your return to the world of today that brought us together, I’d prefer instead to start with your being found in the ocean. You can fill us in on your previous life as you see fit along the way.

I understand what you mean, but please understand me. What you see from your point of view as a “previous life” is simply part of my whole life. Decades spent sleeping doesn’t change a guy.
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Captain America and Bucky, during World War II

Of course, Steve. This is your story and I want your perspective.

The whole bit of my traveling through time was good shorthand for the papers trying to explain this to readers, but it’s not the best illustration of what happened. I didn’t just skip over chapters in the history books. In my book, those chapters were ripped out and what remained was pasted together. I did no traveling. I simply woke up.

What were your first memories upon awakening?

For the most part, it was as though no time had passed. One minute I’m falling from the sky after we sabotaged that Nazi plane, thinking my friend, Bucky Barnes, had been killed. Then I hit the water, and I remember how cold the ocean was. I remember the water in my lungs. I remember drowning. Then the next minute, I’m awake and surrounded by this . . . group of people in strange costumes. A robot, a giant, a tiny flying woman I called “Tinkerbell,” and this escapee from a circus carrying a hammer.

The Avengers can be a bit to take in, even in a world where costumed heroes are a far more frequent sight. You were still coming to terms with the reality of your ordeal.
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It’s not like I got a lot of time to do that either. No sooner are we docked in New York than my first impromptu mission is to help rescue my own saviors, who’d been turned into stone statues by . . . an alien. That’s right, my first day in this strange new world was something else.
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And yet, you wasted no time rescuing them.

With the help of an unexpected friend, Rick Jones, who I at first mistook for Bucky. That was pretty awkward for us both, but he took it in stride. He didn’t believe me when I told him who I was, and it didn’t help that I was sure it was all a crazy dream.

But you eventually convinced each other, and you helped him rescue the Avengers.

After which, Iron Man and the others invited me to join their team.

It wasn’t an offer you accepted, at least not initially.

I blame Stark, even though it wasn’t really his fault. He mentioned Reed Richards and his work to perfect time travel, and I was sure that was my ticket back to my own time and a chance to save Bucky from what happened to him. Stark tried to explain the danger. I didn’t understand a lot of the mumbo-jumbo about temporal paradoxes. It took the president of the United States himself to set me straight.

You met with the president, and he told you he couldn’t allow you to risk altering history. How did you take that?

I saluted and acknowledged his orders, but that didn’t do anything for how I felt. After I’d had a chance to acclimate a bit, I started researching whatever I could about me and Bucky. I contacted the Department of the Army, Veterans Affairs, even organizations like the American Legion and the Veterans of Foreign Wars and research specialists at a few different World War II museums.

And I’m guessing you didn’t find anything.

Our Army personnel files either had been classified or destroyed, and our supposed deaths during the war were covered up. I learned they found other soldiers to wear Captain America and Bucky uniforms, pretending we were still alive and fighting overseas, to keep the illusion going in order to maintain support back home.

How did you react to that?

Personally, I couldn’t have cared less. In my mind, that was enough to justify my hanging up my shield and returning to something resembling a normal life. If that couldn’t be in my own time, then I guess I’d have to make a new life in the here and now.

But you were angry about Bucky.

He gave his life for this country and was never publicly acknowledged for his heroism. At least, not at the time and never for the person he was behind his mask. Eventually, when they gave up the idea of there still being a Captain America and Bucky, they put up those statues of us at Arlington, but James Buchanan Barnes himself? (he shakes his head) He was one of the bravest young men I’d ever known, and so far as the world was concerned, he never existed.
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Memorial statues of Captain America and Bucky, Arlington National Cemetery, Arlington, Virginia


INTERVIEWER’S NOTE: At this point in our conversation, it was easy to sense Captain Rogers’ reluctance to discuss Mr. Barnes. I was confident we would be comfortable enough to do so at a later date, so I chose not to press him. This was my first glimpse at an event that had created a permanent emotional scar for this man.



It’s fair to say you struggled with assimilating into modern society.

Stark warned me about your gift for understatement.

You destroyed your own statue at Arlington.

Statues are for honoring the dead. I don’t qualify. Not yet, anyway.

I understand the shock of awakening from hibernation did affect your long-term memory, at least for a time.

That’s right. My memories were scattershot. I could recall bits and pieces of detail about other friendships, or events that took place when I was much younger, but there was no real cohesion, at least at first. Looking through what few older photographs still survived, or reading press releases and other documents from the war, helped a bit. Memories would return of their own accord, without warning. A familiar song, or smell, or even an offhand remark someone said might trigger something. I’d wake up from dreaming, and a memory I didn’t even realize I’d forgotten would be there to greet me. (shakes head) It was an interesting time, rediscovering my identity and my past.

On a related note, I imagine facing the challenge of learning about decades of history and technological advancement that occurred while you slept had to be daunting.

(laughs) I carried around a notebook, this little memorandum book, similar to ones we used in the Army back in my day, with a green cover and pages of lined paper. At first, that book was where I scribbled notes for my recon reports to my commanding officer, General Jacob Simon in Army Intelligence. Later, when I reconnected with General Simon in person, he took me through the history that Tony Stark had glossed over. I made lists of the things I decided I wanted or needed to learn from him. Whenever I crossed something off, I usually ended up adding two or three new things. I finally gave that up once Stark and Rick Jones showed me how to use a computer.

What are one or two of your favorite things that happened during the years you skipped?

The Moon landings. (he shakes his head) What an amazing feat. When I was a kid, it was Buck Rogers and Flash Gordon who flew in space. I used to go and watch those movie serials every week, and I read stories by Wells and Verne. It was all so fantastic to dream about, and now we have satellites and space stations and unmanned probes surveying the other planets. Incredible.

Anything else?

Microwave popcorn.
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AVENGERS RECRUIT CAPTAIN AMERICA TO JOIN THEIR RANKS

It is with great pleasure and pride that the Avengers welcome their newest member, Captain America.

Already a living legend thanks to his service to this great nation during the darkest days of the Second World War, the man known to many as “the Sentinel of Liberty” was believed to have given his life while fighting Nazi oppression during the closing days of the war in Europe. For decades, he has been the subject of books, films, history lessons, and memorials across the United States.

In a miraculous twist of fate, Captain America did not perish on that fateful day, but instead was entombed in ice that slowed his body functions almost to a stop, perfectly preserving him. It was only by fortunate happenstance that we, the Avengers, found him still interred in what for any normal man would have been an icy grave. The wondrous enhancements his body underwent back in 1941 and that turned him into America’s first Super-Soldier were also the key to his ultimate salvation: once we thawed him from the ice, he returned to consciousness without having aged a single day.

Despite his understandable confusion about what happened to him, we are pleased to report that Captain America has wasted no time adjusting to the new world in which he finds himself. His physical abilities and his leadership expertise, to say nothing of his fierce love for the country he served during one of the darkest times in recent history, make him an ideal addition to our team. Captain America will make the Avengers an even more effective force for good, and we’re very fortunate that he has chosen to join our ranks.
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Despite your initial reluctance, you not only joined the Avengers but quickly became someone the others looked to for leadership.

It’s not as though I had trouble fitting in. (he gestures to a nearby closet, where I can see his uniform and the shield) I came to the party with my own costume, after all.

I know it’s been quite a few years since your reawakening, but do you recall your initial impression of your fellow Avengers after they revived you?

I guess we have to start with Stark, don’t we? There’s no denying he’s brilliant. (shakes head) He sheds skin cells that are smarter than most of us. The trouble with Tony is that he knows he’s the smartest guy in any room he enters. That has a tendency to rub some people the wrong way, but he backs up that arrogance with an intelligence and passion you simply can’t ignore. He’s definitely someone you want at your side when things go wrong.
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High praise, coming from you.

We’re alike in more ways than either of us would rather admit. It took a while, but I came to view him like a brother. (smiles) The older brother who never lets you forget you’re the younger one, but a brother just the same.

And like brothers, you sometimes disagreed, and sometimes you even fought.

Oh, yeah. We certainly did.

I suspect that will be its own topic of conversation before we’re finished, so let’s table that for now. Tell me about Thor.

[image: ]

He may have been the one who was hardest to believe, at least at first. I mean, he’s a god. At least, there are those who view him that way. I knew of the Norse and Greek gods from school, of course, but the God I knew, I learned about in church and Sunday school. Can Thor be an alien from another world and at the same time the personification of Norse mythology? It sure seems like it. But I admit it was a bit hard to swallow at first.

Are you saying you struggled in reconciling Thor with your religious upbringing?

There’s no denying his abilities border on the sorts of things you’d expect from a god. I certainly see him as someone who is compassionate and generous while also being fully capable of unleashing righteous fury in the right circumstances. (smiles) I remember thinking at the time that if this really was the Thor, appearing in physical form before us mere mortals, then perhaps the God I learned about might one day appear, as well. That’d be something to see, wouldn’t it?

I think it would. What about Hank Pym?

Dr. Pym was perhaps one of the most intelligent people I’m ever liable to meet, Stark and Dr. Erskine included.

Dr. Erskine being the scientist who created the Super-Soldier serum.
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Right. I know Dr. Pym never fully shook the feeling of being ostracized from the rest of the scientific community, who didn’t respect his research and experiments.

His work doesn’t receive nearly the recognition it deserves.

(looks away for a moment before replying) I’m no scientist so I’ll never fully grasp what he discovered about our universe, but I respected his passion and desire to better understand our place in it. I think I could’ve learned a lot from him.

I wish I’d had the chance to meet him. What do you recall from your first meetings with Janet Van Dyne?

Stark told me how they found each other, and it didn’t take long for me to see how she gave him a run for his money in the brains department. In the time I got to watch them together, it was obvious they complemented each other wonderfully. They each brought something that the other seemed to be missing, whether it was a different outlook on life or simply learning to see past their own perceived limitations. A soulmate can do that . . . if you’re lucky enough to find one.


INTERVIEWER’S NOTE: Rogers paused at this point, his gaze turning toward the nearby open window and the sounds of the city drifting through it to us. Though I felt tempted to lean into his last comment and see where—and to whom—it took us, I opted to save that topic for a more appropriate time.



Though the public record shows you adapting to your new situation without too much trouble, my conversations with Mr. Stark indicate it wasn’t all smooth sailing.

Oh, there were a lot of settling-in adjustments. The Avengers did what they thought they could to help me, but it was a lot to take in all at once. I suppose it helped that they wasted no time putting me to work, by having me help them against the Sub-Mariner. Once that situation calmed down, I was left with time on my hands and a head full of runaway thoughts.

I understand Stark took you back to your old neighborhood in Manhattan.

That was definitely one of the larger shocks to my system. We went to where Ebbets Field used to be and the Dodgers once played. They were long gone, of course, having moved to Los Angeles more than a decade after the war ended and I went into the ice. An apartment complex was built on the site years and years ago, but someone thought enough of the old place to put a commemorative plaque on the fence encircling the apartments. Seeing the dates on the plaque—1957, 1960—really drove home for the first time just how long I’d been asleep and just how far the world had moved on during all those years.

You would encounter other reminders, of course.

Not a day goes by that something doesn’t trigger a memory of my old life, or simply reminds me that I’m still largely out of step with this world. I’ve just gotten better at handling it.
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Unidentified photographs recovered from Steve Rogers’s personal possessions at the time of his purported death

You leaned on your fellow Avengers a lot in those early days.

Talk about throwing yourself into your work. (smiles) Being an Avenger is a lot like being in the Army. There’s a lot of waiting around for something to happen, so you fill those hours with training or—in my case—my continuing education so far as everything I missed, but all of that gets set aside when a mission comes along. I applied what I knew in both types of situations, but at the time, I much preferred the missions because they didn’t give me time to be alone with my own thoughts.

Much has been written about your revival, but it seems many of these chronicles overlook a key element: For you, the passage of time was instantaneous. As you mentioned earlier, your last memories are of your final mission during the war.

And Bucky.
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I can only imagine trying to cope with his loss was one of the greater challenges you faced.

You’re not wrong. Growing up, I never had a brother, but that changed once I joined the Army. With my parents gone, Bucky was the closest thing to family I’d ever have. I think that’s why I took such an early shine to Rick Jones. He reminded me of Bucky in so many ways, at least when I first met him.

He’d been with the Avengers almost from the beginning.

Largely due to his friendship with Bruce Banner, who saved him in the gamma bomb accident that made Banner into the Hulk. I remember thinking at the time that Rick reminded me of me in a few ways. We’re both orphans, and neither of us let any perceived personal limitations stop us from trying to do the right thing. In that regard, he was also a lot like Bucky. He even looked a bit like Bucky.

It’s fair to say that resemblance contributed to your willingness to mentor him. He even served alongside you as Bucky, at least for a time.

It certainly wasn’t my idea. As soon as I saw him injured, albeit accidentally by Banner as the Hulk, I immediately thought of Bucky and how my carelessness caused his death. I couldn’t stand the thought of something like that happening to Rick. It came to a head when Rick found Bucky’s old uniform and tried it on. He was an uncanny match for Bucky, especially with the mask, but I quickly realized Rick didn’t have Bucky’s training or experience.
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Captain America with Rick Jones as Bucky

Seeing Mr. Jones in your friend’s old costume must have come as quite the shock. I’ve seen photos of him in the costume and I have to tell you, the resemblance to Mr. Barnes was uncanny.

You’re telling me. The first time I saw him, it stopped me dead in my tracks.

He seemed as determined to be your partner as Mr. Barnes once was.

(nods) Again with the understatement. I couldn’t fault Rick for his passion. That, and the simple fact I still wasn’t over losing Bucky and feeling guilty for believing I was responsible for his death, was enough to push me toward giving Rick a chance. It meant so much to him, and despite my initial concern that he might get hurt—or worse—while wearing Bucky’s costume, I liked the idea of having a partner again, someone who could watch my back.

But he wasn’t ready, was he?

No. There’s no other way to say it. Rick wasn’t Bucky. He had the drive, of course. He was in good shape, better than a lot of men his age, but his training tended toward athletic pursuits, rather than preparing for actual combat. Bucky had a lot to learn when he started out as my partner, and the learning curve was steep, considering he was right there with me as we fought Nazis and everything else.

Mr. Jones was almost the same age as Mr. Barnes was when he first became your partner during the war, but he lacked that same sort of real-world experience visited upon you both at far too young an age.

(another nod, this one with more conviction) Yes, that’s it. I tried to train Rick, but his youthful exuberance—I hesitate to call it “immaturity” because that sounds like criticism and that’s not really fair to him—was working against him. At least that’s how I felt about it at the time.

Obviously, Mr. Jones felt differently.

Yes, and while his reaction can be explained if not excused by his youth, I could’ve handled things better. I was still dealing with memories of the war and Bucky’s death, and I just couldn’t stand the idea of losing another partner that way. Thankfully, Rick eventually understood where I was coming from, and we became friends.

You’ve mentioned before that your new teammates had gone out of their way to help you feel welcome in this new time, and that they were not alone.

And I’ll always be grateful for that. Early on, it was easy for me to feel pretty overwhelmed by the technological marvels that Tony could create seemingly off the top of his head. One of the first gizmos he made for me was a set of miniaturized transistors he installed in my shield that communicated with a set of magnets on my glove to return it to me no matter how hard I’d thrown it. He and the other Avengers also shared with me cards and letters sent from across the country, even from around the world, by people expressing their gratitude for my return to life and to duty.

That had to help put your mind at ease.

In some ways, sure. I also was struggling with a sometimes debilitating and demoralizing case of survivor’s guilt. Bucky was never far from my thoughts, and neither was my driving need to learn who was responsible for his death. I never would have imagined how close I was to uncovering the truth.

You’re speaking of your first clash with the so-called Masters of Evil.

Yeah. Catchy, huh? Each member of the group was chosen because each carried a personal vendetta against a member of the Avengers, including me.
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Your sworn enemy was Baron Zemo.

Baron Heinrich Zemo, specifically, the twelfth member of his family to carry the title. He blamed me for a disfiguring accident that occurred decades before, when I encountered him working as a scientist for Hitler. Zemo’d created a substance he called Adhesive X that he intended to weaponize for the Wehrmacht. A toss of my shield shattered the vessel containing Zemo’s concoction, which struck the baron and saturated the fabric hood he used to cover his face from public view.

I can imagine that was a life-changing accident for him.

The fabric adhered to his face with an unbreakable bond. I certainly regret what happened to Zemo. I don’t regret stopping him from perfecting a chemical agent that, in Hitler’s hands, would have wreaked who knows what level of havoc on the world. But
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