
		
			[image: Cover for The Raider]
		

	
		
		
			Also by Stephen R. Platt

			Imperial Twilight: The Opium War and the End of China’s Last Golden Age

			Autumn in the Heavenly Kingdom: China, the West, and the Epic Story of the Taiping Civil War

			Provincial Patriots: The Hunanese and Modern China

		

	
		
			
			
				
				
					[image: Book Title, The Raider, Subtitle, The Untold Story of a Renegade Marine and the Birth of U.S. Special Forces in World War II, Author, Stephen R. Platt, Imprint, Knopf]
				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				A Borzoi Book

				Published by Alfred A. Knopf 2025

				Copyright © 2025 by Stephen R. Platt

				Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

				Published by Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, 1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019.

				Knopf, Borzoi Books, and the colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

				Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

				Names: Platt, Stephen R., author.

				Title: The raider : the untold story of a renegade marine and the birth of U.S. special forces in World War II / Stephen R. Platt.

				Description: First edition. | New York : Alfred A. Knopf, 2025. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

				Identifiers: LCCN 2024030355 (print) | LCCN 2024030356 (ebook) | ISBN 9780525658016 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780525658023 (ebook)

				Subjects: LCSH: Carlson, Evans Fordyce, 1896–1947. | United States. Marine Corps—Biography. | World War, 1939–1945—Commando operations—Pacific Area. | World War, 1939–1945—Campaigns—Pacific Area. | United States. Marine Corps. Marine Raider Battalion, 2nd—History. | Carlson, Evans Fordyce, 1896–1947—Travel—China. | Asia Pacific War, ca. 1931–1945. | Generals—United States—Biography. | Intelligence officers—China—Biography. | Special forces (Military science)—History—20th century.

				Classification: LCC E746.C3 P53 2025 (print) | LCC E746.C3 (ebook) | DDC 359.00973 [B]—dc23/eng/20241028

				LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2024030355

				LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2024030356

				Ebook ISBN 9780525658023

				penguinrandomhouse.com | aaknopf.com

				Maps by Mapping Specialists

				Cover photograph: Marines Under Fire, Tarawa, November 1943. Julian C. Smith Name, COLL/202, Archives Branch, Marine Corps History Division, Quantico, VA.

				Cover design by Chip Kidd

				The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

				ep_prh_7.1a_151269554_c0_r0

			

		

	
		
			
			
				Contents

				Dedication

				Epigraph

				Introduction

				Maps

				Prologue: The Great Adventure

				Part I  Leaving Home

				1. The Telegram

				2. Shanghai

				3. Bandits

				4. The Old Capital

				5. Warm Springs

				Part II  China War

				6. Into the Cataclysm

				7. The Reds

				8. Agnes

				9. Into the North

				10. The Other Side

				11. Crossroads

				Part III  American Interlude

				12. Sympathy

				13. Unheard Warnings

				Part IV  Pacific War

				14. New Beginnings

				15. Makin Island

				16. Survival

				17. Fame and Glory

				18. Into the Jungle

				19. Home Fronts

				20. Backlash

				21. The Maw

				Part V  Homecoming

				22. Into the Postwar

				23. Shifting Grounds

				24. Forgetting

				Epigraph

				Acknowledgments

				Note on Romanization

				Source Notes

				Bibliography

				Index

				Illustration Credits

				A Note About the Author

			

		

	_151269554_

	
		
			
			
				For Francie, Lucy, and Eliot

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					Night falls on China; the great arc of travelling shadow

					Moves over land and ocean, altering life…

					The dark will touch them soon: night’s tiny noises

					Will echo vivid in the owl’s developed ear,

					Vague in the anxious sentry’s; and the moon look down

					On battlefields and dead men lying, heaped like treasure.

					—W. H. Auden, Journey to a War

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				Introduction

				Meet Evans Carlson—a tall, lanky, weatherbeaten New Englander with blue eyes and an aw-shucks grin who might be the most famous figure from World War II that you’ve never heard of. General Carlson (to use the rank they retired him with) was a legendary figure in the Marine Corps—when they still allowed him to command. He created one of America’s first special operations forces, a battalion of Marine Raiders he trained to fight like Chinese guerrillas, and he led them to national fame during the early fighting in the Pacific. He was one of the most decorated Marines of his time, a war hero, a household name. They made a Hollywood movie about him in 1943. He introduced “gung ho” to the English language. According to a war correspondent in 1944, he was the most beloved officer in the Marine Corps to the enlisted men. But there are reasons you may not have heard of him.

				When he died in 1947, the Baltimore Sun described Carlson as “the black sheep of the United States Marine Corps.” His entire career was hounded with controversy, starting in the 1930s when, on a personal mission for President Roosevelt, he embedded as an observer with China’s Communist army, traveled with them for months behind Japanese lines, and came out of the experience as an apostle of guerrilla warfare, convinced that the United States must work directly with—and learn from—the Chinese if it was to have any hope of stopping Japan. He was a maverick in the truest sense of the word, whose unorthodox ideas on leadership and military command alienated him from most of his fellow Marine officers, though none of them ever disputed his remarkable courage under fire. He may have been the black sheep, but his Raider battalion would write legends in the Pacific and some of the tactical features he pioneered would eventually become Marine Corps doctrine. In the small corner of the National Museum of the Marine Corps in Triangle, Virginia, that is devoted to Carlson and his Raiders, the sign under his portrait reads: “Colorful, visionary Evans Carlson emerged from the turbulent 1930s as one of the era’s most controversial Marines.” They could just as easily have left out the words “one of.”

				Carlson’s life was riven by contradictions. He was a dyed-in-the-wool New Englander who found the key to his life’s purpose in a foreign land. He was a ruthless battlefield commander who led his men in discussions of social progress and racial equality. He developed a profound sympathy for the people of China but could be a cold, even cruel husband and a distant father. He had lofty literary ambitions but never finished high school. He was deeply religious, the son of a Congregationalist minister, and also a devout admirer of the atheistic Chinese Communists. He was a man who took Emerson’s writings on nonconformity to heart as a youth and lived his life by his own conscience, defiant of norms and the expectations of others, yet he found his lasting home in a military career that demanded conformity and obedience as its very lifeblood. He was a World War II hero who would be all but disowned by his service, pilloried as a suspected radical, and forgotten in the postwar era.

				This is his story.

				

				—

				When we lift someone out from the fabric of their time to put them at the center of events, part of the background pulls away along with them. In Carlson’s case, his life was woven into the grand drama of a world sliding inexorably into war—beginning in China, where his three tours as a Marine intelligence officer largely paralleled the long civil war between the Communists and the Nationalists that would end, two years after his death, with the Communist victory and the founding of the People’s Republic of China. That civil war, which shaped China’s twentieth-century destiny to an even greater extent than the war with Japan, began as Carlson first arrived in the country in 1927, rolled in waves through his returning tours, and reached its climax as he died in 1947. It was the central conflict of China’s twentieth century, and it would shape the course of Carlson’s own life as well.

				And then, of course, there is World War II, which—as Carlson experienced it—began not with Hitler’s invasion of Poland, or with Pearl Harbor, but with the Japanese invasion of China in 1937. For Western readers, China has long been, to use historian Rana Mitter’s term, the “forgotten” theater of World War II, shadowed almost to the point of invisibility by the island-hopping campaigns of the United States in the Pacific. But Carlson’s experience gives us a different perspective on these events because for him, the struggles in China and the Pacific were always two halves of a whole. His life formed a bridge between the United States and China in World War II, first as an observer in China, then as a combatant in the Pacific. By the end, he would be a voice in the wind: warning without being heard as the two countries’ hopeful wartime alliance spiraled into disaster, giving way just a few years after the defeat of Japan to the slaughter of each other’s soldiers on the battlefields of Korea. In the transpacific world we inhabit today—where the U.S.-China relationship is arguably the most important bilateral relationship on earth—we are still paying the price for what happened at the end of World War II. And Evans Carlson saw it coming.
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				Prologue

				The Great Adventure

				Southern California, February 1942

				One of the men in line was a dairy farmer from Minnesota who had signed up on December 12, five days after the attack. His brother was a Navy gunner at Pearl Harbor, and when he first went down to the recruitment office he still didn’t know whether his brother was alive or dead. One was a high school student from Arizona who had dropped out in order to enlist. Others had been auto mechanics, policemen, and forest rangers. There was an insurance broker from Connecticut, a football star from Arkansas. There were railroad workers, bartenders, a mining prospector, and at least one labor activist. A few of them had previous experience as Marines, but most had just finished basic training when they heard about the new battalion putting out an outlandish call for volunteers. (“I want men who can walk fifty miles!” the recruiter shouted. “I want men who ain’t afraid to die!”) They all came together in this long, winding line outside a dusty administrative building by the parade ground at Camp Elliott, the Marine Corps base northeast of San Diego. One of them said it felt like they were cattle at a rodeo: the door to the building would open, one man would go through. The door would close. The line would advance a step. The other side of the door was a mystery.

				They had all heard stories about the commanders. One was a name everyone knew: James Roosevelt, the president’s son. He was executive officer, second in command. But it was unclear what he was doing here, in this particular unit. The one above him, the commanding officer, they didn’t know much about, but the stories were wild. Most had only seen him from a distance. He was a tall, thin, gritty man with big ears and a shock of bristly gray hair. He was a major and his name was Evans Carlson, but among themselves they just called him the Old Man. Some said that he’d gone a thousand miles behind Japanese lines with the Communist army in China. Others said he’d fought the guerrillas in Nicaragua and learned their tactics. Word in the ranks was that he knew how to beat the Japanese. If you wanted to be one of the first ones into the war, they said, you had to get into this battalion. And so you came here and got in line with the others.

				On the other side of the door was a spare room with two card tables where Carlson and Roosevelt were conducting interviews. The ones who got Carlson found a wiry-looking man on the other side of the table, his face leathery from exposure. He had sharp blue eyes that watched their reactions intently as he went through his list of questions. One of the men said it felt like having a preacher size you up. The questions were normal enough at the start. What do you do for a living? he asked in a slow, thoughtful voice. Can you swim? He wanted to know where they came from. Did you grow up on a farm? It was conversational. Some of the men lied, telling him what they thought he wanted to hear. The high school dropout pretended to be a ranch hand. The questions kept coming. Are you willing to suffer and go without food or sleep? Why are you volunteering for a service that might cost you your life?

				As he went down the list, the questions got progressively stranger. Can you march thirty miles on a cupful of rice? What would you do if your buddy started panicking behind enemy lines? It wasn’t at all clear what the answers to those should be. Do you think you could choke a man to death without puking? How often do you go to Sunday School? Those who passed the interview got his speech. He said the only things he could promise them were hardship and danger. When we go in, he told them, we won’t be asking for mercy. And we won’t be giving any in return, either.

				Six hundred recruits made the initial cut from about six thousand candidates. They were loaded into jeeps and trucks and driven out through the scrub-covered hills to a remote valley studded with live oaks and date palms, the site of an abandoned chicken ranch called Jacques Farm that would be their base for training. There was only one farmhouse at the site and no barracks, so they pitched tents outside in a grassy field. The old farmhouse was the obvious place for the officers’ residence, but when Carlson and Roosevelt arrived at the farm that night, they pitched tents outside just like the recruits. There was no officers’ mess either; the next morning, one of the enlisted men found the president’s son, Captain Roosevelt, standing next to him in the chow line. It was a bit strange, but it gave the young Marine a good feeling. “The morale of that outfit was something you wouldn’t believe,” he recalled later.

				The men shared an enormous pride in being part of the select group training at Jacques Farm. “It is a crack outfit,” one wrote home to his mother, “each man is hand picked. They have the most marvelous spirit I have ever seen.” They were living in tents, sleeping on the ground, eating from mess kits, showering and shaving with cold water, washing their clothes in buckets. They trained seven days a week with no leave and they were climbing mountains in a foot deep of mud. “It’s a rugged life,” he said, “but we all love it.”

				A host of instructors came through Jacques Farm to work with them. Some taught them field tactics and riflery. Others were specialists in hand-to-hand fighting with knives and bayonets. One of them had just come back from training with the storied British Commandos, Winston Churchill’s elite strike force in Europe. The higher-ups who knew about Carlson’s experimental battalion liked to think of it as an American counterpart to the Commandos, but Carlson made it clear to his men that the fighters he was modeling them after weren’t British. They were Chinese.

				Given the urgency of the war, they condensed months of training into weeks. They scrambled through a bayonet course and learned how to scale cliffs. They learned the art of demolition, and how to land quietly on a beach at night in rubber rafts—the latter skill practiced away from camp, on the California coast. They got basic training in judo and other martial arts. They learned to fire Japanese rifles, in case those were the only weapons at hand. They practiced field stripping them and putting them back together blindfolded. In the field they wouldn’t have the luxury of specific, narrow roles, so every man learned how to be a scout. Every man learned the basics of jungle hygiene and how to be a medic.

				The standard firearms Carlson issued them were almost absurdly powerful. At the time, a regular eight-man infantry squad in the Marines carried six bolt-action Springfield rifles of World War I vintage and one Browning Automatic Rifle, a light, portable machine gun often referred to by its initials: BAR. By contrast, Carlson organized his Marines into ten-man squads, each broken down into a trio of three-man “fire teams” and a squad leader. Within each fire team, one man carried a BAR, the second a Thompson submachine gun, and the third carried the Army’s new M1 Garand semiautomatic rifle—which would later be standard issue in the Marines, but they were the first to use it. The upshot of this density of firepower was that a single three-man fire team in Carlson’s battalion effectively outgunned an entire squad of regular Marines.

				At forty-six years old, Carlson was more than twice the age of the enlisted men, but he set the pace in their training. They would run a mile before breakfast and then hike up and down the surrounding hills all afternoon and into the night, stopping to cook their own meals of rice in their helmets on the way. The hikes got longer until they hit the promised fifty miles, returning to camp sometimes at three o’clock in the morning.

				Carlson said he was going to teach them to march until blood came out of their shoes. “And at the end,” he said, “I’m going to be there.” To bring the point home, he stayed right by their side in their training—hiking with them, walking with them, running, eating, and talking with them. “You kind of felt good there, you know,” recalled one of the Marines. “That man was wonderful.” They grew to love him. “He would do anything we could do, plus some,” said one. “He was a gutsy old man.” “A corker,” said another. “You couldn’t find anyone better.” They talked about him in hushed tones. “This Major Carlson,” wrote one of the officers in a letter home, “is one of the finest men I have ever known.”

				

				—

				Their physical training was unconventional enough, but it was in the group assemblies that Carlson revealed just how far he intended to depart from the familiar Marine Corps script. He called them “gung ho meetings,” and since nobody had ever heard the phrase “gung ho” before, he explained it. He said it was a concept he had picked up in China. It meant working together. It was the secret to making them the most cohesive and effective fighting unit they could possibly be. They needed harmony in their ranks, he told them—full and complete trust in one another. The gung ho meetings would help build that trust. There would be no insignia on their uniforms in the field and no saluting. They were going to be equals, regardless of status. They were all in it together and the officers would lead by example, not by pulling rank. That was gung ho.

				Carlson drilled it into his men that they had to understand why they were fighting. They had to believe in the righteousness of their cause at a deep, moral level. This wasn’t just about Pearl Harbor, he told them. And it wasn’t some revenge mission to “kill Japs.” It was bigger than that. They were fighting on the side of democracy in a global war against fascism. He spoke at the meetings about the reasons why the United States was going into the Pacific. He talked about the ongoing war in China and everything he had seen and learned there. James Roosevelt chipped in as well, talking to the men about world politics, how the United States had gotten into the situation it was in. How the war against Japan related to the war in Europe. At one of the meetings, his mother, Eleanor Roosevelt, made a surprise appearance along with the secretary of the navy to congratulate and encourage the men—as if they needed another boost to their morale.

				They spent a lot of time singing together at these meetings. They usually opened with the Marines’ Hymn (“From the Halls of Montezuma”) and finished with “The Star-Spangled Banner.” They sang other songs Carlson taught them, and he encouraged them to start writing their own. “Singing helps a man to think,” he explained. Sometimes he played a harmonica. He encouraged the enlisted men to speak up, setting aside time for them to ask questions about their training and talk about their lives back home. He pushed them to open up about the things they believed in, but he also tried to get them to talk about America’s shortcomings and how it could be made a better society after the war, for all of its members. Because that, ultimately, was their stake, he told them. They weren’t just fighting to win the war. They were fighting for a future that would be better than the past.

				At the end of April, orders came from above that it was time for them to go. In a few days’ time they were slated to depart in a transport for Pearl Harbor—to what remained of it, at least. From there, it would be onward into the vast, murderous Pacific that lay beyond. Admiral Chester Nimitz, the commander-in-chief of the United States Pacific Fleet, described their battalion as “a striking force with strength out of proportion to its numbers.” Later generations would call them special operations forces, though the term didn’t exist yet. Their official designation was the 2nd Marine Raider Battalion, but they just called themselves the Raiders—Carlson’s Raiders—and to a man, they were ready to follow him to the ends of the earth.
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				Carlson was pleased with the progress his men had made at Jacques Farm. To his mind, the young Marines of this battalion represented pretty much the best America had to offer. Given the chance, he thought they could utterly cut to pieces a Japanese force five times their size. They were as well prepared, in both body and spirit, as he could make them. The rest was in the hands of God. In his tent on April 29, 1942, he cranked a sheet of paper into his old Olivetti typewriter and began tapping out a letter to the president. He addressed it to Franklin Roosevelt directly, at the White House, which was a departure for him. For years, Carlson had been writing his letters to FDR in secret, addressed to the president’s personal secretary instead of the man himself. That was the convention he and Roosevelt had agreed on back in the summer of 1937—back when Carlson was just a mid-career intelligence officer preparing for his third tour in China, before the events that had so completely upended the course of his life and now brought him to this place. The letters had been their private subterfuge for all that time—a secret line of communication from one Marine officer directly to the commander-in-chief, an end run around the entire military chain of command. But now circumstances had changed, and his letters didn’t have to be secret anymore.

				

				—

				“Dear Mr. President,” he began. “We are on the eve of the Great Adventure…”

			

		

	
		
		
			Part I

			Leaving Home

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 1

			The Telegram

			At five o’clock in the afternoon on January 8, 1927, a knock came at the door of Evans Carlson’s apartment at the Rainier Hotel in Portland, Oregon. Carlson, a thirty-year-old Marine lieutenant from Vermont, was stationed in the downtown hotel with a platoon of Marines on temporary duty to protect the United States mail service at the neighboring train station. He and his wife, Etelle, were busy planning for a dinner party at the time and had not expected anyone so soon. Carlson opened the door to find a runner standing in the hallway with a telegram for him. He scanned the message: it contained orders for him to proceed immediately to San Diego, where he was to report for duty as training and operations officer for a new expeditionary force. This was it: his first overseas deployment as a Marine. He canceled the dinner party and stayed up late that night with Etelle packing up all of their belongings. Early the next morning, they boarded a train for San Diego.

			Like Carlson, most of the 1,200 Marines in the expeditionary force were being reassigned from mail guard duty in the Western states—an uninspiring service where they rode the rails in their olive drab uniforms to protect the U.S. post from largely nonexistent train robbers. The rumors said they were headed for Nicaragua, so they were excited about the prospect of a fight, to say nothing of a change of scene. But once they were all assembled at San Diego—packed and ready to go, their wives and sweethearts all settled in nearby apartments—their orders to embark for Nicaragua never materialized. A week passed, and the men were taken off standby. Finally, at the end of January, orders arrived sending them out from port without revealing a final destination. On February 3, they piled on board the rusty old tub of a transport USS Chaumont amid much waving and blown kisses from the pier, and departed for the unknown. Once they were far enough out to sea, Carlson learned that he was on his way to China.

			He had been waiting for this day for the better part of five years. Not just for the prospect of his first combat deployment, but above all for China. Indeed, the hope of being sent there was one of the main reasons he had joined the Marine Corps in the first place. He was firm on that, though it is unclear why, or how, the idea seized him. The first he ever mentioned it to his parents was back in 1922 when he suddenly quit his civilian job without any explanation. “Hope to get out to China soon” was all he told them about his plans, in a cryptic letter that only made sense after he enlisted in the Marines a few days later. He didn’t have any family connection to China, and had never expressed any kind of interest in it previously. If he had ever read a book about the country in his youth, he left no record of the fact. But even so, it wasn’t such a far-fetched idea; a posting in China was the most prestigious overseas assignment in the Marine Corps, if not the entire U.S. military. And prestige aside, there was no place on earth more exotic to a young man from New England. For generations of restless wanderers like himself, the roads of the world eventually converged on the Middle Kingdom.

			

			—

			Carlson had traveled many of those roads. As a child, he ran away from home for the first time when he was barely twelve years old. It was distressing to his parents, especially his mother, but it wasn’t entirely out of line with his family’s history; his ancestors had not been the kind of people to sit still. Carlson’s Norwegian grandfather had come to the U.S. as an orphan at the age of eighteen, promptly changed his name from Thorstein to Thomas, and then set out for California to dig for gold. After establishing a family in California, he left for the Klondike by way of the Chilkoot Pass with one son in tow and died there two years later. The son who accompanied him moved to Alaska and became a federal marshal. That son’s brother—the one who hadn’t come along—was Evans Carlson’s father, Thomas Alpine Carlson, his middle name reflecting the fact that he was the first settler child born in California’s Alpine County just south of Lake Tahoe. Thomas took a different path than his brother and father—more a man of ideas than action, he moved back across the country to New York State to attend seminary and become a minister.

			Evans himself was born in 1896 in the parsonage of a small Congregational church in the Catskill foothills of New York, the first child of his parents. He would never have a long-term home, either as a child or as an adult. A few months after his birth, his father made the first of what would be countless moves between New England churches—in this case taking over a small country parish in Weybridge, Vermont, where he also began attending classes at nearby Middlebury College. When on one morning the blond-headed, two-year-old Evans showed up in his father’s English class at Middlebury, unaccompanied and tugging his little red wagon behind him, his family took it as an early sign of the boy’s “adventurous” spirit. But these sorts of things always look obvious in hindsight.

			The Carlson family was poor. His father’s salary in Weybridge, where Evans’s two younger brothers and a sister were born, was just $10 a week—roughly $16,000 a year in today’s currency to support a family of six. Their meager lifestyle came as a shock to his mother, Joetta, who had been engaged for five years to Thomas before their marriage and should have seen what was coming. Joetta Evans was something of an American aristocrat, a thoroughly qualified member of the Daughters of the American Revolution whose ancestor Captain Jack Evans had served alongside George Washington in the French and Indian War. She claimed to trace her lineage back to the last royal family of Wales, and liked to reminisce to young Evans about the comfortable life she had enjoyed before her marriage to his father.

			The Reverend Thomas A. Carlson was heavily preoccupied with his parish and his sermons and his studies—and, as Evans later came to see it, the hard work of keeping his downwardly married wife happy—so the boy was mainly left to fend for himself growing up. He was the very picture of a Vermont country child, clad in worn overalls and a straw hat, going barefoot in the summer. His father couldn’t afford to buy him a bicycle so Evans “Yankee traded” for one but it had no chain so he would just push it to the top of a hill and sail back down again.

			Evans admired his father insatiably, especially his high level of learning. One of the earliest memories he carried from his childhood was of exploring in his father’s study in Weybridge or some other small-town New England parsonage, the tall bookshelves crammed to the ceiling with works in all of the languages his father could read—English, of course, but also Greek and Latin, German, French, and Hebrew. As a child, Evans picked up a desire to study and read, to better himself and somehow win his distant father’s admiration. And although his father taught him a bit—the Greek alphabet, a little astronomy, some botany—for the most part in this, too, the boy was left to his own devices.

			By the time he made up his mind to run away from home, his father’s work had taken the family to a parish in Dracut, Massachusetts, where Evans was enrolled for a short time in a local school. An essay survives from his schoolwork that year, on the theme of “If I Had a Million Dollars”—which he most certainly didn’t have. He said that if he had a million dollars, he would go to Harvard to study “liturature” and later, after traveling the world to further his studies, he would accept a position as “Professor of Liturature” at Yale. Such were the dreams of an eleven-year-old preacher’s son in eastern Massachusetts.

			He left home shortly after his birthday and started for the coast, determined to find work and make a new life for himself. In spite of his youth and lack of funds, he made it all the way up to Portland, Maine, nearly a hundred miles to the northeast of Dracut. There, he tried to get a job on a cattle boat but at twelve years old he looked so obviously young that nobody in the port city would hire him. What money he had ran out, and there was nowhere for him to stay, so in the end he had to return unhappily to his parents in Massachusetts. The family soon moved yet again, up to Peacham, Vermont, where Evans resumed attending school, but he continued to chafe at the confines of life with his family. Two years later, when he was fourteen, he ran away from home a second time, and this time he made it stick.

			Carlson’s desire to leave home seems to have been driven less by resentment of his parents per se than by a deep-seated urge to unburden himself and make his own way in the world. Ralph Waldo Emerson was at least partly to blame. The nineteenth-century New England philosopher was one of the boy’s favorite writers, and Emerson’s Essays was, for all intents and purposes, Carlson’s Bible. He would carry a worn, pocket-sized copy of it with him for most of his adult life and could quote long passages verbatim. Emerson’s essay on “Self-Reliance,” in particular, spoke directly to Carlson as a boy, telling him that to be a true man he must be a nonconformist, breaking free from the expectations of others, including his family. “To believe your own thought,” wrote Emerson, “to believe that what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men,—that is genius.” At an early age, Carlson learned from Emerson that he must try to find his genius, his unique purpose in life. He had to learn how to listen to his own instincts rather than the instructions of others, to follow his inner spirit as a guide. “Nothing can bring you peace but yourself,” Emerson told him. Running away from home was the boy’s first step in what would be a lifelong search for that higher purpose in his life.

			Evans wrote dutifully to his parents after setting out on his own, and though they knew where he was, they did not try to make him come home. “We were, of course, never happy to have him leave home so early,” said his father many years later, “but his spirit was a restless one.” His parents understood that once he’d had a taste of living on his own there would be no peace for anyone if they forced him to come back and live under their authority again.

			At first, he found farm work in Vergennes, Vermont, just east of Lake Champlain, where he also attended the Vergennes high school and tried to get a bit more education. He was shy and awkward, and the local paper noted (somewhat cruelly) that when he was cast in an amateur play, he “almost failed to appear in the ‘performance’ and then in a manner in no way resembling either Barrymore.” He was growing fast by that time, his child’s body transforming into the lanky frame that would mark him as an adult. By age fifteen he could pass as a grown man and he got a job as assistant freight manager at a railroad junction in New Haven, Vermont. He knew a civil engineer who was a friend of the family, and the following year Evans followed him south to New Jersey to join a road-building crew, which put him the farthest from home he had ever been.
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			On October 14, 1912, the New York Giants defeated the Boston Red Sox by three runs in the sixth game of the hard-fought 1912 World Series and New York City was electric with excitement. Evans, now sixteen and fully six feet tall, was working as a chain-man on a road surveying team in New Jersey, living in Newark with the civil engineer’s family and going to night school to study mathematics and German. All anyone around him wanted to talk about was baseball, but Evans had his mind on other things. The day of the game, he had gone instead to see a naval review on the Hudson River, with President Howard Taft and the secretary of the navy in attendance. The energy of the tightly packed crowds along the riverbank, the grandeur of the immense ships sliding past, the sharp uniforms of the officers, all stirred something in him. The next day, he wrote to his father. “Say dad,” he wrote, “if I ever got to where I wanted to join the navy enough to go and enlist would you give your consent?” He didn’t know yet whether he actually would do it.

			It took him less than a month to make up his mind, but it wasn’t for the Navy. On November 5, Carlson was making his way into New York City to watch the presidential election returns on Park Row when he passed a storefront Army recruiter in Hoboken, New Jersey. On a whim, he decided to go inside. Woodrow Wilson would unseat Taft that day, and defeat Teddy Roosevelt’s third-party Bull Moose candidacy in the bargain, but for Carlson it was the first day of a military career that would, against his own sometimes profound misgivings, span most of the rest of his life.

			The recruiter asked him what branch of the Army he wanted to join, and since he liked horses, he said he wanted to be in the cavalry. The recruiter sized up his gangly physique and told him he was too tall. “Go to the field artillery,” he suggested instead. He showed the boy a promotional picture featuring “dashing horses” (as Carlson remembered them) pulling an artillery caisson. Evans was sold. The only problem was his youth: the minimum age to join the Army was twenty-one, and he was only sixteen. But he was an exceptionally tall sixteen. So when the recruiter asked him his age he told him “twenty-two” to be on the safe side, and lied his way into the service.

			After Evans vanished, the engineer he had been living with managed to track down his enlistment record at the Army recruitment office and cabled the Carlsons in Vermont to let them know what had happened. Evans’s parents were shocked that their son had joined the Army—and what’s more had lied to do so—but for two years already he had been out of their control. Moreover, he had already written to them about his interest in the Navy and they knew there was no way to keep him from it forever. So they told the engineer not to intervene—Evans would need to find his own way out. On the upside, his father thought that being forced to face the consequences of his actions might be the kind of education his wandering son needed most.

			There was nothing glamorous about the Army Carlson joined. A brief initial stint in the Philippines appears to have left no lasting impression on him other than a tattoo on his left arm of the words “Manila 1913.” It was followed by a longer period of service in Hawaii, but in spite of a great deal of time spent with artillery horses he didn’t find it very inspiring. The other soldiers, as he later described them, were “scums—hard drinking and hard boiled.” He tried to keep up with their drinking at first, but soon noticed that the soldiers that stayed sober got ahead, while the drunks remained at the bottom.

			So he cut back on his efforts to fit in socially and began getting promotions. He became a clerk, then a corporal while he was seventeen, his age still unknown to his superiors. His conduct was impressive enough that he even went on to make sergeant—the first enlisted man from his battery to get such a promotion in ten years. But when his commanding officer put him up to take the exam for second lieutenant, Carlson finally confided to him about his age, which by then was still just eighteen. That put an end to his upward trajectory—though at least the officer remained supportive, writing in a letter of reference that Carlson was “one of the best soldiers I have ever served with” and adding, apparently as an inside joke, that Carlson’s abilities were “far ahead of his years.”
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					Carlson as a boy in the Army.

				
			
			There was a lot of dead time in the Army and little to do for entertainment—“time hangs heavy on one’s hands,” he wrote to a friend back home—so he did a great deal of reading and started toying with the idea of becoming a writer. He knew he would never be a professor of “liturature,” but he still hoped one day to be known as a man of words, a man with ideas—the kind of man his father would admire. At his barracks in Hawaii he read the novel Martin Eden by Jack London and felt an affinity for its title character, a self-taught writer from a poor and uneducated background. As Jack London told the story, Martin Eden did succeed in becoming a literary star in spite of his lack of formal education, though in doing so he turned darkly cynical about fame and the tastes of the publishing world. The book was hardly rosy in its conclusions (the protagonist eventually drowns himself) but its message of self-improvement still resonated with Carlson as a young Army sergeant who had never finished high school.
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			Carlson made it through his three years of Army service intact, and when he left in 1915 he tried his hand at civilian life. He dreamed of enrolling in college to become a writer, or at least studying to become a civil engineer, but he had neither the money nor the education for those paths, so he settled instead for a job as a surveyor for a road crew—the same job he had done before the Army, only this time in California instead of New Jersey. He found a room to rent in a town about seventy miles east of Los Angeles, where he met his landlord’s daughter, a young woman named Dorothy Seccombe who studied piano in the city and occasionally visited home. Soon, they were married.

			Carlson had only a year of domestic life with Dorothy before Pancho Villa’s raid into New Mexico in 1916 led to his recall into active service by the National Guard. He hoped to be assigned to the expeditionary force that invaded Mexico to hunt for Villa and his army, but was disappointed when the Guard sent him to El Paso, Texas, instead as an instructor. A more hopeful opportunity for advancement came in 1917 with America’s entry into World War I, by which time Carlson was twenty-one years old and could stop lying about his age. He hungered for service on the front lines in Europe—if he couldn’t have education, he wanted action—but once again he found himself far from the center of events, stuck in the United States for most of the war helping train Army recruits in Arizona and Arkansas. On the plus side, unhampered now by his falsified age, he earned a quick series of wartime promotions, topping out at captain of artillery by February of 1918, when the Army finally sent his division to Europe. In the meantime, while they were in Arizona, Dorothy gave birth to their first (and only) child, a son they named Evans Junior.

			The Great War did not, for Carlson, live up to its name. When he got to France, he was assigned to serve in his divisional headquarters rather than in any operational capacity, so instead of the action he had been hoping for, all he got was an administrative job in a mammoth bureaucracy. The closest he got to the fighting was in the fall of 1918 when his division was ordered to the front, but the war ended before they even got there. Armistice was declared, and three weeks later his division began shipping home. Not knowing what else to do with himself, Carlson stayed on and found a place on General John J. Pershing’s staff in the army of occupation in Germany, investigating and verifying claims of bravery for medal nominations. It was a bitter pill, in that there were no opportunities left to demonstrate bravery himself.

			War, as Carlson told a friend, was “an adventure or nothing”—and by 1919 it was nothing. As his hopes for further advancement in the Army evaporated, he felt his lack of education all the more keenly. In January, he wrote home to his sister, Karen, of the “ever increasing regret I have at not having the foundation of a college course to back up my own path in life.” The context, painfully enough, was that his younger sister had just enrolled in college at Middlebury. Carlson tried to be gracious about Karen’s good news, but it threw into relief the consequences of his own decision to run away from home at an early age. Yes, he had made his own way in life, but it had been mostly disappointing, and now—as his career in the Army stagnated—he wondered how things might have been if he had never left.

			

			—

			Carlson left the Army in October of 1919 to take another run at life as a civilian, and it started out promisingly enough: he found a job with the California Packing Corporation, the parent of Del Monte, as a canned fruit salesman in Montana. He loved the broad vistas and snowcapped mountains of Montana, the peaceful feeling of driving on long, rough country roads to visit provisioners in remote mining and timber outposts. Dorothy and one-year-old Evans Junior lived in Oakland, California, when he was on the road, but he enjoyed the solitude, initially at least, as well as the regular meeting of strangers that his job entailed. He was good at talking to people and felt like he might be going somewhere. But the money was so bad he could barely support his wife and son, let alone send presents home to his parents at Christmas.

			Carlson’s marriage to Dorothy ended in 1920. They had barely known each other before marrying, and barely lived together afterward, so it was perhaps inevitable. But one week he was writing to his parents to tell them “Our home is the happiest ever,” and in the next letter he told them that he and Dorothy had separated. He was leaving her and the boy, and the marriage was over. The same minister who had married them supervised the divorce. Dorothy got almost everything; Carlson took only his personal effects and his typewriter. She got custody of Evans Junior and Carlson would spend no meaningful time with his son again until the boy was an adult.

			Things only spiraled from there. Back in Montana, driving again along the slow, rutted roads between Great Falls and Bozeman, he found that selling contracts for canned fruit was no more fulfilling as a bachelor than it had been as a family man. And after the divorce he owed Dorothy $75 a month in alimony and child support, so his financial situation was even more precarious than before. The seasons passed with no improvement. His mood darkened; where once he had enjoyed conversations with the frontier dwellers he met as a salesman, he now found himself wishing for the company of educated, urbane men and women instead. He complained to his father that his work in Montana mainly brought him into contact with a rough sort of people who were his “mental inferiors.” The work itself was “seemingly useless drudgery.”

			But Emerson still held him in thrall, and deep down he clung to the hope that he was meant to do something bigger with his life. “My one ambition,” he told his parents in a letter from Missoula, “is to write, to interpret life as I see it, that others may see it in the same light and be inspired by the beauty of the art involved and wonder at the amazing manner in which all elements link themselves together.” He said he was trying to understand “the phenomena of life”—the grand, overarching patterns of human existence. “I am constantly searching out new elements,” he told them, “and connecting each up with the whole general scheme, which, when completed, will give me the power to perform my real purpose in life.” That elusive, nearly divine purpose—he didn’t know what it was, but he was certain it was out there, somewhere, waiting for him. Only he was pretty sure that he would never find it in the wilds of Montana.

			In the winter of 1922, the packing company transferred Carlson to Oregon, where he drove his Ford up and down the coastal roads, plying his preserved pineapples and strawberries to storekeepers in the logging camps. It was a gorgeous piece of the earth, but among the towering cedar forests of the Pacific Northwest he felt even more alone and hopeless than he had in Montana. His job felt like a dead end. As much as he had come to dislike the Army by the end, he started wondering if maybe that had been the only chance he’d ever had to move upward in life. The idea kept nagging at him, until he finally broke down and wrote to the War Department to ask if he could reenlist. They replied that he could, but in light of the reduced size of the postwar Army he could not have his old rank back. He was proud of having been discharged as a captain, and had even been put up for major just before the Armistice. But if he rejoined now, the best he could hope for was second lieutenant—and that was if they gave him an officer’s commission at all.

			As desperate as he felt to find a way forward, Carlson still had enough dignity to resent the prospect of being demoted in the Army, especially as it meant that all his friends who had stayed in the service would outrank him. And so, in yet another of the acts of impulse that had characterized his life to this point, he decided in April of 1922 to throw his entire Army experience to the wind. Fourteen years after he first ran away from home to try to make his own way in the world, Evans Carlson washed the slate of his life clean and started over from the beginning again, hoping that this time things would turn out better. Without a word to Dorothy or his parents, he quit his job with the canning company. Then he drove his rambling Ford back down the coast to Oakland, where he walked into a different recruiting office and signed up as a private in the Marine Corps. When he reported for duty a week later, he told them that he wanted to go to China.
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			The Marine Corps that Carlson joined in 1922 was a small, increasingly elite force tasked primarily with security for American interests overseas. It counted only about eighteen thousand men in peacetime, restricted to one-fifth of the personnel in the Navy and no larger than a single division of the Army, but unlike the larger services, the Marines were frequently deployed. As the recruiting slogan went, they were “first to fight.” Compared to the mundane existence of an enlisted man in the peacetime Army or Navy, most of whom were either based on U.S. soil or wedded to their ships, the Marines were, as one military historian has put it, “imperial America’s fire brigade”—constantly shuttling around Latin America, the Caribbean, and as far as East Asia to intervene in local conflicts or provide protection to American civilians and businesses. It was a service in constant motion, a fitting home for a man who had always been in motion himself.

			Beyond the prospect of going to China, there were other reasons the Marines were attractive to Carlson, the pettiest of which was that since his starting salary as a leatherneck would be only $30 a month, he wouldn’t have to pay Dorothy the full $75 he owed her for alimony. On a more commendable level, though, it was a fresh start in a career he already knew something about and had an aptitude for. Nobody in the Marines knew him, so there was no shame in starting out as a buck private, other than his rather advanced age, which was an appropriate bookend to his time as a prevaricating sixteen-year-old in the Army. Since the Marine Corps was so much smaller than the Army or Navy, it offered Carlson a more promising chance to make a name for himself. It held out the lure of going back overseas and seeing more of the world and, unlike the other services, it promised him engagement with that world head-on rather than being holed up in some isolated base or confined to a ship.

			“Well I’m back—in the service,” he wrote to his father, who by this time had moved to a parish in West Rutland, Vermont. “And believe me, I’m so happy I am almost moved to tears.” Carlson declared that he would rather be a private in the Marine Corps than a captain of industry in the outside world. “My heart is in the service and here I must stay,” he said. He assured his father that he would move up the ranks soon enough, and explained more about his desire to go to China. Specifically, it was the Legation Guard in Beijing he was hoping for, to join the permanent force of a few hundred Marines who guarded the U.S. diplomatic compound in China’s capital. It was a legendarily comfortable assignment in a storybook locale about as far away from New England as you could get. With at least three servants to every officer, the Marines of the Legation Guard led easy, charmed lives that generally revolved around sports, marksmanship contests, and dress parades. All of the grunt work was done by Chinese servants so that even the enlisted men lived in far greater comfort than they would ever have enjoyed back home.

			In spite of his request, however, the Marines did not need Carlson for China. Instead, they sent him to candidate’s school in Washington, D.C. to become a commissioned officer. Once he was done with that, they posted him to their home base at Quantico, Virginia, as a horse agent for Smedley Butler, the commanding general of the barracks. Carlson was skilled with draft animals after all of his artillery experience in the Army, so he didn’t mind getting his start in the Marines buying horses and mules for training maneuvers. China, though, would have to wait.

			The Marine base at Quantico became a home to Carlson in a way the Army never had. He liked his fellow Marines, and they liked him in return. And he did start to move up the ranks, just as he had promised his father. He was a corporal by the end of May, only a month after his enlistment, and a year later he made second lieutenant. He felt a particular fondness for the enlisted men, with whom he got along easily because he had been one himself. He had clear memories of being a private in the Army and being so scared he couldn’t bring himself to speak directly to his sergeant for the entire first year. (“He was like a god,” Carlson recalled.) As an officer, he tried his best to guide and mentor the enlisted men, adopting what he considered a fatherly attitude toward them.

			He was also quite a hit with the daughters of the senior officers. By his late twenties, Carlson had grown into a sharply handsome young man—six feet tall and straight as a ruler, trim and wiry with blondish brown hair, a square jaw, and a quick, disarming smile that made his blue eyes sparkle. His face, which in later life would be as craggy as the surface of the moon, was still smooth and boyish. The social life of a junior officer at Quantico was a busy and expensive affair, with a constant progression of dances, balls, dinner parties, and bridge games at the elegantly appointed homes of various colonels. His winter dress uniform and its accessories alone cost him more than $500, which essentially bankrupted him, and he needed a summer version as well. He had to borrow money from friends to cover the costs of the required wardrobe, and despaired of ever paying them back. But he was as excited at Quantico as he had ever been in his life—“I am right in my element,” he told his parents. And his literary dreams continued to glimmer just below the surface. “I desire very much to write,” he confided, hoping that once things settled down he might have “an abundance of time for literary work.”

			In the meantime, there were the women. “When my week’s work is over,” he wrote in a birthday letter to his mother, “it is nice to bask in the company of some good, wholesome girls.” There was Jeannette, the daughter of a colonel, whom he declared in March 1923 to be the most extraordinary girl he had ever known. She had a mind that worked like “chain lightning” and a personality that was “sweet and charming beyond conception.” Then, a few months later, there was Margaret, the daughter of another colonel. “I have a suspicion that I am falling in love,” he told his parents in November—“really in love.” So strong were his feelings for Margaret that he insisted he would die if he couldn’t be with her. By December, he was certain she was the one. “She typifies everything that I hold worth while,” he told his parents. The fact that she was already engaged to someone else, a Navy officer, didn’t bother him. After “calm reflection and study” he concluded that she would just have to choose between them.
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					Carlson as a second lieutenant in the Marines.

				
			
			Whatever Margaret’s choice might have been, Carlson forgot all about her (and Jeannette) a few weeks later, when he met a Girl Scout organizer named Etelle Sawyer while he was in Puerto Rico on a horse-buying expedition. Etelle, who had auburn hair and a radiant smile, was a fellow New Englander from Portland, Maine, who shared Carlson’s yen for travel. When he met her, she was in San Juan running a training course to create a new Girl Scouts chapter for Puerto Rico, answering to Lou Henry Hoover, the Girl Scouts president and wife of Herbert Hoover (then secretary of commerce, not yet U.S. president). She was graceful, charming, and cultured, a college graduate and sorority girl, and with her Girl Scouts experience she was pretty much an ideal match for a military man. One friend described her as “the quintessence of the American character.” Carlson fell hard for her (this was something of a theme for him). Soon they were spending entire days together and he couldn’t bear to be away from her for more than a few hours at a time.

			“Etelle loves me and is going to marry me,” he announced triumphantly in a letter home from Puerto Rico in February of 1924. He was overwhelmed. Falling in love with Etelle was, he wrote in his typically melodramatic fashion, “a turning point in my life where tragedy was left behind and eternal love and happiness entered in.” The “tragedy” to which he referred was, of course, Dorothy, whose claim to his finances continued to hound him and whose shadow had loomed over his previous attempts to find a new wife. “Eternal love and happiness” was his romantic side in overdrive. Etelle was already engaged when they met, to her brother’s college roommate, but by the end of February Evans had convinced her to write home breaking off the engagement so she could marry him.

			The glow followed him back to Quantico in March, where he kept trying to persuade his parents that Etelle wasn’t just a passing infatuation like the others. “She was meant for me,” he wrote to his father. “All obstacles in the path of our marriage should be swept aside.” He knew what he sounded like. “You probably think me a nut for raving about Etelle the way I do,” he joked to his parents. Apparently they did, though, for when Evans and Etelle were married a month later in her family’s church in South Portland, Maine, neither of Carlson’s parents attended the wedding. Afterward, he brought Etelle to their home in Vermont so they could meet her in person, but it didn’t go well. His mother, Joetta, still had not forgiven him for abandoning Dorothy and Evans Junior, and she made it clear that she did not care for her son’s new wife.
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			Carlson started to get some variety in his assignments after the wedding. He went to sea for a while on the USS Nevada, though he disliked being away from Etelle when the ship wasn’t at port. In February of 1925 he started a nine-month flight course in Pensacola, Florida, and found that he loved to fly airplanes—especially over the blue-green waters of the Florida coast, Etelle happily encamped in a little house on the air base surrounded by flower gardens. The grassy expanse in front of their house was broad enough that sometimes he would land his plane there, right in front, and she would come running out of the house to greet him.

			Carlson had been looking forward to flight school and told his parents that he had a hunch that he should be a pilot. “My hunches are always good ones,” he explained. For the record, this was by no means true. Recently, for instance, he had told them of his hunch that the Marine Corps football team was going to beat Michigan, and they went on to get solidly trounced, 26–6. With regard to becoming a pilot, his hunch was spectacularly wrong. No matter how hard he practiced he just couldn’t pass the stunt tests to get his wings. He was fine with basic flying and could do loops and tail spins well enough, but every time he tried the falling leaf maneuver, he failed. On one attempt he got so disoriented he nearly crashed his aircraft into the sea. The instructor cut him from the nine-month course after just four months, putting an end to his short-lived dream of aviation. And as if to compound his sense of failure, at the same time Carlson was being kicked out of flight school, his youngest brother, Tom, was graduating early from Middlebury College with Phi Beta Kappa honors after only three years of coursework.

			By the time the Marines transferred the now grounded Carlson to Portland, Oregon, in the fall of 1926 to command the local detachment of the mail guard, he didn’t have a great deal to look forward to. The disappointment of flight school stayed with him, and with the transfer to Oregon it seemed that his career in the Marines might turn out to be no more distinguished than his years in the Army had been. Protecting the U.S. mail was hardly the kind of command that invited distinction. Language of the recruitment posters notwithstanding, in the course of more than ten years in the Army and Marines Carlson’s life had been mainly a quiet, routine existence of training, drills, and paperwork—of imagining, but never finding, the richer and more meaningful life that he still believed lay somewhere just out of his reach. For all of his hopes, his career in the military had turned out to be entirely devoid of the kind of adventure he had signed up for. That is, until the knock on the door, and the telegram, and the departure for China.

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 2

			Shanghai

			China in 1927 was a shambles. The country’s last imperial government, the Qing dynasty, had been overthrown in 1912, after more than two and a half centuries in power, to make way for a modern republic that never properly took root. The fifteen years between the fall of the Qing in 1912 and 1927, when Carlson arrived in the country, had been marked by disunion and internecine warfare. It was a period now remembered as China’s “Warlord Era,” when a broken republican government at Beijing held only nominal authority over an enormous, fragmented country of 400 million people in which the real power was in the hands of regional strongmen—the warlords—who had no particular allegiance to one another or to the republic of which they were supposedly a part. Warlords commanded their own armies and governed their own territories—some as large as a province, others as small as a railway line. They formed coalitions that went to war against one another. The country was internally divided, internationally weak, and existed in a constant state of crisis.

			In 1927, however, a large and well-equipped military force calling itself the National Revolutionary Army was fighting its way up from the south on a campaign to reunify the Republic of China by conquering the warlord armies and forcing their leaders into a submissive alliance. The army’s commander-in-chief—styled “The Generalissimo” by the foreign newspapers—was a slim, shaven-headed general named Chiang Kai-shek who gave fiery nationalistic speeches calling for the Chinese to unite and put an end to the presence of foreigners in the country. His army had a staunch foreign ally in the Soviet Union, which wanted a unified client state in China that could protect Russia’s Asian frontier from Japan and the Western powers. To this end, the Soviets supplied Chiang Kai-shek’s army with military advisors, armed it with Russian weapons and ammunition, and financed it to a large degree with Russian money. Chiang’s forces had successfully taken control over the southern and central regions of the country in 1926, and by the early months of 1927 they were closing in on the international commercial center of Shanghai on the eastern coast. Shanghai, as it happened, was where most of the Americans in China lived, and it was for their sake—to protect them from Chiang Kai-shek and his National Revolutionary Army—that Carlson and his fellow Marines were on their way from San Diego.
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			For foreigners in China in the 1920s, the key term was “extraterritoriality”—which meant that in China, especially in the large sections of the major cities designated as foreign concessions, the Americans, British, and other citizens of foreign powers were entitled to live and go about their business free from the interference of the Chinese government and without even being subject to Chinese law. As a traveler’s guide from the era explained, “If an American is arrested anywhere in China he must be handed over to the nearest American consul immediately. An American citizen
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