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Preface

The Greatest Soldier

During World War II—a “just” war suffused with virulent patriotism—the media of the day printed hardly a discouraging word about any senior military man. Only one flagrant offense brought censure, the breach against the code of conduct committed by Lt. Gen. George S. Patton Jr. in slapping soldiers afflicted with battle fatigue. For the most part, generals enjoyed immunity from criticism and often were painted in a near godlike image. Of all who led troops in the field, none received better press than Maj. Gen. Terry de la Mesa Allen. In 1943, when Allen was in command of the 1st Infantry Division, a Time correspondent wrote of him, “He is a gentle man. He does not like the fact that men will be killed carrying out his orders, but he has accepted the inevitability of it. He will spare or spend his men as military necessity demands; while they live he will see that they get every comfort and consideration. That is one reason why the spirit of the 1st Division is second to none in the U.S. Army.”

Quentin Reynolds, who covered World War II for Colliers, broadcast a radio tribute to Allen on 8 June 1944 in which he said, “If I had ten sons I’d be proud and happy to know that they were serving in the Fighting First, under this wiry, little, smiling-eyed man.” Reynolds was unaware that Allen was no longer with the 1st Division as it landed on the D-day beaches. On another occasion, Reynolds gushed, “Never in my life have I seen a man so worshiped as Terry was and [he] is not only loved by his men … but by every war correspondent who has ever come in contact with him. As far as I am concerned, Terry Allen is the greatest leader of men and the greatest tactical general in our army.”

Other reporters also sang the praises of Allen. Ernie Pyle of the Scripps Howard newspaper chain—who ordinarily preferred the company of the lesser ranks—said, “Major General Terry Allen was one of my favorite people. Partly because he didn’t give a damn for hell or high water; partly because he was more colorful than most; and partly because he was the only general outside the Air Forces I could call by his first name. If there was one thing in the world Allen lived and breathed for, it was to fight.… Allen’s speech was picturesque. No writer could fully capture him on paper; because his talk was wonderfully profane it couldn’t be put down in black and white.”

Curiously, notwithstanding the veneration from the media of his day, Allen privately expressed a low opinion of newspaper people.

One might harbor suspicions about the adulation of Allen by reporters who sometimes elevate a person only because he is colorful and accessible. But professionals who fought the war also revered Allen as a soldier of the highest caliber. In the words stated, fifteen years after Allen had retired, by Brig. John Corley, a 1938 graduate of West Point who served under Allen in North Africa and Sicily and earned a staggering array of medals (a Distinguished Service Cross, five Silver Stars, a Legion of Merit, four Bronze Stars and a Purple Heart): “There’s no question about who was the greatest soldier in the war, Terry Allen.”

Early in the 1960s, Brig. Gen. James Shelton, then a young officer on the staff of Gen. Don Clayman, heard his superior remark on the excellence of Gen. Ben Harrell as one of the best soldiers he ever observed; Clayman then added, “There was only one other greater soldier, Terry Allen.”

Great Britain’s Gen. Sir Harold Alexander commanded the Allied ground forces in North Africa and Sicily, where Allen led the 1st Division. Although Alexander had a low opinion of most of the American military, he rated Allen as among the finest division commanders he had observed in two world wars.

Major General Samuel W. Koster, a 1942 graduate of the United States Military Academy (U.S.M.A.), who served under Allen with the 104th Division in Europe, said, “He was a very good commander, very much seen around the battlefield. He was such a genuine person, with sincere interest in people. He made you feel part of what was happening and that is how he sold the men on him.”

George O’Connor, who entered World War II as an enlisted man and finished as a lieutenant colonel, recalled, “There was a time when a battalion from the 413th Regiment [O’Connor’s organization] was badly torn up after heavy casualties. I had become the executive officer and [Allen] gathered groups of men in cellars. He got up on a box and talked to them in that reedy voice, sometimes a whistling noise because of his wound in World War I. I couldn’t tell you what he said because I was way in the back but when he finished, these guys were all ready to go back to the fight. He was that kind of leader.”

At the bottom of the military pyramid, the enlisted men respected, or in Reynolds’s word, “worshiped” Allen. John Rheney went to Europe with the 104th Infantry Division a private, first class, and returned to the States as a staff sergeant. He said: “Whether we had personal contact with him or not he was admired by all of his troops. We trusted General Allen because while we knew that he would attack where ordered, he would make use of our extensive night training where at all possible because of the lower casualty rates.”

As Rheney suggested, from ranks of the common privates through the upper echelons of officers who served under Allen’s authority, the remarkable fondness for him approached adoration. Major General Norman “Dutch” Cota, who was on Allen’s staff early in the war, landed on Omaha Beach on D day, and later commanded the 28th Infantry Division, explained the extraordinary affection of the soldiers for Allen: “It’s because he’s so damned honest.”

Yet, Allen had his detractors. The voice-over for a television documentary on the 1st Division described him as showing up disheveled and drunk to meet with the top brass in Sicily. The commentary also labeled him “not a team player.” Author Leonard Mosley, in a biography of Gen. George C. Marshall, called Allen “a rip-roaring drunk.” In 1943, when writer Clark Lee told Dwight D. Eisenhower’s chief of staff, Lt. Gen. Walter Bedell “Beetle” Smith, that Allen made the 1st Division one of the best in the army, Smith shouted, “Made the 1st Division! He ruined the 1st Division. He started out to make it a rough, tough outfit that would win battles. He thought it was enough to win battles, to have battlefield discipline. He didn’t realize the importance of discipline when the troops are out of the line.”

The differences of opinion about Allen and his handling of the men he commanded raises the issue of what is the role of a general. What makes one high officer superior to another? How should a commander be judged—by strategic moves, leadership, or as Smith indicated, by discipline imposed on his subordinates?

The 1st Infantry Division under Allen’s generalship was recognized by his peers as the best foot soldier outfit in the North African campaign. When Patton—long a sometime friend and competitor—was in charge of the American effort for the invasion of Sicily, he insisted on having Allen and his division under his command. The 1st Division spearheaded the ground forces in the conquest of the Italian island. Yet, Patton would acquiesce to Allen’s subsequent relief from his post and his transfer in semidisgrace back to the United States. Nonetheless, Allen “rose from his ashes” to return to Europe as leader of the 104th Infantry Division and successfully campaign to the Elbe River, where he and his troops met the Soviet forces.

Although the Time writer used the word “gentle” when describing Allen, the general claimed to the New Yorker magazine’s A.J. Liebling that during World War I he shot a subordinate in the buttocks who balked at an order. Allen told Liebling, “If I hear anybody talking that way in my division now, I’ll shoot him and not in the behind, either. I’m getting tougher as I go along.”

He had been blooded along the Mexican border and participated in the U.S. punitive adventure that invaded Mexico in 1916. As a member of the American Expeditionary Force in France, Allen incurred bullet and shrapnel wounds while piling up a heroic record. He returned to the States for the twenty-year period during which the American military—still an alien culture in a democracy devoted to material gain—all but starved. The Great Depression would pinch the armed forces even further.

Most newspaper and magazine accounts of Allen paint a portrait of the traditional professional soldier, hard-bitten, profane, and combative. To many he fitted the stereotype of the Irishman: boisterous, fond of storytelling, and most comfortable on a bar stool. The impression given is that of a man with limited dimensions—a person who, unlike the citizen soldier, falls outside the common American experience. However, although Terry Allen, an army brat born at the time the frontier vanished, operated within the ordinarily tight, hierarchal confines of his profession, he disdained the “book.” Mercurial, a maverick from childhood, he showed scant interest in the academic aspects of the institutionally schooled soldier, yet time and again he demonstrated that, not only did he know how to wage war, but also he was a master of strategy, tactics, and ordnance.

He was less than adept with any language other than English. While his letters correctly spelled the names of foreign villages and natural formations, he habitually mangled pronunciation when he spoke. Kenneth Downs, an aide who served with him in both North Africa and in Europe, said, “The general’s idiosyncrasies tickled his men. He had a fine disdain for foreign names and rarely got anything less well known than Paris or Berlin straight. So the staffs learned early they would have to keep up with his private glossary for name places as well as the official codes’ names. They had to know that ‘Weisenheimer-or-whatever-the-hell-they-call-it’ meant Weisweiler and that the ‘Irk’ was the Erft [River] … that ‘Boozy-Bar-or-whatever-the-hell-they-call-it’ was an unpronounceable Arab town in Algeria and ‘Nicodemus’ was Nicosia, Sicily.”

Allen never was all gun and no heart. Unlike many of his contemporaries, he was a man of extraordinary compassion even as he directed the bloody business of America’s greatest war. Although he grew up on army posts, played with the rough-hewn children of soldiers, associated with the crude, hard-drinking, often illiterate enlisted men, and as a young officer was a zealous carouser, he was as devoted a family man as one could find. As he approached his thirtieth birthday, his letters from the trenches of France to “my dearest Mama,” and “Papa” were filled with affection and filial respect. He adored his wife, Mary Fran, and doted on his son, Terry junior. And while deeply engaged in wartime operations, his position did not isolate him from the vicissitudes of money problems and family crises.

Terry Allen was the middle man in a military saga that stretches for nearly a century. His is a tale of fathers and sons: His sire, Samuel E. Allen, graduated from the U.S.M.A. in 1881. And, Terry Allen’s son, Terry Allen Jr., followed the family vocation to meet his destiny in Vietnam. As a family of West Pointers, professional soldiers, husbands, and fathers, genetic fingerprints mark the three Allens; but within their commonality, they were nourished by very different climates. The nineteenth-century military academy of Samuel Allen was not the same as that attended by Terry senior. Forty years later, Terry junior spent his four years at an even more markedly different institution. The army in which Sam Allen served barely resembled that which occupied his son from 1912–1945, and in the post-Korea and Vietnam era, Terry Allen Jr. confided to a friend, “My dad could never have survived in the army of today.” Terry junior “adored his father,” according to his closest associates. When he chose to follow the path of a father who is the stuff of legends, he embarked on an exceedingly rough road.

Beyond their personal experiences, the lives of the Allens also cover the passage of the U.S. Army from the first decade of the twentieth century through World War II, the Korean War, and into the Vietnam War. These are accounts of change, success and failure, America’s wars, triumphs and shattering losses—the very essence of the nation’s biography.


1: Sam Allen’s West Point

Samuel Edward Allen, a nineteen-year-old youth with “coal black hair” and “beautiful white teeth” (in the words of a fellow plebe), traveled by railroad from his home in Posey County in Indiana to Cold Spring in New York, on 15 June 1877—he was bound for West Point. According to research done by Susan Zinniker (Sam Allen’s step-great-great-granddaughter), two brothers—Robert and John Allen—had emigrated from Armagh, Ireland, in 1736 to settle in Virginia. Robert Allen died in 1769, and John Allen joined the local militia, ultimately serving as a major during the American Revolution. While Zinniker could trace a line of Allens from 1791 to 1856, she was unable to distinguish the exact line to Sam Allen, who was born in Indiana as the son of A. P. Allen.

After graduating from high school, Sam Allen worked for local commercial establishments before he received an appointment to the U.S.M.A. from the Eighth Congressional District in his state. Sam Allen became one of eighty-one admitted as members of the class of 1881—only fifty-seven would survive to graduate.

Following his first year as a cadet, Sam Allen scored twenty-seventh in the order of merit, which ranked cadets on an overall basis that included final grades in academic work and discipline (conduct). He finished well down the list in the latter, but his achievements in math raised his standing. The next year, he continued to excel in math, improved in French, and did well enough in drawing to attain seventh place. Again, his record in discipline fell below average. In his third year, Allen neared the top of the class in natural and experimental philosophy, chemistry, tactics, and drawing. With only five members of the class who rated worse in discipline, he dropped, this time to tenth. In his final year at West Point, Allen posted impressive grades in the sciences, mathematics, drawing, engineering (which dealt with the civil as well as military aspects), and law. He excelled in ordnance and gunnery. But he climbed only to eighth because of his continuing problems with discipline. In that respect he scored worst of the top seventeen cadets.

When one pores over the legal-size, leather-bound ledgers in which cadet delinquencies are inscribed in a fine penmanship, the young Sam Allen’s character becomes a bit clearer. He received his first demerits shortly after he reported for the summer encampment in 1877 because his shoes were improperly arranged in his tent. Notations over the following months cite a twisted belt, an incorrect laundry list, an overdue library book, appearing improperly shaven, and responding slowly to a command “carry arms.” Over the years, reports on failings in appearance declined; but with familiarity, Allen took other liberties. He was gigged for lateness at reveille, missing a class parade, idling while at the gymnasium, and above all, for violating the restrictions on tobacco. Throughout his time at West Point, black marks appear for “smoking at inspection,” “smoking in barracks,” and “odor of tobacco in quarters.”

Another common complaint about him—which, however, undoubtedly made him popular with his colleagues—was his protection and indulgence of fellow cadets. As a cadet first sergeant, he was handed four demerits because he failed to report two cadets absent from a formation. He was observed marching a guard detail to its post too slowly, and he was chastised for allowing applause and unnecessary noise while in command of a table in the mess. During a cavalry drill while serving as chief of a platoon, he permitted loud talking and laughing as members of the unit were leaping hurdles.

The one element that set Samuel Edward Allen somewhat apart from his fellows was his Roman Catholic religion. The academy was predominantly Protestant, and attendance at chapel every Sunday morning was compulsory. However, the campus had no Catholic chapel. The Catholics attended mass at a church located in Buttermilk Falls.

Williston Fish, Sam Allen’s classmate, wrote in his memoirs of four years in which “we had been drilled and scorned and ordered about, and as Burns says, we had in a way, been ‘huffed and scuffed and disrespekit’ but we were a class like other classes.” Rather than a particularly torturous ordeal, the experience sounds much like that of students at contemporary civilian colleges where hazing in various degrees from verbal abuse to brutal, sadistic depravity also prevailed. Indeed, a time came when the heads of the Ivy League schools, like U.S.M.A. superintendent John M. Schofield, felt obliged to dampen the excessive harassment inflicted upon freshmen by more senior students.

The “files” as Fish and his contemporaries referred to themselves, took note of those who could not “go with us all the four years through.” In the seasons of “snow and ice and fierce blasts … we put on gray trousers for armor against winter, and five times we happily donned the white to rejoice in summer.”

Fish described Allen as a congenial sort and said there was “no one quicker on a joke.” He also said that Allen always looked “as if he were joining in songs, jokes, quips and comments at an evening roundup; or he looked as if he were about to go to the board [in a classroom] light of heart, write down ‘Allen’ in his easy and unsurpassed way, make his drawing like Apeles [a Greek painter] and recite in a sober way so as to be respectful, without any worry or anxiety.”

For all the lightheartedness suggested by Fish, life at the academy during the time of Sam Allen could be arduous. The ancient barracks, nearly forty years old by the time Allen arrived, were cold, dark quarters. Although the mess hall’s kitchens (erected in 1851) were equipped with hand pumps delivering water to the sinks (so the residents were not required to haul water in buckets from outdoor mains), it was only in 1904 that pipes were installed to bring running water inside the barracks. Latrines were located in a separate building until that year, when toilets and bathing facilities were placed in the basements of the barracks. Before this amenity was added, cadets walked to a nearby building to bathe.

An 1876 graduate, Edward Farrow, who published West Point—a short book describing life at the academy—reported that reveille awoke the cadets from between five and six in the morning, depending upon the season. After roll call, they policed their quarters, cleaned arms and various accoutrements for inspection, or studied. Following breakfast at seven o’clock, a guard-mounting ceremony, and “recreation” time, a class parade preceded class sessions. Cadets received formal instruction or supervised study from Monday through Saturday, usually starting at eight in the morning and finishing at four in the afternoon, with an hour for “dinner” between one and two.

Plebes (first-year cadets) were fed an academic menu that consisted solely of mathematics and French. The only other courses of instruction for fourth classmen covered subjects such as fencing and bayonet drill. Third-year cadets were taught French, which was alternated from day to day with Spanish. They learned drawing, both topography and figures, using lead pencils, ink, and color. The artwork alternated with two hours of equitation.

Second classmen endured what was listed as “natural and experimental philosophy,” a kind of basic science. Chemistry, which included what was called “chemical physics,” alternated with riding, while further learning in drawing alternated with instruction in military tactics. The men in the uppermost class studied civil engineering six days a week from September through January; they learned “military engineering and the art of war” the remainder of the academic year. Ethics and law, mineralogy and geology, and ordnance and gunnery occupied them on a rotating schedule with two hours on horseback as part of the interchanging daily mix. Conspicuous by their absence are such subjects as English, Latin, history, geography, politics, philosophy in its more theoretical vein, and a host of other liberal arts topics. A candidate for the academy was assumed to have already learned the rudiments of mathematics and American history.

A host of regulations circumscribed appearance and behavior from reveille to lights out and then an inspection at 10:00 P.M. Cadets were tightly disciplined by the officers at the Point as well as by upperclassmen. All students were to wear their hair cut short, “cropped” was the term employed by Farrow. Whiskers and mustaches were forbidden, as were tobacco in any form, the tools of any “games of chance,” duels, and non-regulation dress. A cadet was forbidden from leaving his room without permission during the hours of study and between tattoo (the signal for the end of the day) and reveille. They could visit with relatives and others, at the Thayer Hotel, only with written approval. The cadets were prohibited from receiving newspapers or magazines without special permission from the superintendent—and in any case, no cadet could subscribe to more than two newspapers. Any cadet found drunk was liable for expulsion. Hazing that bordered, and even crossed over, the line into brutal was tolerated. The four-year ordeal had one positive effect: Like many extended shared hardships, it bonded the files for life. The ring that signified graduation became a talisman of brotherhood. At the same time, it set West Pointers apart from officers drawn from other circumstances.

As a good student, Sam Allen completed his West Point sojourn number eight in his graduating class of fifty-seven. Twenty-four of those who entered with him were either “turned back” (forced to repeat a year) or “found” (dismissed entirely). He was assigned to the 5th Field Artillery, which was based at Fort Hamilton, New York. An outpost on the extreme southeastern tip of Long Island, Fort Hamilton overlooks the Narrows, a strategic entry into New York harbor.

Sam Allen rose to first lieutenant in 1886. During the period of 1890–1892, he attended an artillery school. Those years were followed by a stint with the 5th Artillery and then promotion to captain in 1899, after which Allen served on the staffs of both Maj. Gen. Winfield Scott Hancock and Lt. Gen. John M. Schofield. As commander of the Department of the East, Hancock operated out of Governors Island, New York, and was credited with establishing the Military Service Institution of the United States and also military journals that helped professionalize the army. Schofield served as Commanding General of the Army from 1881–1895.

While stationed in New York at Fort Hamilton and Governors Island, Sam Allen met and courted a Brooklynite, Concepcion Alvarez de la Mesa. She was the daughter of Carlos de la Mesa (a native of Seville, Spain, born in 1828) and the former Mary Frances Taft. According to John Van Pelt Lassoe Jr., a grandson of de la Mesa, Carlos actually came to the United States to fight on the Union side. He spoke no English but enlisted in the 39th Infantry from New York, which included an international assortment of volunteers known as the Garibaldi Guards. They were splendidly outfitted in the uniforms of the Italian Bersaglieri.

Shortly after he arrived in the States, de la Mesa became entranced by a young woman, twenty-year-old Mary Frances Taft, who allegedly was a descendant of Mayflower passenger John Alden. A letter from Lassoe reported, “He [Carlos] courted Mary Frances Taft in French because he spoke no English and she no Spanish.” Lassoe also reported that de la Mesa apparently was wounded at Gettysburg. Supposedly, his wife collected a stretcher and four litter-bearers to carry him off the battlefield.

Carlos de la Mesa recovered from his wounds only enough to qualify for service with the Invalid Corps. Ultimately he held a post with the Freedman’s Bureau, set up in the South to assist the newly liberated slaves. In 1865, a daughter, Concepcion, was born in Washington. De la Mesa died in 1872 at Saint Elizabeth’s Hospital in Washington, D.C. In the words of Lassoe, “I gather [he succumbed] quite mad when he died, presumably as a result of wounds received at Gettysburg—although I seem to recall learning someplace that it was the result of general paresis.” His widow then wed Charles A. Terry in 1872 and became known as Mama Terry.

Lieutenant Sam Allen married Concepcion in a Brooklyn church in 1885. Their first child, a baby girl, was born in New York in 1887; they named her Ethel. Shortly thereafter, Allen received a posting to Fort Douglas, Utah, which had been established in 1862 to protect the overland mail and to control the Mormons in the vicinity. On April Fools’ Day in 1888, while Sam Allen was stationed there, Conchita (the name by which Concepcion was less formally known) bore a son. They baptized him Terry in honor of the current family surname of Conchita’s mother, and they tacked on “de la Mesa” for his grandfather.

The family moved from Fort Douglas to West Point where Allen was stationed from 1892–1896 as an assistant instructor in the Department of Natural and Experimental Philosophy. The academy had continued its practice of staffing most of the faculty with graduates. Led by a handful of professors with a creditable educational background, the teachers were supplemented by assistants drawn from the ranks of graduates. The officers chosen, while generally known from their cadet days as good students, had not attended institutions of higher learning.

For Allen, the experience was somewhat disquieting. Fish said he asked him how he felt about being “the chill and lofty instructor instead of the warm-hearted and hopeful cadet, and he said ‘it seemed all right.’ And then he said, ‘Well, no; it didn’t seem all right either. It did not seem so very good.’ He said that all the time he was seeing the Plain, the old Barracks, the River and the hills-he was seeing them looking just as they used to look but they seemed to look as they used to look all in vain and to no purpose, because the files were not there. It was very lonely. He said that it got more lonely as time went on and that finally he was glad to have his tour over, and to go away. But then Allen remarked, ‘And still, I like to go back, and look again and remember.’ ”

Whatever misgivings Sam Allen had about his four years as an instructor, young Terry, from age four to eight, was exposed to the glamorous aspects of the long gray line: the parades, the smart uniforms, and the developing enthusiasm for intercollegiate sports and competition as the rivalry with the midshipmen at Annapolis flowered.

It was Sam Allen’s fate to never come under enemy fire. After his term as an instructor at the academy, he took up station at Fort Monroe, Virginia, in 1897. He was there when the Spanish-American War began. Like any career army officer would, he obviously regretted missing the action. In a jocular note to Fish, he mentioned a pair of classmates who had not been involved in Cuba, and he remarked: “I was not in it either. I am and have been Q.M. [quartermaster] here ever since the first gun was fired. I have sent off shiploads of soldiers and have seen them come staggering back down the gangplank, apologizing almost for being alive, but so happy to set foot on native soil again.”

The closest Sam Allen came to the “splendid little war” against Spain was the great victory parade through the streets of New York. When the hero of the Battle of Manila Bay, Adm. George Dewey, sailed into New York harbor following his triumph, some claimed the salvos of welcome consumed more ammunition than the U.S. fleet fired in the Philippines. At the parade on 30 September, Admiral Dewey, Pres. William McKinley, Sen. Mark Hanna, and New York state governor Theodore Roosevelt headed a 35,000-man parade. Among those in the line of march was Capt. Sam Allen. He wrote to Fish inviting him to see the sights in New York, “for instance, the kinetoscope exhibit at Keith’s [a theater] where I am told they make daily exhibitions of myself riding at the head of the brigade (just in rear of the General commanding) at the Dewey celebration.”

As an officer stationed for a number of years in New York and a participant in such revels, Allen undoubtedly met many of the city’s more illustrious figures, including Theodore Roosevelt—who had preceded his exploits in Cuba and election as governor with a stint as a police commissioner vigorously pursuing Tammany corruption. That acquaintance would play a significant role in the destinies of the Allens.


2: Terry Allen’s West Point

Sam Allen settled into the role of a garrison officer without the credentials conferred upon those who actually went to war or commanded troops in the field. After his tour at Fort Monroe during the Spanish-American War, he served at a number of field, and then coast, artillery posts, which became a separate branch in 1907. He oversaw coast artillery units in the harbors of Boston, New York, and Pensacola; slowly he rose in rank. In 1901, the Allens had their third child, Mary Conchita de la Mesa Allen.

Terry Allen’s acquaintance with West Point began with his father’s tour as a teacher. Between the ages of three and seven, he feasted on the panorama of smartly uniformed young men amid a citadel that crowned the scenic splendor of massive fortress-type buildings ensconced on the shores of a magnificent river. There was pomp and circumstance aplenty to seduce the imagination of a boy, and over the years Samuel Allen undoubtedly transmitted to Terry his nostalgic affection for his life as a cadet.

When the family then moved to a series of army posts, the child indulged himself in a passion for riding. As an artillery officer, Samuel Allen frequently pursued his duties while in the saddle, and it was natural for his offspring to emulate his style. In her fading years, his mother, Concepcion Allen, recalled her small boy in the saddle, proudly riding off to accompany his father on maneuvers. By age ten, Terry felt totally comfortable in the saddle.

Sam Allen—the somewhat free-spirited, joking, dancing, gregarious cadet and young officer captured in the memories of Fish and in his own letters—-had become a more reserved man with considerable respect for the dignity and discipline of the army. Terry Allen recalled that while his father was a captain he refused to have a telephone installed in his home. “I don’t want to telephone my seniors and I won’t have my junior officers calling me.” But, for all of the parent’s concern for decorum and the code of “an officer and a gentleman,” the enlisted personnel of the day were cut from a different cloth, and their children likewise.

The rough-and-tumble lot of youngsters Terry’s age, many of them the spawn of enlisted personnel, were his natural playmates. Even at an early age he showed signs of leadership, coupled with a reputation that was less than salubrious. Allen reported that he once came across a contemporary in tears, and the boy explained that his mother had just spanked him. When Allen inquired why, his companion explained, “Because I was playing with you.” According to Liebling, Allen said, “My opinion of myself went up like a rocket.” Aside from his adventures with other army brats, Allen spent considerable time with the lesser ranks stationed at the camps, giving him a lifelong empathy toward enlisted men, not to mention a taste for some of their habits. He informed Liebling that along with horsemanship, he had learned at a tender age how to smoke, chew, cuss, and fight. He also surely became aware of how much the soldiers favored drinking.

Terry never doubted the kind of career he would follow. Having lived at West Point for four years and enjoyed his life at army bases, he expected to follow in his father’s footsteps. While he took for granted that as the son of a graduate and a colonel on active duty he would receive an appointment, he apparently had not foreseen that the U.S.M.A. demanded a disciplined behavior and a certain academic proficiency.

Undoubtedly, the young Allen was oblivious to all the controversy about the quality of a U.S.M.A. education and the caliber of the students. His own questionable academic background indicates that the evaluation of the student body by a 1902 board of advisors that criticized the scholastic credentials of the cadets was well on the mark. At the time he hoped to enter West Point, Sam Allen was stationed at Fort Snelling, in the heart of Minneapolis—where Terry had attended Central High School for two years and compiled a mediocre record. On his application to the academy, he summarized some of his academic credentials, including one year each of Latin and French. The candidate noted, “I graduated from that school [1906] and in my senior year I took higher algebra, trigonometry, surveying, English literature, mechanical drawing physics and shop work.” He might also have proffered his proficiency as a horseman. A 1905 story in the St. Paul Pioneer Press reported that he won a “tilting contest” in a local horse show, competing against an army lieutenant and other older riders.

After seven months at the University of Minnesota, on 15 June 1907, at age nineteen, he received an appointment at large to the U.S.M.A. Because of his dubious academic standing, and despite his lineage, Terry required the intercession of the nation’s chief executive. Somewhere along the line the Allens had met Theodore Roosevelt, police commissioner from 1895–1897, and then governor of the state following his triumphant return from Cuba. Concepcion Allen managed to have tea with him at the White House and successfully pleaded the case for her son.

Subsequently admitted with 141 others, plebe Allen was a youth of modest height and weight, certainly well under six feet. Along with his weak educational credits, he stammered. In classrooms that featured recitations by the cadets, this would certainly be a handicap. His contemporaries for the Class of 1911 included a fair spectrum of White America: sons of farmers, lawyers, merchants, salesmen, bankers, a livery stable manager, a shoemaker, planter, mail carrier, and even one with “no occupation.” A number were, like Allen, offspring of army officer fathers.

Restrictions upon cadets had loosened little since the days of Sam Allen. Fairly quickly, it became obvious that Terry found it difficult to abide by the rules. Within little more than a week’s time during the “Beast Barracks” (the oppression of newcomers by those more senior) of the July encampment, he was cited five separate times for “not turning safety lock to ‘safe’ on his rifle.” He piled up additional demerits for failing to brush his cap before breakfast, for spots on his blouse, and for oil on his gun, as well as for dirty fingernails and shoes not properly shined at Catholic chapel formation. He missed formations and was accused of inattention, such as appearing at an inspection of the guard without his rifle. He was caught taking a bath a midnight, and he was gigged for various forms of improper dress—including an unbuttoned raincoat and appearances in the company street in his underclothes; for being out of bed at taps, late for breakfast, late for dinner, and late for supper; and, for not turning in required written exercises in mathematics and English. He smiled in ranks, yawned during a class, and was marked distracted during a recitation. What’s more, he showed up late for reveille, for classes, and for chapel. A week did not pass without the register of delinquencies recording a number of his sins. Many classmates required six months of infractions to roll up as many demerits as Terry Allen did in a single month. Somewhere along the line, his natural exuberance earned him nicknames like “Terry the Terror” and, in recognition of his speech defect, “T-t-t-tear around the mess hall Allen.” If anything, the gregarious gene that flowed through Sam Allen’s veins flourished even stronger in his son.

Allen’s insouciance extended into the academic areas. He managed to stay afloat until, as a third classman in January 1909, he was “found”—declared deficient in mathematics and turned back. Under the academy’s system, he reverted to the status of a fourth classman and thus a member of the group scheduled to graduate in 1912.

His new status changed nothing in his ebullient deportment. A steady stream of ink listed violations in the ledger record including his absence from a formation only two days after he was turned back. His breaches of the rules covered almost every possible transgression up through a form of insubordination—failing to salute an officer. He was habitually tardy and sloppy; he socialized at inappropriate times, was dilatory in his studies and preparation for classes, smiled in ranks, and went into debt to buy a silver cup. He was cited for loitering in a sweater, talking when entering the academic building, yelling during a fire drill, making unnecessary noise in the mess hall, and hanging his head while marching. While other cadets made efforts to conceal their misdemeanors, Allen seemed almost to delight in committing his offensive acts openly. One anecdote reports on a time that a puppy suddenly appeared during a drill: While his startled sergeant looked on, Allen whistled and then broke ranks to pet the dog.

Undoubtedly, he drew his share of hazing. But at no point in his life did he ever refer to any deviling. Having lived among the roughs of military camps, he was immune to the oppression by upperclassmen.

With his companions, he spent an inordinate amount of time in close order drill and parades, and they devoted many hours to the study of drill regulations. Most of the direct military instruction occurred at summer camps where the youths fired the weapons of the day and practiced artillery drills. Allen definitely enjoyed one feature of cadet life—the enormous number of hours devoted to equestrian skills at the riding hall. One of the mantras of the day was “It is the pride of the cavalry to be bold and dashing.” The young Allen did his best to personify that ethos.

In the classrooms, the cadets received a smattering of foreign language instruction and a single course in world history. They learned to draw freehand, took courses in astronomy, geology, mineralogy, and chemistry, and explored the subject taught by Sam Allen—natural philosophy (which had more to do with physics than with the meaning of meaning). Engineering courses still focused on fortifications.

The young Allen was an enthusiastic participant in sports. Not big enough for football, he boxed, wrestled, played lacrosse and baseball, and of course, pursued any activity that involved horses. Throughout his life, he sprinkled his conversation, even his discussion of strategy and tactics, with terms taken from sports. And he developed a signature greeting, a left hook thrown more or less gently at the jaw.

As a member of the Class of 1912, his grades were roughly average, although he stood a commendable twentieth in French. He was above the norm in English and history, but below in conduct. His overall order of merit (which included his demerits) placed him eighty-eighth among the fewer than 150 fellow cadets. As a third classman from 1909–1910, Allen remained eighty-eighth, even though the complement of his 1912 class had steadily shrunk through dismissals and resignations. His generous accumulation of demerits continued; he was at his best in French and drawing.

Years later he related a desperate scheme to save him from flunking out: Facing failure in several courses, he drank a concoction of chalk dust and pencil shavings. Almost immediately he began to vomit, and the authorities hospitalized him. While restricted from the normal pursuits of a cadet, he crammed for tests in the subjects for which he was deficient and passed the exams. This solution to his problem teetered on the edge of an honor code violation. Like all such systems, the honor code leaked. Had Allen simply feigned illness, he would have crossed the line, lying to gain an advantage. But, in this instance, he actually required medical treatment, albeit for purposely ingesting an insult to his digestive tract.

The maneuver to maintain academic standing worked—but it was a “temporary stay of execution.” Sinking lower and lower in the order of merit, Allen seemed unable to cope with the demands of the academic program. At best, he appeared determined to finish at the bottom of the heap, as, in the argot of the academy, the goat. In May of 1911, however, while a second classman, Allen was found in the widely scorned subject of ordnance and gunnery, known among the cadets as ignorance and gummery. That course also happened to be the one in which his father had excelled. The academic skills gene never reached Terry. He was dismissed from the academy for his deficiency. Many years later, Allen began a letter to members of the Class of 1912 with the words, “As the last goat to be found in our class …”

Sam Allen was neither amused nor forgiving enough for his son to come home and seek a career in the civilian world. For that matter, neither was Terry willing to surrender his ambition to wear an army uniform. He enrolled at the Catholic University, in Washington, D.C., and in 1912 earned a bachelor of arts degree. With degree in hand, the twenty-four-year-old took an examination for a commission in the Regular Army and received his gold bars as a second lieutenant as well as an assignment to the 14th Cavalry.


3: The Cavalryman

In 1912, the internal combustion engine and the automobile with their inevitable child—mechanized military transport—had yet to persuade the U.S. Army that the era of the horse was passing. Consequently, newly brevetted as a second lieutenant in the U.S. Army in November of that year, and an expert horseman, Terry Allen naturally gravitated toward the cavalry. On 3 March 1913, he joined Troop D of the 14th Cavalry Regiment at Fort Clark, Texas, where he patrolled the uncertain border with Mexico.

A graduate of the U.S.M.A. Class of 1912, John T. McLane recalled that the train from San Antonio dropped those destined for the 14th Cavalry at a stop known as Spofford, “a hot dusty little town consisting of a few houses, a water tank and the other adjuncts of a tank stop.” From Spofford, the newcomers boarded a wagon and amid clouds of white dust jounced ten miles to Fort Clark.

McLane reported that his first assignment was to return to Spofford, again in a wagon (the automobile had not been enlisted by the army for duty at Fort Clark). He was to pick up sixty thousand dollars in quartermaster funds. In his words: “The troops assigned to me for this mission were one private of Troop D, armed with rifle and ball cartridges. I had heard about what a wild and wooly country Texas was and how every so often the trains were held up; the journey was therefore a very serious one for me on the threshold of my career. This feeling was intensified when I saw the train stop, and two Wells Fargo [& Co.] Express guards armed with sawed-off shot guns turn over the money to the station agent.” McLane returned with the funds to Fort Clark without incident, but his tale indicates the ambience experienced by cavalrymen serving along the border.

At the time, the cavalry found its use as a weapon for modern warfare was a reluctantly sinking sun. Second Lieutenant Terry Allen reported that year to the 14th Cavalry Regiment. Stationed at Eagle Pass and Del Rio, Texas—a stretch of turf running down the southernmost prong of the state—the troopers watched for interlopers crossing the Rio Grande. For nearly four years the unit patrolled the turbulent Mexican border, in the wake of that country’s 1910 revolution. It was perhaps one of the few occasions in which soldiers on horseback still served a useful purpose. Mexicans, described as either bandits or rebels (depending upon who is writing the history), frequently operated in mounted groups along the ragged line that separated the two nations. Their raids challenged American settlers and jurisdiction. Only cavalry units could hope to cover the largely roadless turf and pursue the offenders. However, one of the major values of such troops, that of reconnaissance, had already been challenged by the airplane. It was 1911, a mere eight years after a pair of Ohio bicycle repairmen, the brothers Wright, took off in the first controlled, power-driven craft to skim a few hundred feet over the sands at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. And now a U.S. Army plane flew one hundred miles along the border south of Laredo on a scouting mission. Not withstanding that while returning from its patrol the airplane crashed in a river—thereby eliminating one-fifth of the entire U.S. air armada—the reconnaissance role played by cavalry had been challenged.

The hundreds of miles of border were impossible to guard, and forays from the south were frequent. In 1912, just west of Del Rio, a railroad track worker discovered ten Mexicans loaded with explosives. The interlopers, who probably intended to blow up the rail line and loot a train, fled, dropping their bombs and dynamite. Similar attempts of banditry kept the American cavalry busy.

According to Allen, on 13 September 1913, he with six troopers pursued and captured what A.J. Liebling labeled “the band of rustlers from across the border.” The official description of the affair says that Allen led his men to apprehend a band of “ammunition smugglers” near San Ambrosia Creek. Allen’s most pungent memory of the occasion was of a good horse shot from under him. Supposedly the Americans seized more than twenty prisoners.

John McLane recalled that the 14th Cavalry troopers passed most of their time in the field around Eagle Pass and Del Rio from 1913–1915. For short intervals, they returned to Fort Clark to engage in target practice. “Nothing out of the routine of ‘border service’ occurred, except for a little brush with Mexican bandits near Carrizo Springs, Texas, in which Terry Allen and I were involved.”

The stage was set for a more open conflict with Mexico by events that began in 1912. Democrat Woodrow Wilson won the election for president when William H. Taft, the incumbent Republican, lost a bid for reelection, and Terry Allen’s benefactor, Theodore Roosevelt, drained away votes through a third-party campaign for the White House. Only a few weeks before Wilson’s inauguration in 1913, Gen. Victoriano Huerta engineered a coup that culminated with the murder of the duly elected Mexican president, Francisco Madero. As an apostle of democracy, the overthrow of democratic rule shocked and offended Wilson. He refused to recognize the new leader and now another military man, Gen. Venustiano Carranza, established a rival claim to the leadership of the country. Most of Europe and not a few U.S. industrialists—anxious for the free flow of Mexican oil—scorned Wilson’s policy. They perceived Huerta as a dictator with whom they could do business. There was talk of a new election, pitting the two generals against one another.

Wilson remained adamant, throwing his support behind Carranza while arguing that Huerta should not be permitted on the ballots. Huerta responded by arresting 110 members of the country’s congress, which he dissolved, and then to the surprise of no one, he was elected. Unwilling to concede, the American president lifted an arms embargo previously applied to Carranza’s forces. The Germans, observing the clouds of war approaching, offered aid to Huerta: If the general would promise to cut off oil to the British in the event of war, they would deliver the arms necessary to defeat Carranza. Four freighters in Hamburg soon began loading rifles, ammunition, and other armaments.

The testy relationship between the United States and Mexico boiled over during a minor confrontation in the port of Tampico. Huertistas temporarily detained a U.S. Navy detail before returning the sailors to the ship, with apologies. Unsatisfied, the American admiral on the scene demanded a twenty-one-gun salute to assuage the national honor. Huerta refused to accept this humiliation and a minor contretemps now escalated into a full-blown contest of national egos. Wilson, hoping the affair might convince Huerta to quit, issued an ultimatum: Unless the Mexicans acquiesced, the American navy would blockade and occupy the country’s largest port, Vera Cruz. Huerta stuck to his guns. When word reached the White House that a German-owned ship, the Ypiranga, was bearing ammunition and expected to dock soon at Vera Cruz, the president asked Congress for a resolution enabling him to use force to obtain redress for “affronts and indignities” to the United States. He presented the issue on the basis of American honor, rather than the munitions being delivered. A debate ended without any statement from the legislators.

In the early hours of the following day, Wilson was awakened from his sleep by a telephone call that confirmed the scheduled arrival of the Ypiranga at 10 A.M. After a discussion by linked phones with Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels and Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan in what became known as the Pajama Conference, Wilson ordered the navy to seize Vera Cruz. As American marines and sailors, armed with rifles and fixed bayonets poured ashore, Mexican military and civilians opened fire. The navy responded with shells from an offshore ship. When the shooting stopped, 19 Americans and 126 Mexicans had died. In addition, 71 of the invaders and 95 of the residents were wounded.

In the wake of the senseless slaughter, the Ypiranga slipped down the coast and off-loaded its cargo to Huerta troops. The Americans were forced to apologize to the Germans for interfering in the freedom of the seas. Much of Latin America, and particularly Mexico, seethed with anti-Yankee sentiment. Mediation by Argentina, Brazil, and Chile eased the crisis. Huerta lost out to Carranza, who returned from temporary exile in Spain.

The Carranza regime sorely disappointed Wilson’s hopes for a stable, friendly government across the border. Private armies—notably that of Emiliano Zapata and Pancho Villa—as well as forces who pledged allegiance to the departed Huerta, convulsed the country. During the following few years, Allen and the cavalrymen of the 14th Regiment confronted armed Mexicans four times in what he described as “sharp skirmishes.”

The most troublesome figure for Americans was Villa, the legendary rebel-patriot-bandit, formerly an ally of Carranza, who regarded the tacit support of the Wilson administration for Carranza as an affront. In 1915, Villa’s irregular horse soldiers murdered seventeen U.S. citizens who were traveling on a Mexican train chugging toward a mining town in the state of Chihuahua. Although the action infuriated Americans, they could visit only sound, but no fury, on their neighbors to the south.

Meanwhile, in 1916 Allen left the 14th Cavalry for a brief respite that brought him to the Mounted Service School at Fort Riley, Kansas. In January while he was there, Pancho Villa crossed the border and attacked the hamlet of Columbus, New Mexico. A post-action report, by the commandant of the 13th Cavalry stationed at Camp Furlong, in Columbus, stated there had been talk of the Villistas prowling the vicinity. He noted that, as a precaution, he increased patrols on the outskirts of the town. Either they were less than vigilant or the commander’s account was an attempt to cover up his failure to put his troops on full alert. A large number of Mexicans—broken into small groups—infiltrated into Columbus after the moon set, but before daylight. A furious battle erupted, leaving eighteen Americans dead, including ten soldiers. The troopers in turn claimed to have killed one hundred of the raiders, wounded seven, and captured one.

When Terry Allen was fighting the Axis forces in North Africa a quarter of a century later, he claimed that the defenders in Columbus were totally unprepared and the soldiers, caught without their rifles, had fought the interlopers with rocks. (It is difficult to believe the Americans could have slain one hundred of the enemy with stones; the body count for the Columbus affair is as dubious as the figures for later conflicts such as Vietnam.) In any event, Allen would dismiss risky propositions from his staff with the comment, “To hell with that. We don’t want any Columbus massacres here.”

Whatever the correct number for the Villista casualties and the circumstances of the attack on Columbus, public and official indignation of the offense on U.S. territory forced Woodrow Wilson to retaliate. He instigated a punitive expedition over the border to pursue Villa. Negotiations with Carranza brought an agreement that the Americans could trod the sovereign turf of Mexico as long as they limited their incursion to the state of Chihuahua. Wilson named Brig. Gen. John J. Pershing to head up the American forces, by virtue of his years spent on frontier skirmishes to control Native Americans, his participation in the Spanish-American War, his role suppressing the Philippine insurrection, and his work as an observer in the Russo-Japanese War. To his task, Pershing brought knowledge of both war and diplomacy.

Pershing marshaled a force of infantry, cavalry, field artillery, engineers, and the eight-plane 1st Aero Squadron to chase Villa. The students at the Fort Riley cavalry school had immediately returned to their regiments following the incident at Columbus, and Allen with the 14th Cavalry became part of the punitive expedition. As a sign of serious intent, 110,000 National Guardsmen were mobilized for duty along the border. At the time his son rode into Mexico with Pershing’s 6,700 force, Sam Allen held command of a provisional infantry brigade stationed in Texas—which like its leader never saw action.

As the hunt for Villa stretched four-hundred-miles deep into Mexico, in July 1916 Allen became a first lieutenant. Whatever other adventures he had during this brief series of skirmishes are unrecorded, but another youthful cavalry officer, George S. Patton Jr., achieved fame. While Patton led a fifteen-man detail to a ranch near the town of Rubio, a trio of mounted horsemen suddenly approached and opened fire. Patton pulled his revolver, killed two of them, and shot a third rider off his horse. He, too, was gunned down while trying to escape.

Several sharp encounters followed between the expedition and the Villistas but without a decisive battle. Inevitably, the Americans also confronted elements of the Mexican army, with casualties on both sides. For ambitious young bloods like Terry Allen, the skirmishes with the neighbors across the border were almost a lark. Except for a few occasions of ambushes or an unwise penetration that exposed them to superior forces, the Americans’ greatest danger lay in the terrain, climate, and disease. Pershing set up a base camp at Dublan where dust, flies, and boredom tormented the troops. Baseball games, boxing matches, and hunting provided healthy recreation. The men also engaged in considerable gambling, which Pershing tolerated, and wholesale patronage of prostitution, which he controlled. To avoid the ravages of venereal disease upon his contingent, Pershing placed the whores behind a barbed-wire stockade surrounded by guards. Any visitor to the enclosure was required to show he had the money to pay, and upon leaving the compound he was compelled to take a prophylactic treatment. The measures kept sexually transmitted illnesses to a minimum.


4: Terry Allen Goes to War

Following the assassination of the archduke Franz Ferdinand on 28 July 1914, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia, which triggered a parallel series of falling dominos: Germany lined up against Serbia. Russia and France backed Serbia. Belgium was overrun by Germany en route to France. And, thereby, Great Britain—which had pledged to support the Belgian neutrality—was drawn in. Initially, the United States proclaimed itself strictly neutral. Sympathies lay with the Triple Entente, which at first was Great Britain, France, and Russia, with Italy subsequently replacing Russia. While people had an affinity with the democracies, when they were confronted by the Central Powers monarchies of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire, their attitude was mitigated by pacifism and isolationism.

Freedom of the seas became an instant issue as the Royal Navy blockaded Germany and barred U.S. ships from bearing cargoes for Germany. American commercial interests were mollified by the sharply increased purchases of food and munitions from the States by the Entente. The Germans struck back in 1915 with torpedoes from submarines that sank ships bound for their enemies’ ports. The first incident occurred on 1 May 1915, when a U-boat blasted the American tanker Gulflight. Germany apologized for this “unfortunate accident,” but six days later another submarine, without warning, fatally struck the Cunard liner Lusitania within sight of the Irish shore. Among the more than 1,100 who lost their lives were 128 U.S. citizens. Outraged Americans denounced Germany, and a deepening hostility marked attitudes toward that country. A number of influential people, including Theodore Roosevelt, called for intervention on the side of the Allies, and others enlisted in organizations such as the Lafayette Escadrille and the American Field Service (AFS) to aid the beleaguered British and French forces. Slowly the country adopted programs to build military strength.

The Germans attempted to quell the worsening climate in the United States. To avoid offending the States, if a merchant ship sailed into the war zones, U-boat captains were instructed to surface and challenge it on its registry and destination. Crews would be allowed to abandon ship before the vessel was sunk. But that tactic denied a submarine its underwater cover and exposed it to the guns now mounted on many freighters. Nevertheless, with the British blockade seriously affecting the country’s power to wage war—while American freighters freely carried supplies to England and France—early in 1917 the Germans decided to declare open season on all vessels bound toward enemy ports. That was one of two actions that charted a collision of Germany with the United States.

The second factor involved Mexico. The border strife that had ignited with Wilson’s distaste for Huerta struck the Germans as a prime opportunity for serious mischief. Anxious to deflect any moral and material support given by the United States to the Allies, the Germans plotted to occupy American energies with Mexico. Engaged in a continuing strategy to detour American action away from Europe, in 1915 the kaiser’s government appropriated some $30 million to return General Huerta as head of Mexico. Historian Barbara Tuchman has suggested that an international conglomeration of oil, copper, mining, and railroad tycoons believed they would profit if the deposed president restored order to his country. Diplomatic documents unearthed after World War I indicate that Huerta made extravagant promises to his patrons and vowed to use money and arms for an attack upon the United States once he regained power. Whether he truly intended to make such a disastrous attempt or was only conning his benefactors is unknown.

Huerta had traveled from Spain to the United States and engaged in innocent activities such as taking in a baseball game in New York City and buying tickets to a policemen’s ball before embarking on a railroad trip for San Francisco. American agents kept track of his movements. When he left his train in Kansas City and bought passage to El Paso on the Mexican border, Washington was alerted. Taken into custody with some of his supporters from across the border, he was detained first as an honored guest and then as a prisoner at Fort Bliss in El Paso, a site that would become most familiar to both Terry Allen senior and junior. For weeks, the United States dithered over what to do with Huerta, who enjoyed strong support from partisans in his country. He solved the problem on 16 January 1916 by dying of yellow fever at Fort Bliss.

Loss of this partner did not dissuade Germany from its manipulation of Mexico. The resentment toward its northern neighbor had been steadily fueled. In pursuit of Pancho Villa and others considered a threat to U.S. citizens and property, some twelve thousand soldiers under John J. Pershing, including Terry Allen, remained across the border in 1917.

In a subtle pas de deux after the death of Huerta, German diplomats planned to woo Venustiano Carranza, still the head of government although he and the chaos that enveloped his country had long alienated Woodrow Wilson. The German foreign minister, Arthur Zimmermann, on 16 January 1917 dispatched two telegrams to the imperial minister in Mexico. Unfortunately for the Fatherland, the cables (which became known as the “Zimmerman telegram”) were intercepted by British intelligence, and they slowly deciphered the text.

Message number one announced: “We propose to begin on February 1 unrestricted submarine warfare. In doing this however, we shall endeavor to keep America neutral. If we should not succeed in doing so, we propose [with Mexico] an alliance upon the following basis joint conduct of war, joint conclusion of peace. Your excellency should for the present inform the President [of Mexico] secretly that we expect war with the U.S.A.” There was also a suggestion that Mexico might persuade Japan to abandon its support for the Allies and join with Germany and Austria-Hungary. Even more inflammatory, another section the decoders subsequently interpreted included a promise by Germany to help Mexico “regain by conquest her lost territory in Texas, Arizona and New Mexico.”

Coupled with discoveries of espionage, attempts to foment labor union strikes, and sabotage at munitions factories, the activities of the Germans and their associates forced Wilson’s hand. On a warm rainy night, the president, flanked by a cavalry honor guard, traveled the short trip from the White House to Capitol Hill to address the Congress. His speech on 2 April 1917 pronounced that “The world must be made safe for democracy,” and he asked the legislators for a declaration of war. By the sixth of the month, both houses had passed the resolution. Despite efforts to increase military preparedness, the Regular Army numbered only 5,791 officers and 121,797 enlisted personnel. Supplementing this force were 80,446 mobilized National Guardsmen and another 101,174 guardsmen still under state control. The armament was equally deficient—with a shortage of Springfield rifles and the War Department still vacillating over which machine gun ought to become standard issue. While an Army War College and a few advanced military schools such as the cavalry program that Allen had attended until Villa’s attack on Columbus had been established, few officers had either experience or theoretical knowledge of contemporary warfare. Neither the hit-and-run battles against the Mexicans nor the efforts to suppress the Philippine insurrection resembled what would be faced on France’s western front.

Almost immediately, the overseas allies dispatched their experts to confer and advise on the best means to involve American forces. They proposed the quick insertion of soldiers into their established organizations rather than creation of a large independent U.S. army. Such an arrangement would have eliminated the need to create the vast administration and backup by noncombatant support troops. The British and French believed their new partner woefully weak in officers and staff and the men already in uniform poorly trained, unskilled, and inexperienced.

While the proposal would have more swiftly filled the ranks in France, it would have subordinated Americans to French and British commands and reduced the army to a sterile feeder of cannon fodder rather than a fighting organism. National pride alone would not permit such an amalgamation nor could ambitious professional soldiers hope for advancement while serving under another nation’s flag.

Two months earlier, having “papered over” his disagreements with the Carranza government, Wilson yanked Pershing and his troops out of Mexico after their futile pursuit of the elusive Pancho Villa. Terry Allen and other cavalrymen were in garrison at Fort Bliss when the United States formally entered World War I. With the scant education in history and global politics provided at West Point and a tour in the boondocks of the border and the wilds of Mexico, Allen probably had little understanding of the machinations that had occurred. He never showed any signs of being a student of international politics. Yet, the state of war and the urgent expansion of the army almost instantly brought promotions down the line. On 15 May, Allen—along with numerous graduates of his former 1912 class—pinned on his captain’s bars.

Although he was woefully ignorant of the trench warfare of the western front, Allen had gained some valuable knowledge during his tour on the border. He had learned how to lead and to command men. He knew what it was to engage in a firefight and, having acquitted himself well, could be confident that he would perform under pressure.

During his years as the son of an officer at different encampments, he mingled freely with the rough-hewn enlisted men and their children. Even then he held no rigid distinctions—favoring neither those who commanded nor those who followed. When he was on active duty with the 14th Cavalry, he lived in the field with the troopers, isolated from the niceties of a well-established army post, and his appreciation of fellow soldiers regardless of rank could only have been enhanced.

For little more than a year, Allen languished in Texas army camps as the recruits poured in. He availed himself of the opportunity for polo, quickly developing a reputation as an expert player. His gregarious personality widened his circle of acquaintances, and when he realized that he might be doomed to spend World War I training cavalrymen in the States, he scouted about for a transfer. While he would have preferred an outfit destined for combat, the best he could wangle was assignment to the 315th Ammunition Train, a self-contained organization attached to the 90th Infantry Division and responsible for transporting artillery ordnance to the front. While delighted to be bound for the American Expeditionary Force, Allen wrote home, “I cannot understand my good fortune to jump over the heads of quite a few fellows who rank me. Am in the artillery now and though I hate to take off the crossed sabers it’s anything to get to France.”

On 10 June, from San Antonio he wired his father, who was now stationed in the Seattle headquarters for the Pacific Coast Artillery, “Promotion As Major National Army [the designation for the wartime force] Just Received. Assignment 90th Division. Pulling Out Full Hack On Wednesday. Cannot Understand It As Promotion Is Out Of My Turn. Best Love And Good Luck To You All.” The promotion officially occurred 7 June.

Command of the 90th Division was vested in Maj. Gen. Henry T. Allen—no relation to Terry—a sartorial dandy with credentials as an attaché in Berlin and Moscow as well as combat duty in Cuba and the Philippines. His tour in Cuba had earned him the favor of Theodore Roosevelt, who had unsuccessfully attempted to siphon him off for duty with a division of volunteers that Roosevelt tried to form in 1916.

Henry Allen, who graduated from the U.S.M.A. in 1882, a year after Sam Allen, had a cavalry background. In army and government circles he was regarded as a thoughtful man whose abilities ranged beyond military strategy and tactics. In 1901, he had a major role in shaping the Philippine constabulary, a national police force trained and organized along military lines. His experience with government would come into play again and involve Terry Allen. Significantly, a polo enthusiast, the
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