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PROLOGUE:
IOWA WALTZ




I can tell you exactly, give or take a minute or two, when American democracy came back from the dead because I was there: 7:15 p.m. Central Time, 3 January 2008, Precinct 53, Theodore Roosevelt High. I know this as I was regularly checking my watch, and besides you couldnt miss the schoolroom clock, its old white face the object of generations of teenage hatred and longing. I suppose a visitor from another worldLondon, saymight have thought there was not all that much going on in west Des Moines that evening. Minivans were pulling into the Kum & Go at the usual clip; burly men bulked up by their down jackets were stamping their feet as they fed fuel pumps to their tanks. Bags of salt were being lugged over the forecourt, the plastic gleaming in the sour orange light. After many months of maneuvering and talky self-promotion, it was time for the Iowa voters to offer judgment on who they thought should be the forty-fourth president of the United States. They would, the media hacks opined, winnow the field, and Iowans are partial to a good winnow.


But it wasnt as if a sign was hanging from the steely sky reading HISTORIC DAY. The sidewalks werent carpeted with discarded election flyers, nor was every third downtown store window screaming HUCKABEE at you! No one that I heard was Honking for Hillary. In a couple of days of steady driving around Des Moines, the only street corner placard-waver we could find was a solitary devotee of the libertarian Ron Paul, gaunt and hairy like a midwinter John the Baptist crying his hero up in a downtown wilderness. Every so often a car would toot and the Pauline would wave his banner, and then put it down for a moment so he could clap his arms around his chest. Then hed jump up and down a bit to keep his spirits up and the blood in his brain from going gelid.


So even though a lot of happy were in the limelight waving to out-of-towners was going on from behind car windows, maybe Iowa was just too frigid for vote-hustling. So I said to Jack Judge, our crew driver, while the cameramen and director were off on the far side of the highway getting windburn as they took pretty shots of frozen corn stubble: Its big, Jack, right? Jack took off his beanie, pushed the mop of steel-gray hair back from his creased brow, held up the glasses he kept on a cord round his neck, gave them a big haah of steaming breath, wiped them with a Kleenex, and pronounced, Way big. Jack was definitely someone to ask, seeing as hed been a bit of a pol himself. A farm boy from Melrose, fifty miles downstate, he had had some fast growing up to do after his daddy lost his fingers in an accident with a combine. Jack had tended to the hogs, sheep, and chickens, picked the corn and beans by hand, and cut his own standing timber into fences, as best he could. We had runnin water, he chuckled, the kind you had to run to fetch with a bucket. He was seventy-three now but still grittily handsome, and you only had to take a look at his open face to see a man who would do right by his family and his neighbors.


Then, in the spring of 1960, a young Boston-Irish senator came through Melrose, which was nowhere in particular but which pointed north toward Des Moines. The senator stopped long enough at a coffee shop for Jack to get a good look and take in the glamorously tousled hair, the winning freckles, the stream of wisecracks, and the merry mugging for the cameras. Surrounding Kennedy were fast-talkers in snap-brim hats, pulling anxiously on cigarettes while they shook the papers open or pushed coins into pay phones. The candidate had put in a lot of Iowa miles already, but in Melrose he poured on the happy-go-lucky like it was maple syrup on a short stack, and Jack Judge just spooned it up, signing on right there and then for the campaign. Though the senators staccato short a s made it seem sometimes like he wasnt speaking English at all, leastways not the kind Jack was used to, there was no mistaking his smarts nor his appetite for action and power, which, in the normal way of things, would have raised Jacks eyebrows but for some reason this time didnt.


The Judges had all been Democrats as long as anyone could recall, raised and schooled in old-fashioned Midwest populism, the kind of country preacher-man politics that was unafraid to blame metropolitan money for small-town hardships. Nor, since it was the countrys breadbasket, were they bashful about expecting the government to tide them over the rough patches with a few favors: low-rate loans, decent prices for their corn and livestock, secure markets. They were alright with the assumption that the nominee was bound to come from a quite different world just so long as he made some effort to understand theirs: the raw-knuckle mornings before dawn, the sinking misery of drought as sparse leaves on the corn stalks drooped and withered to papery rags, the heaviness of knowing theyd have to have a meeting with the bank manager before fall. For all his long cigarette holders and silky elegance, FDR had looked out for them, that much had been obvious from the AAA (Agricultural Adjustment Administration), and Harry Truman from Missouri was close to being one of them. They had wanted to feel good about Adlai Stevenson, him being from Illinois, but Adlai had reveled in his Princeton eggheadedness in such a superior way that he had proved a tough sell, especially against the war hero Ike. The thing about Kennedy, who was no less urbane than Stevenson, was his trick of making the cleverness seem down-home smart, the cocky high-school kid who could debate on Thursday and quarterback on Friday. So no one took against his can-do cheeriness, especially not when he sat down and listened to their stories of tough times and when he promised to do what he could to help them hang on to their family farms. Sure, all politicians talked that way when they were rustling up votes, but this one seemed in earnest. And he smelled, a little, of money himself, to which no one had much objection.


So Jack Judge went to work as a Kennedy campaigner and drove his battered pickup round the pothole-happy backroads to Moravia and Promise City, to Mystic and Plano, stumping for the Catholic Bostonian who was still reckoned a dark horse against Vice President Nixon. Jack listened to a whole lot of righteous bellyaching about how no one could afford a tractor now that they cost so much and how you couldnt make a go of it with less than a thousand acres, so that it was just a matter of time before theyd have to say yes to one of the big agribusinesses hungry for land. And Jack understood that people who were too proud to come right out and ask for help from the government were in bad enough shape that they wanted to hear it was on offer anyway. So he gave them a little something to hang on to: the hope that there might be someone in Washington who would pay some heed. And Jack Judge was so good at listening and knowing what to say in a neighborly way, that people started to trust him, and as the years went on, they would come up to him in seed stores and wonder out loud why in the world he wouldnt run for something himself. After years of self-effacing hemming and hawing, Jack eventually came around to their point of view and ran for office in the small way that makes democracy real, spending sixty-five dollars on Vote Judge signs and getting elected to chair the city council.


How was that, Jack?


Oh I liked it well enough, but you know, everyone takes everything so personal. If some old boy had a problem with a traffic light or a neighbors dog, hed call me up drunk or even come around and hammer on my door like we should declare war.


Jack laughed a long happy breakfast-in-Iowa laugh.


So why do you think it is big, this time?


Hell, you know that as well as I do, the countrys in bad shape, dont know when Ive seen it this bad.


It wasnt just the steady, muffled drumbeat of other Iowa farm boys coming home to be eulogized in memorial services on the high-school football field, or else hobbling out of ambulances with heartbreaking smiles on their faces while their moms tore themselves up inside what with trying so hard not to cry. No, it wasnt just that which had made Jack Judge furious. It was Hurricane Katrina and the pictures on his television of American corpses bobbing in the slick. It was the police of Gretna, Louisiana (Small City, Big Heart according to the municipal Web site) training their guns at people trying to cross the Mississippi bridge out of harms way, desperate to find somewhere where they could just take a shower and get a nights sleep. It was the heavily delayed president finally choppering down into the calamity, frowning as he denied that anyone could have seen the levee break coming (many did and had said so to anyone who cared to listen). Then the president grinned broadly while he slung his arm around the shoulders of the director of the Federal Emergency Management Administration, who was supposed to be taking care of the mess, and congratulated him warmly for doing a heckuva job. This had really turned Jack Judges stomach. Like most Americans he got upset when things didnt work properly, including the obligations of common sense and common decency.


Right now, Jack was worried for his boy, the grandson hed raised after the boys mother had taken to drugs. The boy was pretty smart at high-school academics, but his real gift was on the wrestling mat, all-state caliber. Hed wrassled (as Jack sounded it) his way into all the Iowa colleges of his dreams, so that was taken care of, but Jack would sometimes wake up in the small hours worrying about what would happen afterward; whether the boy would be taken in a draft that might have to come if the country continued sending troops every-whichwhere, or what kind of job he could do in rural Iowa, where the economy in both town and country seemed on a slide.


And who from the array of Democrats did Jack think would best look after his grandsons future and Americas? Obama, he said, somewhat to my surprise. Seems a down-to-earth guy. Obama: down to earth? I marveled, thinking of the Illinois senators sharp threads, Harvard Law School logic-chopping mind, acquired gospel cadences, and coolcat body language. Not the kind of down-to-earth regular who perched on a lunch-counter stool in Des Moines. But then I was wrong about the kind of place Des Moines actually is. I did think that if the likes of Jack Judge had been smitten as he was in 1960, we were in for an interesting evening.


Just how different this would be from the Iowa caucuses of other election years, no one yet knew. Among both Republicans and Democrats and a whole lot of people who were officially neither, it was already a commonplace that the 2008 election was going to be fateful for the political direction of the United States, and so for much of the rest of the world. Republicans had been shaken by the inability of 150,000 troops in Iraq and Afghanistan to secure the mission accomplished that had decorated George Bushs premature victory speech aboard the USS Abraham Lincoln on 1 May 2003. As often as they rehearsed the line that after 9/11, the choice was between victory or capitulation to the terrorists, the number who truly believed that was wasting away. Some of them, like the maverick Vietnam War hero and senator from Nebraska, Chuck Hagel, for example, had broken ranks in a storm of indignation, accusing the administration of deceiving the nation by translating grief and anger over 9/11 into a war on a dictatorship that had nothing to do with the attack, and that to date had cost 4,000 American dead, five times as many gravely wounded, perhaps 100,000 Iraqi dead, a fiscal sinkhole of $10 billion a month, and that had no end remotely in sight. Even staunch loyalists recognized that the unpopularity of the war and the president had contributed to their loss of control of Congress in the midterm elections of 2006. Incumbent hard-line conservatives, like Mike DeWine in Ohio, George Allen in Virginia, and Rick Santorum in Pennsylvanianormally shoo-ins at the midtermshad all forfeited their seats, Santorum by the biggest margin in his state for twenty years.


While the Republicans could feel the ground shifting beneath their feet, they were unsure how to stand before the country. Repudiation of their own eight-year administration was not an option, though some distancing seemed prudent. The furthest some of the candidates, Senator John McCain, for example, would go was to concede there had been mistakes in planning, both before and after the invasion, but then insisting on the necessity of staying the course, the shameful and irresponsible alternative being to cut and run as the Democrats proposed. Yet when, in the television debates, the candidate furthest on the right, the Texas congressman Ron Paul, laid into the president, Vice President Dick Cheney, and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld for putting one over on the country, leading it into a literally interminable conflict, and usurping unconstitutional powers to stifle dissent, you could feel the sweaty shifting of weight right through the plasma. Some of the suits did their best to change the subject to a different threat that would rile up the patriots: illegal immigration. Others, like the former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney, threw red meat to the public by retorting to questions about closing Guantnamo that he would rather enlarge it and its powers of interrogation.


For the Democrats, the election of 2008 was going to be balm in Gilead after nearly thirty years of acute suffering. The conservative ascendancy inaugurated by Ronald Reagan had been interrupted by the Clinton victories in 1992 and 1996, but to many in the party those victories seemed pyrrhic after the midterm Republican landslide of 1994 turned control of Congress over to the party determined to correct what they thought had been an electoral freak of nature, by using all the machinery of obstruction in their power to thwart the presidents initiatives. Impeachment hadnt helped, nor the Supreme Court delivering the White House to the candidate who had lost the popular vote. They seemed doomed in the foreseeable future to be tagged as liberal losers, remote from the sentiment of the heartland. It seemed to get even worse when, contemptuous of the weakling notion that they should acknowledge the narrowness of their victory, George W. Bush and Dick Cheney proceeded to act as though they had a triumphant mandate.


Which, did the Democrats but know it (and they certainly didnt) turned out to be just what they needed. Dame Fortune turned her wheel just a cog or two. You could barely hear it creak. Enter hubris. The Republicans did precisely what they wanted and got what they sought except not exactly in the way they imagined: a deceptively swift battle that turned into an endless, unwinnable, war; a government so stripped down that it was incapable of responding with any kind of competence to natural disasters when they came along (not least because so many National Guardsmen were on tours of duty in Iraq); regressive tax cuts that replaced the Clinton surplus with deficits so colossal that the future of entitlement programs like Social Security and Medicare had been put into jeopardy, at exactly the moment when the baby-boomer generation would be claiming them. To cap it all, the party of business, long committed to deregulation, seemed to be presiding over the gravest financial meltdown since the Depression as banks wrote down or wrote off billions of dollars in failing mortgage loans.


The Democrats know that ultimately its not enough to stand back while trying to wipe the smile off their faces and exclaiming it wasnt us and just cash in on the grief (though for the moment it would do nicely). Like the Republicans they felt the sea change and like them they were (and are) unsure, ideologically, which way to tack to catch the tide. But they began to speak less defensively about the integrity of public service, about recovering a sense of community in America, about a version of the nations history and its present condition that had somehow got hidden away during the long paramountcy of raw individualism.


Sometimes, it seems to me that, for its own good, we should retire the word narrativefrom graduate student courses, political analysts, image-doctors, from anyone who doesnt actually narrate. But perhaps, not just yet. Waiting out there to be recounted are competing histories of the United States. My hunch is that its the most compelling storyteller, the best historian, who will be raising her or his hand beside the chief justice of the Supreme Court, come January 2009. But then I would think that, wouldnt I?


The story the Candidate was telling the well-dressed and coiffed lunchtime Republican crowd on caucus day at Kum & Go Corporate HQ (good modern art, even better coffee) was his own, since the default strategy of modern political campaigning requires that the biopic be the platform. I am America, this line goes, I am you or rather the you you want to be and the America you want to see, am I not?


Mitt Romney needed a story in the worst way since the alternative was to have others do it for him, and then inevitably it would be about his Mormonism. But Mitt had precisely the narrative antidote to dispel suspicions, namely that of the hardheaded but warmhearted entrepreneur specializing in turnarounds (the Winter Olympics, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts) while fathering prolific, uniformly handsome boys, all of whom had gone on to do their own fathering, resulting in the impossibly cute infants who were scooped up into the arms of Grandpa Mitt on stage and who, while looking momentarily shocked as if suddenly deprived of ice cream for no good reason they could figure out, managed nonetheless not to burst into tears. Either that was a real miracle, or else the ice cream was backstage. But you couldnt not like Grandpa, so sensationally buff for America. The lustrous crest rose darkly from his crown; the orthodontically immaculate smile flashed; the belted waistline advertised exemplary trimness; the sleeves were rolled up, ready forwhat, precisely? Opening his own limo door? Romney spoke with self-deprecating charm and in whole sentences, a winning combination, especially in Des Moines, which is a culturally tony state capital. He even dared to quote before the Republican crowd the Harvard historian David Landes, whom he suspected (wrongly, except in the Gladstonian sense) of being a classic liberal but whose unexceptional nostrum that political cultures made economies, not the other way around, Romney thought just the ticket. His own culture was all eager enterprise, and as if in demonstration Romney moved around the dais in an economic, pigeon-toed shuffle that said let me get AT it. Behind him the wide Tribe of Romney seemed to have mysteriously multiplied into yet more immaculate blondes and babies even while the rally had been proceeding, so that Mitts turning circle seemed to be getting ever more confined until finally he seemed to be spinning in the Iowa waltz all on his own. Shuffle shuffle, turn, lean into audience, beam




Iowa, Iowa, winter spring summer and fall.


Come and see. Come dance with me


To the beeootiful Iowa waltz.




The crowd ate it and him up. He was their Man. He was the future. He was America. In the throng I asked the two sons (aged twelve and fourteen) of Kristin, a professor at Boston University, what they most wanted to see a President Romney secure for the American future, and they replied with frightening promptness and certainty, Oh a balanced budget. You can see their point, even though cutting taxes to the bone as the candidate recommended didnt seem, in the short term, the best way to reach that goal. But let Ryan and Scott loose on the populace, I thought, and the Hairdo is home and dry.





IF THE PEOPLE ARE DISINTERESTED, MOVE ON! said the notice Scotch-taped to the wall at Hillary HQ as guidance for door-to-door canvassers. As it was by now clear that Des Moines is an intellectually strenuous place, the helpful professor in me felt compelled to point out how this un/dis confusion might leave the campaign open to unfortunate misinterpretation; mean-spirited souls gleefully seizing on Clinton links to sundry interest groups. So I said something, in a polite, smirk-free way. The disinterested advice was not welcomed. Oh, said the campaign captain, eyes narrowing a little behind the steel frames, a faint but perceptible sigh of disgust moving through her sweater. Weve already discussed this, you know, and the dictionary says EITHER? She gave me the rising inflection, high-school style, but this wasnt a question. Somewhere within me the pedant made a bleat of protest and retreated.


Four in the afternoon and precise dictionary definitions were not high on the agenda down at Clinton Command and Control. The hours, minutes were speeding by, and there were bodies to get out into the chill and off to the caucuses, all 1,700 of them right across the state; a transport fleet to mobilize; basic democracy enabled by Jeep Cherokees and Volkswagens. Alexis de Tocqueville would have loved it. The one-story cinderblock building was divided into two long, narrow rooms, both of them supplied with low trestle tables, half-drunk cans of Diet Pepsi, and volunteers, most but not all of them women: student sweats and designer-label jeans; the glint of a golden scrunchy holding back glossy hair. Many of these women, elated at the prospect of a Madame President, had flown in from Beverly Hills, Connecticut, and the fancier suburbs of Chicago (where they had already networked and raised money for Hillary), and in turn got to meet her when she arrived to turn on the inspiration faucet, which, especially in a room of fifty or so, she can certainly do. The smile is authentic, the eye contact unforced, the listening attentive. Ive seen it in operation, and, believe me, it makes believers.


But there was not much sign of the candidates magnetism in the Hillary hut as light drained from the Des Moines afternoon. Not even much in the way of pictures on the walls; save a few small photos of the Candidate in schoolrooms and diners along with volunteers and senior citizens trying to look pleased at their Early Bird dinner interrupted by the campaign. What there was was last-minute toilphone numbers crossed off, map locations checkedand a camera crew bumping into the labor with cables and mike booms, so under the circumstances it wasnt surprising that we got the cold shoulder. I would have felt much the same way. Name-dropping the BBC didnt melt the ice much either. A tall Asian American woman from Chicago, leaning against the wall elegantly earringed, legs snugly fitted into dark and shiny boots that seemed unmarked by the Des Moines frozen crud, surveyed me with amused disdain as if congratulating me on getting access to what, already, she made clear, she thought was the victorious nominees campaign. Not everyone was quite so cocksure. How do you think youre doing? I asked the curly-haired, pale-faced young man who was running the press end of the campaign and who was entirely free from the expression of unearned self-congratulation that had sat on the face of Chicago Earrings. Oh, he said, flashing a winning but rueful grin, pretty well. But it was the prolonged pause that accompanied the continuing smile that gave the sense that there was indeed nothing more to be said, nor a whole lot more to be done. Nathan was at pains not to give the impression that it was all wrapped up. But nor did he think it was unwrapped, either.


Leaving the Hillary HQ I bumped into Lanny Davis, whom Id seen working the phone banks in Room 2. Lanny was the epitome of Clinton loyalism through thick and thin, and the challenges hed faced as counsel, apologist, advocate, had often come very thick. His Rodham-Clinton history went all the way back to Yale Law School where hed first met Hillary, and looking at him powering his way through the phone calls, burrowing through the number list like a mole on speed, he seemed to be in love with her. Images flashed up of the rejected nerd while a mane of Arkansas hair and a world-conquering smile bore down on Hillary in the Law School Library. All these years had gone past, and Lanny still wanted to be Hillarys knight valiant, Sir Lanny of the Inextinguishable Lamp. He had written a book called Scandal: How Gotcha Politics Is Destroying America, which reflected, in a wounded kind of way, on the years when conservative pitbulls tried to bring Bill Clinton down for his ideological as well as personal libertinism, not to mention an elastic way with sworn testimony, thereby inflicting hurt on effective presidential governance. After eight years of un-Clintonian incompetence, Lanny was looking forward to an era of New Politics: all high-minded debate on the Issues. Sure, I mused as I watched him drive the mobilization machinery. Lets see.


At the doorway he stuck out a friendly paw and introduced himself. As it happens, what Lanny wanted to talk to me about as he put on his lawyers overcoat and faced the cold washistory; not the history he was hoping to make that evening but some of the stuff I had written. Rembrandt, Robespierre, Churchill. Lanny Davis, perpetual graduate student, wanted a curbside seminar worse than another Diet Pepsi. Or was this the old Clinton flattery engine thrumming away? I had had the same experience, more than once, with Bill, the urgent inquiry into my work as if it were way more important than, say, tackling fundamentalists or the national debt. For a moment, confronted with the slightly blinking Lanny, him needing so badly to know about Caravaggio, I had the same warm rush of indecent egotism followed by shame and disbelief. And, just like his Master of the White House, before one had time to take a cold shower and snap out of it, Lanny was gone. There were platoons of old ladies to be introduced to Volkswagens, much work to be done before he could call it a night, and he was making his way into the parking lot, polished Oxfords stepping gingerly between the treacherous spots of black ice.


Beyond, in the Des Moines gloaming, the gusts had turned bone-cuttingly bitter. The lonely apostle of Ron Paul had given up the unequal struggle against the elements and was folding his banner into the back of a grimy truck. Dead leaves blew over the sidewalk, keeping company with jettisoned fast-food packaging, bowling down the frost-buckled flagstones like tumbleweed in spring.





Darkness brought a quickening pulse of commuting traffic. Every so often a trailer, carrying a satellite dish on its roof, would rumble by heading toward the downtown media center. But that would have happened in any year, with any lineup of candidates. That was media business as usual. So I did my best to contain a sense of theatrical anticipation. Maybe this sense I had of an American rebirth was just so much wishful thinking.


And there was not much about the caucus location that shouted HISTORY! The high school was named for Theodore Roosevelt. But the welcome sign, bucking bronco and waved Stetson, an allusion to Teddys early life as Rough Rider, seemed more John Wayne, whose birthplace was in De Soto, a few miles out of town. The building was grandly old-fashioned; not the cinder block and glass constructions that sat squatly all over the American suburban landscape, but a school built of solid brick. Inside the ceilings were high; the long wood-paneled corridors were wide and smelled of floor wax. Three caucuses, two Democratic and one Republican, were meeting here, at around seven. It was six, and not a whole lot was going on in the room assigned to Precinct 53. A few tables set out with the campaign literature of each of the candidates, some of them staffed, some not; other tables with party registration forms for newcomers to fill out instantly qualifying them for the vote. Most of the action, predictably, was from television people setting up their cameras on legs pointing toward the front of the room. By 6:25, people had begun to trickle in from their offices, homes, and dinners; most of them elderly, all of them white.



Five, ten minutes later, the scene had changed. The trickle had become a stream which had become a flood, as if entire busloads of voters had suddenly pulled into the parking lot. The dozing schoolroom turned into a midwestern political souk, with champions of the candidates buttonholing voters, sitting the Uncommitted down to persuade them to their camp. In they came; a few not so white; all ages including families with small children wearing campaign T-shirts. Drawing paper and crayons had been set out on tables against the walls; some of the kids got stuck making pictures while cooler older brothers and sisters thumb-twiddled Game Boys. The place filled with talk of the war, of health care, and comradely abuse of the Bush administration and all it had wrought. (Down the corridor in the Republican caucus, there was less interest in defending the president and more in the competing styles of the contenders for his succession: the down-home intelligent candor of Mike Huckabee, the evangelical Baptist pastor whom, for some reason, the conservative powers that be suspected of closet liberalism, and the more corporate sleekness of Mitt Romney.)


By 6:45, there were no seats left in Precinct 53 and no standing room either and people were still pouring through the doors. The registration table had run out of forms, and they were being filled as fast as they could be photocopied in the school office. Party regulars came up to me shaking their heads in happy disbelief. They had never seen anything like it. A caucus that in 2004 had tallied around eighty would this time probably count three or four hundred, a pattern that would be repeated all over Iowa and all through the country as the primary season continued. Most of those I spoke to had never been to a caucus before; many of them were Independents, and all of them felt this was a year to make their voice heard. And because voting precincts were simply the political expression of residential districts, they were all neighbors, even if this was the first time they had encountered each other. They used the same stores, their children went to the same schools, they shared pews in the local churches and synagogues, and now they evidently felt joined together in an act of common citizenship.


Though the caucus nominating system was a modern invention, its roots were old and deep in American soil. Even before the revolution, the historian Sean Wilentz has noted, rowdy societies of artisans and mechanics were defying the choice of people presuming to be their betters by voting for their own nominees to city councils. Those undeferential habits would persist, eventually spawning the republican societies that made Jeffersonian democracy possible. By the 1830s, the habit of local choices and votes had moved from unruly cities into the world of the frontier. Even before it had become a state in the mid-nineteenth century, Iowa had had these kinds of local meetings in which the market and the hustings mingled together. Into town on their carts and wagons came farmers and blacksmiths with book learning, small-town lawyers who had ambitions, looking over the political wares on offer as shrewdly as the hogs and horses. Amid the traveling quacks, preachers, hot-pie stalls, people having their teeth pulled and their beards shaved, folks got to sound off about what ailed them. Bands would play, opponents get roundly vilified; one hero of the Mexican War sung to the skies, another jeered and laughed. Toughs would be on the lookout for suckers to drink or to beat into loyalty. It was frontier democracy, raucous and unruly, and it either exhilarated or horrified visiting Europeans.


Long ago there had also probably been ceremonious blowhards in beaver felt hats who liked nothing better than to Take Charge. Inevitably, then, the retired (though unhatted) schoolteacher, union organizer, and local party notable, a small, long-winded man, Jim Sutton, attempted to have the caucus Settle Down by delivering a lecture to the newcomers on Iowas just claims to be the first state in the nation to deliver a judgment on the candidates. Iowa, he intoned, had never had a war. Canadian troopers had not, apparently, been tempted to pour across the frontier (though asking the Native American tribes might have produced a different assumption). And Iowa was, he went on, just about in the middle of everythingdemographically, politicallyand so on. One of the pleasures of the Democratic caucuses in Iowa was their freedom from having to listen to speeches. The assumption was that candidates positions were already well known, and in case they were not, they were set out in the printed flyers that greeted people coming into the room. But no one had anticipated Jim and his teacherly enthusiasm. By the time that he was characterizing Iowa as Americas Switzerland (minus the Alps), and proceeding with a comparative analysis, a certain restlessness was becoming audible, that could, I thought, if Jim went on, say, to comparisons with federal systems in Canada or Belgium, turn into an ugly scene, perhaps a lynch mob, even among the preternaturally good-natured citizens of Des Moines. He paid the price. A motion was made to replace Jim (pro tem chair) with an actual chair. Jim civically volunteered to replace himself with himself. This didnt go down well. Desperate, others put themselves forward, and although he demanded a recount as multitudes of hands waved to the ceiling, Jim, wearing an expression of baffled resignation, conceded, and the caucus proper, at last, was on.


At seven the doors were shut, ramping up the excited sense of expectation among the packed crowd. They were now suspended in a chamber of decision; a tiny but discrete atom in the organism of American democracy that would, ten months later, issue forth a new power. They felt the moment: Jewish grannies; teenage students; businesswomen and doctors. America. Each preference group identified with the candidates had been assigned a station in the room like school teams: Clinton in the right-hand corner, Obama in the left, Bill Richardson and John Edwards in the back two corners; the Rest (Biden, Kucinich, Dodd) in more amorphously defined positions. In the dead center of the room a hole was to be opened (somehow) into which the Undecideds would move, so that they could be lobbied by Persuaders from each and any of the camps toward which they might be leaning. There would be an initial count of bodies, then the Undecideds and those who had committed to candidates who were deemed to have unviable numbers would redistribute themselves to the remaining leaders. Compared to the relatively anonymous business of dropping papers into the slot of a ballot box or pulling a lever behind a curtain, and compared to the low-temperature habits of voting in Britain, the process was startlingly direct; face-to-face; voices raised, hands shaken, heads nodded in assent or dissent. It was thrilling, and the serious business hadnt even really begun.


Given the elated solemnity of the moment, the chairperson could probably have found better words to kick off the proceedings than Lets cha-cha-cha. But it didnt matter. At 7:15, the people rose from their seats, moved from where they were standing as best as they could, in the chaotic crush, toward their preference. For a moment the whole thing felt like summer camp: adolescent glee; lots of OVER HERE! shouts; self-conscious giggles. But there were also professors with urgent eyebrows, like Team Leaders, carving a route through the throng. After the immediate rush and crush, a certain ceremoniousness descended. The voters of Precinct 53 were, after all, literally taking positions; standing for something and someone. It had been like that in the local comitia of the Roman Republic too, so Cicero tells us in Pro Flacco, when proposals to vote sitting down had been defeated as an attempt to introduce Greek decadence into the proceedings. Citizens truly standing for something or someone stood unblushingly and visibly before their neighbors and took the social consequences. And for a moment, the Chucks and Katies seemed dissolved into the long marvelous history of civic liberty.


The preference groups gathered in knots around the room surveyed each other; quick head counts were taken. And then it became obvious that something startling was still going on. The left-hand corner of the room, Obamas, had not yet settled into a solid knot of supporters. It was still being fed by a moving coil of people: multi-pedal like a dragon at Chinese New Year or a slow conga line, steadily shuffling and shoving its way toward the corner, which was having to expand along the length of the left-hand wall to absorb the numbers of oncomers. Much later in the long campaign, close to the Pennsylvania primary, the Clinton team would suggest that she had done less well in the caucuses because the Obama organization had packed them with aggressive stalwarts who intimidated people into joining their camp. But that wasnt how it happened on this first night in the caucus for Precinct 53. This was the physical expression of choice. The face of the Clinton precinct captain, whom Id seen earlier in the afternoon, as she took this in, looked bleakly exhausted. Her camp was mostly seated; there was plenty of room to spare.


It was not yet over. Supporters of minor contenders now deemed officially unviable were free to redistribute themselves along with the Undecideds in the middle of the room. There were no more than perhaps a dozen of them facing outward to listen to rival advocates. But a lot of cross-room appeals were being madeand looking at the ongoing carnival that was the Obama corner, there were temptations to defect to what was, in every sense, the more fun party. A blonde in her twenties, sharply dressed, curvy, a reporter with one of the news networks, had managed, by imploring, to sneak into the caucus a minute or two after the Closing of the Doors. She was barely in when a high school senior, ginger-haired and ardent, had made his move, excitedly chatting her up with merry talk of comparative healthcare systems. In round one he stood with her in the Clinton corner. Now, still talking, he was moving away from the group as though hed discovered it was the carrier of some sort of social contagion. Every so often he would peel his gaze away from the object of his infatuation and transfer it, with even greater ardor, toward the Obama corner. Finally it was too much. He broke off and started to move their way. Stay with US, the blonde shouted. You said you would. Yeah, sorry but gotta do this. See you later? Oh SURE, she snapped back.


The final tally was done by counting off, military style; each supporter calling out the next number until the group was done. This was an economical way to count the groups, but it also made the notion of a votea shouted voicepowerfully literal. Thus the vox populi of Des Moines sounded: elderly aunts; high school tenors; gravelly taxi drivers; sonorous lawyers: TWENTY-THREE, TWENTY-FOURBy the time we got to Obamas 186 (to Edwardss 116 and Clintons 74), the magnitude of what had just happened was inescapable. But perhaps it was just somehow the quirk of Precinct 53, where maybe Obama had campaigned more intensively than elsewhere. I went down the hall to Precinct 54, meeting in the assembly hall. They had just finished their tally and the distribution of votes was almost identical with the one Id just seen. Perhaps this was going to happen right across the city, right across the state: Jack Judges in their hundreds of thousands willing something different in American politics; a democratic restoration.


Around the corner, the Republicans had gathered; a smaller, less hectic affair with seated caucus-goers enduring reading of statements from all the candidatesand there were a lot of them. Some, like John McCain, had mostly given Iowa a miss, gambling, shrewdly as it would turn out, on New Hampshire, where since the campaign of 2000 there had been longtime respect and affection for the senators idiosyncratic style and beliefs. The real choice had been between Romney, the standard-bearer of the conservative notables in the party, and the unorthodox pastor Mike Huckabee. Though the numbers voting were barely a third of the Democrats, Huckabee had beaten Romney by almost the same nearly 3:1 margin that Obama had scored over Clinton.


It didnt take a genius, much less a media analyst, to figure out what was going on in Iowa: a populist rejection of political business-as-usual, of the dominant orthodoxies. The New York Times had endorsed Hillary Clinton. Iowa voted Obama. The conservative talk-show pundits had anointed Romney as the flag-bearer of their causesgung-ho for the war; committed to overturning legalization of abortion; permanent deep tax cuts written in letters of bloodand had warned against the undependable affability of Huckabee. Iowa Republicans by the flockful gave him their vote. And the runner-up, also by a clear margin, was the other maverick in the pack, Ron Paul, who had also been treated by the mainstream Republican suits in the television debates like a creature from another planet who had no business, what with his outrageous attacks on President Bush (whom he wanted impeached), sharing their podium. But for the Republican faithful, who had seen their party disappear into the pockets of self-appointed oligarchs and managers, the likes of Ron Paul and Mike Huckabee were ideological catnip. I liked to think of the bearded apostle of the streets roaring happily at the television that night.


At the downtown media center: television pundits, adjusting their ties before the banks of lights as these results came in from all over the state confirming something like a little earthquake had indeed happened, stuck to their spiked guns. What was this: the joke, Ron Paul, taking more votes than Mitt? There was much on-camera shaking of heads and wiseacre warnings along the lines of Senator Obama still has a very long way to gowhich was undeniable but not really the news of the night. The media corps was taking it personally, as if stung by the voters refusal to fall in line with the truisms they had been rehearsing for months: the formidable invincibility of the Clinton campaign; the solid ranks of party notables who had declared for her; the bulging bank account; the astute campaign warriors; alsothe managerial smarts of Mitt Romney; the presidential manner he exuded on the air and on the rally platform; the cross-party appeal to Independents and to the patriot corner of the 9/11 mayor, Rudy Giuliani. But all of this had, apparently, meant little or nothing. Could it be that it was precisely the parade of conventional wisdoms, the construction of inevitabilities, that was the object of Iowa voters repudiation?


As the big screen at the media center rolled onward with its counts, it became dramatically apparent that whatever was going on was happening in numbers that had never been seen before. Rural or urban districts, it made no difference; counts, even in a politically active state like Iowa, were now up by two or three times. In other state primaries to come, voting figures would be even more staggering. In Nevada in 2004, some 10,000 had voted in the primaries; in 2008, that figure was nearly 110,000. This was the real surge, the one that mattered, of a popular democracy acting as though it could actually effect an alteration of power. And it had happened in a way that surely Tocqueville would have recognized as authentically American: a breakout from the entrapment of management; from the platitudes about the dominance of money, of television advertising; from the pet theories of the press and radio; from the cool manipulation of the campaign pros. This had happened through the recovery of directness, the transparency of neighborhood meetings, face-to-face; the shows of hands; the unapologetic sounding of voices; precisely the unapologetic demonstration of choice that was unthinkable in societies where democracy was a matter of form rather than substance, and where publicly endorsing your preference was likely to be noticed by those who might pay you back for it in currency youd rather not have. Or it might be even worse. At the very time when the voters of Iowa were persuading each other, in Kenya voters were trying to kill each other.





On the electronically glimmering terraces of the media center, a Spanish television reporter was trying to get the words out and let her audience know the magnitude of what was happening. But they wouldnt come. Again and again, take after take, her tongue would trip over Huckabee or Obama until her verbal wheels started to spin and there was no hope of ever getting her out of the vocal ditch. She was not alone in her uncertainty. Everywhere else in the media hutch were journalists tapping frantically away at monitors rewriting the past shelf-life truisms while the atmosphere turned rank with sweaty disbelief.


That the Obama people hadnt themselves reckoned on the turn of events was clear from the complete lack of any kind of security at the entrance to the Victory Party. No gates, no frisking, nothing barring entrance to the jamboree. All candidates schedule these events, to put heart into the dispirited (This is just the beginning), to let the troops have a moment of exultationor to do the First let me thank my wife and children before bowing out. But into the brutally modernist concrete convention center flowed the full river of Obama Nation: black schoolkids in hot yellow T-shirts, ready to romp; elderly whites who looked as though theyd just come back from the Ponce de Len Fountain of Youth Weekend; college students waving their arms; and a whole lot of people in between. Up the escalator came the falsetto ululations that arepeculiarlythe American cry of victory, the whoops preceding the faces and bodies. There was nothing to eat or drink at this party, not a can of Coke or a bag of mini pretzels. But the jubilant multitudes were feeding off a concentrated diet of delight.


Inside, the place was heaving and swaying, dancing and clapping. Gospel singing had turned it into the instant church of true believers, and the congregationfor Iowa is not a conspicuously black statewas just about most of America: all sizes, races, generations. When Obama showed up he seemed slighter and more sinewy than on the news, the hair coolly close-cropped as usual, dapper to show off the line of his skull as if he had the confidence that America might be ready for its contents. This bit of America certainly was.


When the riot of noise and his multiple thank-yous died away, Obamas first words immediately demonstrated the cunning of his rhetoric: They said this day would never come, voice dipping at the end, in mock disbelief. They comprised everyone who indeed thought it an absurd stretch that a forty-six-year-old first-term African American senator had the remotest shot at the nomination, much less the presidency; that America had enough trouble thinking about a woman in the White House, much less a black. But they was also evidently reserved for all those who had assumed that whatever flowering of idealism might be at handthe appeals to lift politics above the rancid stream of partisan demonization to propose an engagement with the actual ills that were afflicting the countryit would, sure as eggs is eggs, end up as just another naively deluded jejune footnote to the harder truths; the inexorable machine-tooled grinding of the levers of power. Obama continued to repeat they, the people who believed this country was too disillusioned to ever come together round a common purpose so that, for that moment, it was the wiseacres who looked foolishly un-American. The crowd rode the moment of reaffirmationof what? Of American democracy whose vital signs, at least on this night, were strong. But also of the living force of history.



Moving toward his peroration, Obama made sure to bring together in this big tent of hopping elation, the past with the present, memory stalking the impatiently advancing future. Into the party marched the honored ghosts: the generation of the revolution, a band of colonists rising up against an empire; the generation that had fought World War II, and the civil-rights generation that fueled on hope, had had the self-belief to sit at lunch counters and brave fire hoses and march through Selma and Montgomery for freedoms cause. And at that pointfor a momentI tuned out, turned the sound right down in the arena and was somewhere else: Selma-time, 1965. I had good reason to remember its cruel havoc as if it had taken place right before my eyes, since just the previous year Id been in Virginia stumbling into the edges of the civil-rights struggle and then Id seen President Johnson nominated in the Democratic Convention in Atlantic City against a backdrop of agonized fury as a black Mississippi delegation tried, unsuccessfully, to unseat the white yellow-dog Democrats. Johnsons rage at the temerity and his maneuvring to make sure it would never happen was a low point. He needed the white Democrats of the South, racist or not, to cast their votes in the electoral college his way. A year later, in 1965, Johnson did something different: going on television and speaking as he said in his first sentence for the dignity of man. But as Obama invoked the past, what I remembered most about that speech was Lyndon Johnson doing likewise, summoning those moments when fate and history came togetherso it was at Lexingtonso it was at Appomattox Court Houseso it was at Selma.


Everything contemporary seemed impregnated with history. When Obama spoke of wanting to replace the partisan division of Red States and Blue States with a recovered United States, it was impossible not to remember Thomas Jeffersons inaugural, after the bitter election of 1800 that (after thirty-six ballots of the House of Representatives) finally brought him to power, declaring that every difference of opinion is not a difference of principle and that we are all republicans, we are all federalists. How surprising is it that the nation that began by wanting everything, including politics and nationhood, to be minted afresh should nonetheless need the mirror of time in which to see itself; to reach out and back to history for a sense of its own future purpose? If Gore Vidals lament for the United States of Amnesia might still be right for numbers of the American public who are regularly put on the spot by interviewers asking them, mike in face, in which century, give or take a few, they think the Civil War was fought, its equally true that for those who still think of themselves as citizens, as active participants, the habit of peering into the mirror of time to see the character of their present and future selves, dies hard.









PART ONE








I: AMERICAN WAR

1.Veterans Day: 11 November 2007
 

America has never been a warrior culture.

Just because it was Dick Cheney saying this didnt automatically make it untrue, even on Veterans Day in Arlington National Cemetery, a year before the election. Patriotic chest-thumping from an impenitent vice president was not what anyone, least of all the veterans themselves, wanted to hear. Bodies of young American men and women were showing up regularly at Section 60, at the foot of the grassy hill. Mustard-colored backhoes stood parked in a row, steel claws raised, ready to dig. Every so often, on the hour, a soft clop of horses hooves could be heard coming over the dips and rises of the cemetery park before a reversed gun carriage rolled into view. Most weekdays, every hour or so, those small, sad parades do the funerary honors as tourist buses are diverted to alternative routes, heading for the Unknown Soldier or JFK. But if you walk the green vales of Arlington, you can catch young soldiers of the 3rd Infantry getting ready for their next duty, operating the forklifts that hoist coffins onto the carriages. Others grab a quiet smoke beneath the plane trees before dressing the horses and getting on their ceremonials. Out in Samarra and Helmand and Mosul and Kandahar a great many more mutilated and eviscerated bodies, not American, are being tended to as best as possible without benefit of flag or drums. Only the keening sounds the same.

But at Arlington, on Veterans Day 2007, in Memorial Amphitheater there was no howling, except from small children squirming against the captivity of their mothers laps. Cheney would utter the consolatory pieties with studied quietness, his voice falling at the end of the sentence, as if the avoidance of vocal histrionics were itself a symptom of truth-telling. Perhaps he has Theodore Roosevelts injunction to speak softly and carry a big stick framed over the vice presidential desk. When, every so often, an infant would let rip with an aaaighw, the note bouncing off the columns, Cheney would look up from the teleprompter, sight line briefly changed and then move impassively to the next homily, like a tank rolling over a cat.

It was warm on 11 November, and the temper in the amphitheater was jocund. Sunlight falling on cherry-red caps and coats turned veteran marines into a gathering of jolly elves. The oompah from the big orchestra was classical lite, and the procession of colors into the amphitheater could have been any high-school parade but for the many years of the standard-bearers. Studded biker jackets decorated with Vietnam insigniaHells Harriers, Dragon Breathdraped the gutswagged bodies of old grunts, but behind the bandannas of yore they had lost their heavy-metal menace, their righteously roaring grievance. Now they were just living exhibits in the museum of stoned-age warfare, the walking wounded of the Sha-Na Na-tion. More speeches droned; more Andrew Lloyd Webber chirped; and the volunteer service being eulogized was rapidly turning into social granola: veterans helping out in communities more akin to the coast guard or the scouts; nothing to do with bombs and bullets. If Iraq and Afghanistan had turned out not to be a picnic, Veterans Day at Arlington certainly felt like one.

But America has two specified days of military remembrance; one when the leaves are fallen, the other when they spread into full spring splendor. Created after the Civil War, Memorial Day was originally known as Decoration Day from the spontaneous habit of military widows decorating graves with wreaths of white flowers. In 1868 the commander of the Grand Army of the Republic, General John Logan, decided to institutionalize a day of remembrancefor both the Union and Confederate deadand specified the third Monday in May. For most of the country, Memorial Day is about the inauguration of warmth. Garage sales lay out their wares in driveways. Americas men go through their tribal ritual firing up the grill for the first cookout. Meat meets heat, beer cans pop and hiss, and somewhere, everywhere, a microtractor is harvesting a suburban lawn. But even if the lines of spectators at the parades are thin, some remembering does get done in small-town America. In Sleepy Hollow, New York, where a statue commemorates the honest militiamen who caught the British spy Major Andr in 1780, a dozen or so veterans, some of them octogenarian survivors of Pearl Harbor and Normandy, followed behind a high-school marching band of big girls dressed in glossy black boots, pleated black miniskirts, and scarlet jackets, strangely reminiscent of the British redcoats the honest militiamen had thwarted. The band murdered Sloop John B (a baffling selection) and God Bless America, and an endless procession of fire trucks from neighboring towns followed, each bearing heraldic insignia (Conquest Hook and Ladder 46), before the parade ended up at a flower-decorated Patriots Park (named for the Revolutionary War). There, amid the dogs and babies and aunties and wives, the dignitaries did something surprising: they connected with history. The commander of the local American Legion, a World War II survivor, read the entirety of General Logans Order Number 11 from 1868, as though it had just been issued, stumbling a little over its great flights of Lincolnian rhetoric, asking for the perpetuation of tender sentiment for those whose breasts were made barricades between our enemies [that is, other Americans] and our country. The Lincolnian tone was sustained when the mayor of Tarrytown read an abbreviated version of the Gettysburg Address, although why he thought fit to shorten a speech that is only 400 words in the first place was mysterious. The dead of that immense slaughter and the president in his high hat were summoned from November 1863 to cookout day 2008, to mix and mingle with the old Vietnam grunts in Ranger hats. But was this just an empty flourish? Was it safer, easier, to invoke Gettysburg and Antietam than dwell on the fifty-two American servicemen and women killed just the previous month in Iraq and Afghanistan?

Up at the Sleepy Hollow cemetery the graves of every generation of servicemen were receiving small American flags planted in the earth beside them. The same had happened at Arlington National Cemetery, where every one of the 260,000-plus graves gets decorated and a guard posted in the fields through the Memorial Day weekend to make sure that neither wind nor rain nor malice aforethought might disturb them. One of those graves means more to me than a random name and date of death. Kyu-Chay was someone whose bright presence I can summon up a lot more easily than his death somewhere in the dun mountains of Afghanistan. His father and mother own a dry-cleaning store in my small town in upstate New York, and as is the custom in Korean families, the childrentwo boysstayed close. On leave from Fort Bragg, I would see Kyu helping out at the counter, handling the shirts and suits in his uniform: a big, sunny fellow, sleeves neatly rolled to his biceps, army-style, plunging energetically into the racks at the back of the store as if on patrol. That was pretty much all I knew about Kyu until, one day in early November 2006, I walked into the store and found it strewn with white flowers: on the counters, floor, propped against the walls: lilies, chrysanthemums, roses, nothing but white, a pallid shroud set down while the dry-cleaning machines throbbed on heedlessly behind the counter. Set in the middle of one of the bouquets was a photograph of Kyu in his beret, a broad smile on his big open face. Beneath the picture, a notice announced that the staff sergeant had been killed while leading a mission in Afghanistan. His father, Sam, and his mother, both hollow-eyed and stooped with grief, were still working at the shop, as much, I thought, to keep madness at bay as to carry on earning their living. They are people of great formal dignity, so I wasnt sure about the propriety of reaching over the counter, but when I did so Sam leaned forward, falling into the proffered embrace, crumpling into mute anguish, shoulders trembling.

Kyu-Chay was buried in Section 60 at Arlington, but on Veterans Day, in deference to the private sorrow of families, it was closed to visitors. A month or so latera year after his deathI went back to find him. There wasnt enough room on the standard-issue tombstone for his story, which was, in its way, exceptional, especially for a paratrooper staff sergeant, but it was also classically American. Kyu-Chay had been born in 1971 in the ancient city of Daegu, South Korea, overlooked by Mount Palgongsan, but had grown up conscious that his city and his family had had the narrowest escapes from being overwhelmed by North Korean and Chinese forces at the Pusan perimeter in 1950. Twenty-five years later Sam and his wife had taken their sense of grateful belonging all the way to the Lower Hudson Valley. The older brother Kyu (his younger brother shares the name) was intellectually gifted and worked hard. Upstate college and law school opened to him. But then, in 2001, after 9/11, Kyu-Chay did something not so predictable for a first-generation upwardly mobile Asian American, yet something deep-rooted in the immigrant relationship with his adopted nation: he enlisted in the army. With all his smarts he was the kind of officer material the United States Army dreams of, but Kyu-Chay had something particular he wanted to do: become a cryptologist in a force where that skill was in notoriously short supply. To prepare for an Iraq tour of duty he became a fluent Arabist; and before he was deployed to Afghanistan, added Pashto and Farsi. He had pretty much everything one would want in a paratrooper staff sergeant: physical courage married to strenuous intelligence. There was a practical purpose to his learning: translated intercepts make the difference between life and death, and the glaring lack of Arabists in the CIA in the summer of 2001 had turned out to be lethal. Kyu-Chay was committed to understanding the enemy by taking the trouble to learn his language, culture, faith. But he also wanted to learn Arabic so that he might pay those who could be friends and allies the respectful compliment of learned empathy. Perhaps his greatest act of translation was to take his own complex cultural history and use it against two kinds of insularity: the American habit of assuming that if English was hollered loudly enough at a roadblock or a police station, people would eventually Get the Message, especially if that trusty old tutorial aid, a cocked rifle, was added to the instruction. Moreover, if sermons on democracy were issued at regular intervals, so the official view went, the rest of the world would one day come around to the American way of life. Equally, though, Kyu-Chays hard-won knowledge was directed against the insularity of theocratic absolutism, a culture in which the obligation to annihilate dissent is extolled as high duty. Confronting that absolutism, he lost his life on a mountain track.

As I walked back from Section 60 through the field of stones, something struck me about them that I ought to have noticed before. Almost every soldiers headstone was inscribed on its reverse face with the name of a spouse: Daisy His Wife, 18881941; Margaret Mayfield, 19111983although never, that I could find, John Doe, Her Husband. Occasionally, the names of children were inscribed on the same face, although the modest format and size prescribed in the modern era precluded much in the way of an inclusive family tomb on one stone. But children, sometimes painfully young, lie in proximity to the servicemen. For historians of military death and remembrance like Drew Faust, the need to reunite military families in death, starting in the Civil War, has been a peculiarly American habit. In other more wholeheartedly warrior empires and nations, in Prussia, or Japan, severance from family was often assumed, even taken as measure of martial devotion to the Fatherland. The camp and the barracks became family, military caste overrode the sentimental attachments of hearth and home, and the dynastic commander was supreme patriarch for whom the soldier would gladly offer up his life. In Victorian Britain, regiment was family, and the apprenticeship in separation for the officer classes began as early as possible with the boarding school. In more brutal conscript societies like imperial Russia, soldiering was an extension of servitude; the delivery of the unfree into a sacrificial bondage of unlimited term.

But not in the United States, where, during much of the first half century of the nations life, a volunteer army was a negligible presence, hardly ever more than 10,000 for the rapidly expanding continental territory of the republic. At times of emergency like the anti-excise Whiskey Rebellion of 1791 or the War of 1812, the regular army was supplemented by the mobilization of state militia and a temporary increase in enlistments. But it was only during the Civil War that millions of men were torn from their homes, stores, and farms and pitched into the muddy marches and slaughter fields, remote from everything familiar. The scale of letter-writing home by soldiers with even a bare rudiment of literacy testifies to what was felt as the unnaturalness of martial exile, the craved assumption that the separation from loved ones would be temporary. I want to see you and the children mity bad if the war dont end vary soon I will come home on a furlow, wrote the farmer Hillory Shifflet to his wife from his camp in Tennessee in 1862. Each week, Shifflet received from Jemima back in rural Ohio not just letters, but cooked food and photographs, gloves and boots. In January of the same year George Tillotson, an enlisted man from New York, wrote to his wife: You cant imagine how much I would give to here from home and how much more I would give to see homebut then I suppose the satisfaction will be all the sweeter for waiting. His homesickness was so great that though he didnt want to insinuate that I am sorry I enlistedmaybe like enough I would not enlist again to be candid I dont think I would. Tillotson was lucky enough to make it home again at the end of his muster. But hundreds of thousands were less fortunate. Which is why Johnny Comes Marching Home Again, written by the Boston bandleader Patrick Gilmore in 1863 to cheer his disconsolate sister Annie at the very moment when it was obvious that there would be no speedy reunion, remained for enlisted ranks the most poignantly felt of all Civil War songs, neither glory nor hallelujah. It was for the countless families for whom Johnny never did come marching home that the Union established war cemeteries as an act of domestic reparation. Husbands and wives, fathers and children, who had been torn apart by war, could at least be reunited in the long sleep of death.

The man responsible for inaugurating that benevolent practiceMontgomery C. Meigs, the quartermaster general of the Grand Army of the Republicwas himself buried in 1892 (aged













2. The fight for the citadel: soldiering and the Founding Fathers




















































3. The Drop Zone Cafe, San Antonio, Texas, 3 March 2008
 
















4. The trials of the Roman
 






























5. Taking sides
 























6. Father and son
 

























7. The quartermaster general, 186164
 
































8. John Rodgers Meigs, the Shenandoah Valley, summer and fall 1864


















9. Montgomery Meigs and Louisa Rodgers Meigs, October 1864December 1865
 





















10. Washington, D.C., February 2008
 















11. Hamilton resurrexit
 





































12. American war: Rohrbach-ls-Bitche, the Maginot Line near Metz, 10 December 1944
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