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This book is


dedicated, with affection and admiration, to my parents,


Nick and Shirley Stevenson,


who take delight in travelers’ tales.
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Scenes from a Fatherhood


(1998)


As the office-bound father of four small children, who descend in ages from eleven to two, I arrive home in the evenings during what friends call “the arsenic hour,” although it has never been clear to me if the intended victims are the kids or their parents.


The telltale sign is fallout from what appears to be a four-megaton toy bomb that has hit ground zero, usually the living room. Not far from the epicenter are sofa cushions, overturned chairs, knotted pieces of rope, dolls, a jungle of stuffed animals, and the words “Fisher-Price” laced among the debris.


Many nights, as I view this wreckage from the front door, I wonder what the Federal Aviation Administration would write in its report if it discovered the black box of our lives:


“Hi, everyone, I’m home.”


[Sounds of a toddler emptying the dishwasher.]


“Daddy, how many days are there to Christmas?”


“Laura hit me.”


“But it’s not fairrrrrr.”


[Sound of the mail being checked.]


“Either you come to dinner or I’m turning that computer off.”


“I hate soup.”


“You call that doing dishes?”


[Muffled sound of the bath overflowing.]


“Why aren’t you in bed?”


“Daddy, telephone . . .”


The first casualty of such long afternoons is my wife. Come dinnertime, she can have the defeated look of a woman I remember from a cartoon in The New Yorker. The husband, just home from the office, is consoling his wife near the front door. From across the room comes the scowl of a defiant, small child. “I have spoken to Jonah,” the husband soothes her, “and I think he’s willing to work with us.”


When we married, during the last days of disco, my wife was working for a New York publisher. We had a subscription to the Philharmonic, played softball in Central Park, and organized late-night dinner parties while riding home on the subway. But the last nine years have been spent in the company of a permanent two-year-old. As much as we want to eat out or take travel-magazine vacations, we spend our free time at the kitchen table—wondering which of us has the strength to pick up the living room.


Although it is at odds with current sensibility, not to mention federal statutes, in the family organization chart the children report to their mother with, as they say in corner offices, a strong dotted line to their father.


To her they turn for cough medicine at 2:00 A.M. or for new shoes after school. She runs their schedules with Swiss-watch precision, organizes pickups and drop-offs as if jockeying gypsy cabs, and serves more crustless sandwiches than Martha Stewart. Often she does all this in less time than it takes me, over a business lunch, to share the pain of a client’s golf story.


As someone who vanishes every morning in a suit, I see myself cut in the mold of fathers who arrive breathless for school plays, ponder report cards as if the oracle at Delphi, or somehow expect that the conversation at the evening meal will touch on the Albanian question. My idea of helping out around the house is to check for faxes or e-mail. I haul garbage, empty bottles, and cases of wine, but skirt diapers as if they were filled with plutonium. When I clean something, it is usually my bicycle.


To use the analogy of baseball, whose scores I have sometimes checked while supervising the evening bath, my role is that of middle relief—someone who takes the mound when the game is out of reach. I go a few innings on Saturdays at the car wash or the movies. I might also get the nod during family vacations. But with harp lessons or earaches on the line, my wife trots in from the bull pen.


All this is not to say that I don’t relish fatherhood. I delight in reading bedtimes stories, playing Parcheesi and backyard soccer, and leading fishing expeditions as if in search of the white whale. During school holidays, I invite kids to the office. Other times I shuttle kids to school, the ice cream parlor, and the beach. My evenings are devoted to taped recordings of “The Lone Ranger.” But in Orwellian terms, mine is the ministry of fun—not health, education, or welfare.


We live in a small village, west of Geneva, in a broad Rhône River valley that recalls the rolling vineyards of Burgundy, two hours to the west. Our house, although in the village, is part of a farm, so out the front door are tractors and plows, not to mention a field of sheep and nearby donkeys.


As I grew up in the New York suburbs, with cats and a dog, and those dime-store turtles that occasionally shared the evening bath, I have little say as to what wildlife passes through the front door. On the other hand, my wife was raised in Maine on a dairy farm, which allows her to feed stray cats or cast the deciding vote whenever the children present evidence to the grand jury for household pets.


When the girls made their case for a rabbit acquisition, I dropped into the conversation the fact that, across the border in France, rabbits were almost given away at the Sunday market. “Daddy, no,” was the gist of the response to my cost-saving idea. Market rabbits, everyone pleaded, if spared from the stew, grow to the size of small dogs with large droopy ears. So we ended up buying two lapins nains, or dwarf rabbits, from a pet store chain—for roughly the cost of a small poodle in Hollywood.


Obviously our Snow Whites wanted to take their dwarfs home immediately. But the store manager explained that the baby rabbits needed a period of bonding with their biological mother. The girls negotiated visitation rights, so we spent the month before the adoption papers cleared driving carrot shavings to the mall, wondering if the adoption might later be challenged or which cage held the deadbeat dad.


We enjoyed the rabbits, who, because they loathed each other, lived in stacked cages like rent-control tenants in New York City. Sadly, after a year, one rabbit died from what we suspect was inbreeding—the unwritten story about bonding—and the other answered a call of the wild.


In their place, after closure on the VISA bill, we adopted several hamsters. When I was growing up, hamster cages looked liked the New Mexico State Prison—square metallic holding pens that had sawdust, water, and the occasional uprising. But hamster cages now look like Swedish apartment buildings.


I thought the hamsters lived lives of quiet desperation until the family left ahead of me for summer vacation and I became in loco parentis. Disoriented in a house of bedlam suddenly gone quiet, I reached out to the hamsters, who took that as a sign to nibble on my neckties. They spent their nights on the wheel, turning it fast enough to light a mid-western city. During the day they slept on bedding that I suspect my wife ordered from Lands’ End.


My great fear was that they would starve to death in my care and that my fate as a father would be put to a show trial. (District Attorney: “Daddy killed Pete and Cinnamon. . . .”) Consequently, every night I kept overstocking their food dishes from a box of rodent-endorsed nuts, from which, I am sure, they fished out only the cashews. In hindsight, it would have been cheaper and saved time had I taken the hamsters to a cocktail lounge.


On the weekends, when we’re not reading mail-order catalogues as if they were Aladdin’s lamp, we dream of the places we would have seen in Europe if, while abroad, we had not always had a toddler. We conjure oases of Greek beaches, Scottish castles, and French chateaux.


Before having children, we spent several weeks in the Middle East with luggage smaller than today’s diaper bag. On another vacation, we rode our bicycles across Poland during the worst of its martial law. But now, even weekend ski trips make us feel like Hannibal crossing the Alps, not just with elephants, but also with a portable crib.


Some of the fear in traveling, beyond car rides longer than forty-five minutes, has to do with eating in restaurants. Strangers seeing the home video of our family alfresco might think they were watching a prison movie. During the long sentence between ordering Coca-Cola and a waiter pushing pizza through the bars, the prisoners have been known to overturn dishes, spill water, pound their bowls, or open negotiation on dessert as if they held hostages. Recently in Burgundy, the youngest inmate took off all his clothes under the table—not the kind of etiquette that gives the wine much of a chance to breathe.


To escape this parent trap, I decided, with the optimism of Clark Griswald, to promote the idea of camping: We would avoid costly hotels and see Europe as it should be seen, through the prism of a mosquito net.


Before our first night under the stars, however, my wife had to equip the family as if Robert Redford might want to film us in Africa. Flashlights, backpacks, sleeping bags, and a full set of pioneer dishes were delivered from L. L. Bean, which in its promotional literature announced that during a blizzard near Mount Everest forty-four Sherpas had squeezed into the tent that we were now acquiring. That it barely accommodates our four children is testimony to a Sherpa’s ability to brave nature’s sternest tests without pillows, extra blankets, books-on-tape, or alarm clocks that glow in the dark.


If our camping trips start with Out of Africa’s great expectations, by the second day they usually take turns like those in The English Patient. Much of our bad luck has to do with the dreary central European climate, which I associate with the cold gray mists of World War I poetry.


On one excursion to a medieval village near Lyon, the fog turned to hail, and I found myself hammering stakes into a ground covered with icy stones. As if caught in a sandstorm, my wife never stirred from the car. We broke camp when lightning mixed with the thunder.


One June in Switzerland, snow tested the tent’s water-proof guarantee. This was also the trip on which the family hunter-gatherer forgot the grill and had to cook the evening meal over burning trash—one of those oil-drum fires often found at construction sites.


As Americans who live abroad, my wife and I spend a lot of time in conversation wondering who we are. The children attend the local public schools and do their lessons in French. We speak English at home and spend summers in Maine or New York, visiting our friends and families. But as my friend Peggy Brucia likes to say of transatlantic living: “Once you have moved across the ocean, no matter which side you’re on, it’s the wrong one.”


Sometimes I think we’re living in Switzerland to give our children an American childhood. We live in a village that, were it not Swiss, could be the Great Plains in the 1950s. The surrounding farmland evokes the novels of Willa Cather. Few families among the 505 inhabitants have divorced. The children come home for lunch and, after school, ride a neighbor’s ponies. We get by without television. None of the kids recognizes the name Monica Lewinsky.


Our dilemma is whether, after the sixth grade, to continue the children in the Swiss public schools or start them up the expensive slopes of private education, part of which could be in English. It goes to the deeper question of whether we are raising Swiss children with American accents or Americans on a distant frontier.


Like Switzerland itself, the local public schools are well-ordered places. Children graduate from high school speaking three languages, understanding science, and writing clearly, albeit in French. That most erudite American, Benjamin Franklin, chose Geneva as the place to educate his cherished grandson. But by age fifteen, Swiss school children can also be shuttled off to make watches or pour chocolate. Below Switzerland’s international sensibility is the caste of an apprentice system very much alive.


By contrast, the international schools are English corners of a foreign field. The curriculum is that of an American high school or a British boarding school, delivered with French accents. Students graduate to American universities as if living in Rye. But children arrive and depart these schools with the ebb and flow of incoming and outbound planes. Their worlds are neither here nor there, but a cloister of resorts and townhouses within the orbits of London, New York, and Paris—customs of a country that Edith Wharton so well understood. But perhaps—and this is what we discuss over long cups of coffee—it is a world closer to our own than the good earth of Suisse Romande.


A lot of the travel that we do is to bring our children together with their grandparents or us together with our siblings. I take kids with me on business trips to New York, and my wife makes the great trek to Maine every summer. But often it means that one of us is left alone holding down not just the fort, but also some of the cowboys and Indians.


When my mother-in-law came to visit last Christmas, we decided that she might enjoy a weekend trip to Venice with my wife and our daughters, then ages eight and ten. I volunteered to stay behind with the boys, five and two, like one of those Russian cosmonauts who is occasionally forgotten by mission control.


Confident that I was ready to take charge of the boys and the house, my wife left me one of those house-instruction letters the length of a computer manual, using the jargon of her profession, such as: “. . . or, if necessary, you can give him a suppository.”


As any manager would, I delegated the house cleaning to my son. He flooded the kitchen with murky water and then, stripped to the waist, swabbed the deck, as if he were an oiler on a tramp steamer.


Although my wife left enough pre-cooked meals to last even the Apollo 13 crew to the moon, we battened on the cocktail-party circuit, it being the weekend before Christmas; we also made occasional fast-food excursions.


For Sunday dinner, the boys chose Burger King, on the solid marketing grounds that they had most of the MacDonald’s toys. We carried our trays upstairs and took the last free table, near the slide, amidst what otherwise looked like a skinhead convention.


“Why does that man have a snake on his arm?” was the drift of the conversation until the boys discovered a television suspended from the ceiling. The remainder of the happy meal passed in silence, as the children, their chins aloft, soaked up French fries with the same deadpan expression with which they absorbed MTV.


On Monday morning, the travelers returned with as many stories as Marco Polo. Venice had flooded, and they had spent the weekend wading in newly acquired hip boots. Of the Doge’s Palace and Venetian splendor, I heard as little as I remembered from my own trip there as a child, when my sisters and I discovered the Renaissance pleasures of go-carts set up near St. Mark’s Square.


I tried to make my own account of the weekend sound like a chapter from Little House on the Prairie. We had brought home the Christmas tree but resisted the temptation to trim the base with a chain saw. Everyone had slept well. Milk had been served at each meal.


My cover held until the girls, in their delight to be home, sang “Old MacDonald” with the two-year-old. After they had mooed and oinked and neighed but not gotten a reply, they pressed on: “What does Old MacDonald have on his farm, Charles?” At first there was confused silence, and then came the two-year-old’s answer: “Ketchup.”


Most of what I know about being a father undoubtedly I learned from my own. We played catch in the yard and carried hot chocolate to cold stadiums. Camping did not interest him—World War II having sated his appetite for tents—and wood work was limited to splitting logs.


Then, as now, he worked hard and traveled often. But he left the impression that he was always around. If he went to the office on Saturdays, he often brought along one of his children. He also took us to conventions in Chicago and to Marine Corps reunions. Even if he was not in the house, he was easy to imagine.


One pleasure of my childhood was that it coincided with the twilight of American railroads. It was the era before sales became marketing, and during vacations I would often join my father while he called on the trade. My first trip, at age five, was through the coal fields of Pennsylvania. Later came the Twentieth Century Limited, the Broadway Limited, and the Silver Meteor.


During his meetings I would idle near a secretary, flipping through the waiting-room magazines or reading the sports pages. At night, we would board a Pullman that would race through the darkness toward the bright lights of Kansas City, St. Louis, or New Orleans. I would lie in my berth and watch phone poles, like the reels of an old movie, frame scenes of the American tapestry.


The trains I ride now with my children are in Switzerland, usually during that vacation black hole between Christmas and the New Year. In Europe, the tradition of thermal baths has merged with the American obsession with theme parks, and every holiday we crisscross Switzerland to take the cures.


Last year, we rode the train three hours to Zurich, changed to a local, and then boarded a postal bus that stopped in front of a gloomy concrete structure with great plastic chutes coming from the walls—Los Alamos with a water slide.


The wave pool, just beyond the entrance, looked like the River Ganges near Benares. Pilgrims with their palms aloft stood in knee-deep water as if expecting divine revelation, which appeared as breakers swelling from a wall in the deep end. The faithful would laugh, scream, and writhe in ecstasy until they got bored and drifted toward the snack bar.


For reasons known only to class-action lawyers, the children were encouraged to go down the water slides on large inner tubes, which, in the turns, started spinning like split atoms. Separated from their rings, the children would then crash head first either into logjams of inner tubes or pools of churning water, making the same shriek when they laughed or cried. I got cold after the first slide. They tired after four hours.


Late in the afternoon, we swam outdoors through the kind of trap doors that, in a James Bond film, would lead to the shark tanks. But instead we breast stroked into a chapter from The Magic Mountain. There were hot tubs and cold baths, and one murky iodine pool, which at the water’s edge listed the ailments for which an immersion would be helpful.


We discovered a great outdoor pool, from which it was possible to watch dusk and snowflakes fall on distant mountains. We drifted in eddies of hot springs, as if the family of Emperor Franz Josef, until the attendant, who looked like Tom Selleck, turned on some air jets, and I had that great parent panic watching the children swirl away as if being taken down the Colorado River.


I worry that the children, with so much of Europe in their lives, are missing an American childhood. Only on occasion do they carve pumpkins, celebrate the Fourth of July, or join a traffic jam outside a national park.


To connect the dots of a nation that stands for more than Larry King, Paula Jones, or the evening news, I decided to take the two girls to Washington and New York. I made reservations for a White House tour, bought tickets to Flight at the Air and Space Museum, and laid plans for Independence Hall and the Statue of Liberty.


The hardest part of fatherhood is knowing when to push and when to ease off. At what age do they take in more than French fries? What builds better character: vacations at home with their make-believe games or the new worlds of jet-set travel? As another Stevenson often asked: Are treasure islands places that we visit or imagine?


I knew from an earlier trip with the girls to Paris that even if the splendors of the Champs-Elysées are outside the front door, children travel so they can jump up and down on hotel beds.


In Washington, we almost missed our early-morning slot at the White House after the girls discovered that the M&Ms were free at the breakfast buffet. During the tour, while a burly Secret Service agent in the Blue Room tried to explain the tranquil realism of Thomas Eakins or what was a gift to the nation from Mrs. Madison, my younger daughter, then seven, broke the hush with a loud stage whisper: “Daddy, I forgot my underwear,” words no father wants to hear in the Clinton White House.


To get the girls into the Capitol Rotunda, I had first to feed the squirrels on the steps of the Supreme Court. In Philadelphia, the cost of my speech on the frailty of liberty was a ride in a horse-drawn carriage.


So that guards could inspect our handbags, we waited two hours before entering the Statue of Liberty, lest any visitor try to emulate what Samuel Adams and his Sons of Liberty did to earlier symbols of power. From the pedestal, we took in the skyline of lower Manhattan, and I tried, without much of an audience, to tell the stories of relatives who had knocked on the golden door.


As always, the gift shops of freedom proved a greater allure than the ideals. But in the museum, the French connections to liberty, among the letters that dedicated the statue, struck a chord in two girls who live every day in its language and customs.


Finally we were doing more than feeding squirrels. That gift from the Old World to the New, which spoke of earlier passages from the Swiss countryside to New York harbor, lit a torch both for this Father of Exiles and his daughters.









Globetrotting


(1989)




I have fallen in love with American names,


The sharp names that never get fat,


The snakeskin-titles of mining claims,


The plumed war-bonnet of Medicine Hat,


Tucson and Deadwood and Lost Mule Flat.


Seine and Piave are silver spoons,


But the spoonbowl-metal is thin and worn,


There are English counties like hunting-tunes


Played on the keys of a postboy’s horn,


But I will remember where I was born.


Stephen Vincent Benet,


“American Names”





By happy coincidence my childhood overlapped with the fading twilight of American railroads. I spent many school vacations in my father’s company, seeing the country by train. He traveled on business, and, when lucky, I tagged along. We would leave New York either from Pennsylvania Station, on dingy tracks far below the procession of columns and the guardian eagles, or from Grand Central, after passing under the man-made galaxy in the terminal heavens. A week or so later we would end up in Wyoming, Virginia, or Texas—or, more precisely, Rocks Springs, Petersburg, or Beaumont. America became a reel of fast-moving images, framed by the Pullman car window.


My first trip, at age five, was to Philadelphia, Reading, and Tamaqua—a fitting start for someone who would come to Lewisburg in 1972. I remember being carried, half-asleep, off the coach at Franklin Street in Philadelphia, the cab ride to a commercial hotel, the bucket of ice from the hallway, the angled parked cars in Reading, and the serpent of steam under which we traveled through the coal fields to Tamaqua.


On later trips we rode the Twentieth Century along the Hudson River to Chicago and the Southern Crescent past the Capitol to Atlanta. Black men in starched white coats would serve dinner in the dining cars, but often a white mâitre d’ would collect money for the bill. After dinner I would prowl through the train or read in the observation car. Sometimes a train in the West would have a dome car, and we would watch thunderstorms sweep across the plains. From my berth, always the upper, I would listen for the bells of the grade crossings or watch lights on the prairie wink like beacons at sea. Sunrise would unveil the farmland of Indiana or the red clay of Georgia.


I think of those trains, with names like the General, the Super Chief, and the Zephyr, and wonder why America turned its back on the pleasures of travel. Now a trip to Chicago means a dash to the airport, a wait in line at security, a frozen dinner and a warm beer, and then a night in a hotel watching reruns of “Miami Vice.” I have flown Hong Kong to San Francisco and never glimpsed the Pacific Ocean and driven from New York to Bangor, Maine, and seen nothing beyond the interstate. It used to be that we traveled somewhere. Now everyone is faxed to a final destination.


Is the age of travel over? Although I despair at the collapse of American railways, the paucity of ocean liners to France, and what the automobile has done to the cities, I still believe it is a wonderful time to be a traveler. A day in the air and you can go anywhere: Faletti’s Hotel in Lahore, Pakistan; the Paul Gauguin house in Tahiti; or the Charles Bridge in Prague.


Compared to the costly addiction of home ownership, fares are a bargain, at least internationally. Today’s newspaper lists roundtrip to Cairo for $499, Bangkok $839. Beyond Havana and Rangoon, little travel need be with tours.


An active retired couple can see more of the world than did Columbus. Phileas Fogg and Passepartout could easily go around the world in eighteen days and still linger in Benares. You don’t need to be Charles Darwin to visit Patagonia or Ernest Hemingway to see big game in Kenya and revolution in Latin America.


What’s lost is not the ability to travel, which exists as never before, so much as a sense of what travel offers. On billboards and brochures, it is packaged as downtime—a week at Disney World, an excursion to Paris, a getaway to the Caribbean. For sale is a utopia where the world will never intrude. The best journeys are made out to be sentimental—to Venice on a restored Orient Express or down the Mississippi on a paddlewheel steamer, implying that the only memorable travel took place in the past.


I love idling at the beach as much as anyone, but my most rewarding trips are when I have a reason to travel—be it to explore a particular museum, to meet people on business, to walk on a battlefield like Waterloo or Anzio, to learn more about a political question that I know only from the newspapers.


During my junior year abroad, like the others in my program, I was content to wander aimlessly, to “hit Germany,” to poke around cathedrals with all the enthusiasm of someone waiting for a train. Friends would spend a weekend in Athens and then talk about having “done Greece.” It drew the distinction in my mind between travel, which needs a purpose, which seeks to engage the world, and tourism, for which the destination is always a theme park. George Bush, with his dashes around the world, is a tourist; Alexis de Tocqueville was a traveler.


A friend once said to me that if I ever took a Rorschach test all I would ever see in the inkblots would be the outlines of countries. I am afraid she was right. My house seems to have atlases the way a hotel has Gideon Bibles. My taste in art is an old street plan of lower Manhattan or a chart of the Caribbean. I can sort wash looking at Cape Agulhas, Africa’s literal southern tip, or peel potatoes studying the vineyards of France. Over my desk at work is a map of Australia; my top drawer is crammed with schedules.


To me one of the great pleasures of travel is simply to think about it. I run itineraries through my mind the way a computer sorts data. The Official Airline Guide tells me about flights. (Qantas, not United, has a flight from Honolulu to Cairns.) Thomas Cook’s Overseas Timetable gets me on trains. (The Bombay Mail departs Calcutta at 19:45 with air-conditioned first-class cars and a diner.) I even have an old copy of Russell’s Official National Motor Coach Guide (Wilderness Transit Co. has morning service from Craig, Colorado, to Grand Junction, with an 8:20 stop in Rifle), but I consult it only in desperation.


Guidebooks that list restaurants and hotels leave me cold—when has a hotel ever resembled its write-up in Fodor’s?—but I find offbeat guides a delight. Ferries of America lists every one still in service, like the Millersburg ferry that crosses the Susquehanna to Liverpool. The March to Victory guides visitors to the World War II battlefields in Europe (for Omaha Beach, follow D 514 west 6 km to Colleville-sur-Mer, then turn north 1.5 km to the American Military Cemetery). Literary New York points out that Arthur Miller imagined Willy Loman living at 1350 East Third Street in Brooklyn—a bit too close to my house for comfort.


If I want the unvarnished truth about a place, I turn to the Traveller’s Dictionary of Quotation, a voluminous anthology, with excerpts arranged by city and country. In 1939, John Gunther wrote, “Japan has never been sweet sixteen.” S. J. Perelman noted that Philadelphia wasn’t the City of Brotherly Love so much as the “City of Bleak November Afternoons,” although Alexander Mackay thought it “a great flat, over-baked brick-field.” Hong Kong is described anonymously as “A borrowed place living on borrowed time.” Will Rogers is quoted on Americans: “We don’t know what we want, but we are ready to bite someone to get it.”


Books are often the reason I travel. After reading the novels of Alan Paton, I decided I wanted to see South Africa. August 1914 by Alexandr Solzhenitsyn lured me to the Lake District in Poland. How can anyone resist Alaska after reading John McPhee? A collection of Ernie Pyle’s war correspondence is pushing me to Kasserine Pass.


A good trip also needs good reading. I take delight in matching the perfect book to the landscape: to read Boswell while in London, Maugham in Singapore, or Steinbeck in California. To take me through Louisiana, I want Robert Penn Warren, or, at Gettysburg, The Killer Angels by Michael Shaara. There is no better guide to Auschwitz than the memoirs of Primo Levi. Recollections of a Life by Alger Hiss has a melancholic remembrance of the Lewisburg penitentiary.


Such sentiment should make me a fan of travel writing, although I rarely make it through accounts of trekking in the Himalayas or hitchhiking across Mexico. What I often find missing is a connection to history or literature. Politics are rarely discussed. Wisdom is discerned through a haphazard parade of strangers. The landscape blurs. I want The Innocents Abroad, not simply innocence.


Of course, I have discovered wonderful exceptions to my bias. I have affection for the writing of Paul Theroux (The Great Railway Bazaar), especially Riding the Iron Rooster. He turned compartments of the Chinese railways into confessionals and produced not just a book about trains but a series of dialogues on the everyday dreams, fears, and idiosyncrasies of the Chinese.


My friend Simon Winchester, a British author and journalist, visited the fifteen surviving colonies of the British Empire—if you’re trying to remember them, don’t forget St. Helena, Ascension, Pitcairn, or the Falklands—and published in Outposts not only a graceful narrative of his trip but also a vivid indictment of Britain’s colonial attitudes.


In a few instances I have followed in the footsteps of another English friend, Geoffrey Moorhouse (Calcutta, To the Frontier, Imperial City), and found his impressions of India, Pakistan, or New York to be mine—a personal acid test few writers pass.


I don’t warm to much travel writing because I read most books as dispatches or letters from a frontier. Ideally, if I ever get that mythical free Saturday afternoon, I would arrange my library geographically, with no distinction made between fiction and nonfiction. For example, Maine would have the Letters of E. B. White and the stories of Sarah Orne Jewett. Italy would have both the wartime memoirs of Raleigh Trevelyan, Rome 44, and the speeches of Cicero. On the Prague shelf you might find Kafka and Too Strong for Fantasy by Marcia Davenport. My Lewisburg collection would have the novels of John Wheatcroft and The Facts by Philip Roth.


As much as I enjoy reading about the world—Emily Dickinson wrote “There is no frigate like a book”—until I have actually visited a country, I don’t feel entitled to an opinion on its politics. It embarrasses me that I had passionate views on the Panama Canal before I set foot in the Canal Zone or that I still can hold forth at dinner parties on Iran, which I have only seen from the dubious perch of 35,000 feet.


For a trip to be successful it need not entail a drive from Cape Town to Cairo or six weeks in the Ukraine. Some of the best trips I have taken have been a day in the midst of a longer, sometimes uneventful journey.


Last fall, for example, I ended up in Thailand after a month of business in Australia and New Zealand. My meetings finished late on a Wednesday night. I was homesick, tired, and missing the presidential election and the World Series. A flight via Tokyo in the morning would get me home for Halloween.


Instead I got up in time to catch the 6: 00 A. M. train to Aranyaprathet, a small town on the Thai-Cambodian border. A friend in New York had made it possible for me to visit the Cambodian refugee camps. All I had to do was get to what everyone calls Aran.


My ticket for the five-hour train trip was 48 Baht, about $1.95, and I took a seat beside an open window in a car that resembled one on the Philadelphia subway. Only third class was available, but the train was clean and departed on time.


Dawn broke in the Bangkok suburbs as the local ran a gauntlet of makeshift housing. In the foreground women were hauling water to open fires; in the distance lights flicked on at random in the modern high-rise apartments. Neatly dressed school children clamored into the car. On the opposite seat, two monks in saffron robes smoked cigarettes impassively.


Out of the city, the train ran briskly through expansive, irrigated fields, as if in a tropical Holland. Farmers navigated their crops in small wooden motorboats. Lotus leaves lined the shoulders of the canals.


This day was my first in the countryside of Indochina, and I thought only of Vietnam, which is several hundred miles to the east. Why did the U. S., with a mechanized army, want to fight a war in a bog? What was it like for soldiers to hump knapsacks in this sun or to fight a war-in-the-round, imagining the enemy behind each line of trees?


After getting a pass from the military police, I spent the day at Khao I Dang, a refugee camp several miles from the border. My guides were young American volunteers, who took me to schools, the camp library, a clinic for children, and a special center where amputees—from the minefields along the border—learn to use their new limbs.


The camp supports several thousand Cambodians, not in relief agency tents, but in well-constructed thatched houses. The paths and streets are red clay, which in many spots is swept clean. I had expected the holding pens of The Killing Fields and was relieved to find a well-cared-for Indochinese village, albeit one established in no-man’s-land.


These Cambodian refugees are a people without a country. The continuing civil war has driven many into Thailand, which, however, is no longer willing to grant them immigrant status. Earlier refugees were resettled in third countries, including the United States, but those windows are now closed.


The choice for those now fleeing is to return to Cambodia and possibly submit to the Khmer Rouge, which occupies western parts of the country, or to linger in the camps, which is why many of the men spend their days idling, as if outside a Depression-era soup kitchen.


The Americans and the Thais oppose the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia and speak hopefully of a future coalition government that would exclude the participation of the Khmer Rouge and its leaders, notably the genocidal Pol Pot. Nevertheless, what is clear from conversations in the camps is that the Khmer Rouge is the strongest member of the opposition—it utilizes some refugee camps as military bases—and will fill any vacuum left by a Vietnamese withdrawal. It leaves the United States with the prospect of supporting the Vietnamese occupation or a Khmer Rouge return to power—a dilemma avoided in our political discussions.


If we do nothing at all, Pol Pot will be back.


On my trips I learn the most through conversation. As eager as I am to tour ruins or track down museums, my delight is talking politics—be it with writers or economists, businessmen or strangers. But the best conversations cannot be left to chance. Before any trip I send out letters for appointments. Some never get answered. One resulted in a meeting with Alan Paton.


On arrival, I work the phones. It has always delighted me that so many people I have contacted have been eager to meet a traveling American. The notion that we’re hated overseas never extends to the personal level. I have had generous receptions from Arabs and Jews, Indians and Pakistanis, Afghanis and Russians, white and black South Africans.


I take greatest pleasure in meeting friends of democracy, especially when their opposition is a dictatorial or well-fortified state. Horacio Mendez Carreras opposed the junta in Argentina even when it was killing those in opposition. Henryk Wozniakowski, a publisher of books and magazines in Cracow, works for freer speech in Poland. Each has convictions to match his courage and the sense, which de Tocqueville had, that American democracy could, by example more than by rhetoric, help those living under suppression.


A love of travel comes naturally to me. But how to travel was something I learned, especially from Peter Kresl, an associate professor of economics. In January 1974—my sophomore year—he led six students on a trip across Canada to study U. S.–Canadian relations. What initially drew me to the trip, I confess, wasn’t a passion to understand the economy of Saskatchewan, but the plan to travel by rail. How would it hurt, as we rode “the impossible railway,” to have a few seminars on tariffs?


The day after New Year’s, 1974, seven of us met at Windsor Station in Montreal. A coach ticket to Vancouver cost $55. Peter Kresl had arranged interviews with prominent Canadians along the transcontinental route. Even more astounding, they had agreed to see us—a rag-tag crew that devoted long hours in the club cars debating the merits of Molson and Labatt.


We met French separatists in Montreal, a former prime minister in Ottawa, a publisher in Winnipeg, and the energy czar of Alberta. We ended up in Vancouver—wearing our familiar blue jeans and flannel shirts—in the expansive board room of a forestry company. How refreshing it was to learn without having to write a paper on Karl Marx or Sigmund Freud’s The Future of an Illusion.


January 1974 was high noon of the first energy crisis. Because Canada had ample petroleum reserves, many of those we interviewed seemed to adopt the bearing of a desert sheik. Canada finally had something the Americans needed. Perhaps it would join OPEC? A number referred to themselves as “Arabs with blue eyes.” Maybe now Canada would emerge from the shadow cast by the 49th parallel? Americans would finally look north with some respect.


While thinking about this article, I decided to make a trip to Lewisburg. I wanted to speak with students majoring in international relations and to attend several classes and, in effect, to remember how I saw the world when I was graduating from college.


I spent a day on campus, most of it in the lounge of the political science department. Students came and went as their schedules permitted. I asked them about their classes, and they asked me about opportunities to use their degrees in international relations.


I saw a lot of myself in the students who came through the door. They had been majors in English, history, languages, or political science. Now as majors in international relations, they loved their course variety and their professors, but they dreaded graduation.


Many spent their junior year abroad and looked forward, as they said, to “doing something international.” But they weren’t biologists on their way to medical school or engineers heading for construction. Is there such a thing as a career in international relations? Where is the personnel office anyway?


No two students I saw that afternoon were pursuing the same dream. Among them they wanted to work in finance in London, with refugees in the U. S., in political geography at a university, in foreign countries teaching English. They spoke of hitchhiking to Seattle and catching a charter flight to Japan. I suppose they were no different from other groups of undergraduates—a mixture of eagerness and uncertainty—but, as was written of Stuart Little, they struck me as somehow “headed in the right direction.”


These students would not be accidental tourists, Macon Learys searching Paris for a cheeseburger or London for American-style plumbing. Their ideal world would never be a drip-dry cocoon, nor would they use a book simply to fend off strangers. To my mind they were travelers. It might take them time to find a career, but already they knew the life they wanted to lead.


I spent that evening with some of the professors from the political science department—Tom Travis, Charles Longley, and Harry Blair—all of whom teach students in international relations. The evening had aspects of Back to the Future, as each was a professor while I attended Bucknell.


Although we didn’t realize it at the time, many of the professors in the early 1970s were young themselves, fresh from graduate school and starting their careers. I think we assumed that, because they knew everything, they had to be at least middle-aged. Talking to them that night, I was struck by how much ground they had covered.


Tom Travis had studied and taught for a year in India. Harry Blair was consulting relief agencies on development in Bangladesh. Charles Longley had observations on American political life that provided a context for the Reagan years beyond the sound bites of the Sunday talk shows.


We spent the evening swapping travelers’ tales. It was a pleasure once again to hear the precision of their language and the range of their minds. Clearly the ideals of the professors had nurtured those of their students.


I decided to take the coal road home—south along the Susquehanna to Sunbury, east on Route 61 through Shamokin, Mount Carmel, and Pottsville. Interstate 80 is to travel what fast food is to regional cooking. The road to Reading is one de Tocqueville would have traveled.


I hadn’t remembered the prosperity of Sunbury, the stately homes along the river, the rich farmland of the valley. Aluminum siding has replaced soot as the façade of Shamokin. Edward Hopper might still be drawn to Mt. Carmel, its forlorn streets, its anthracite past, its specter of black lung. But how would he paint the greenhouses filling in some of the coal pits? Pottsville appeared newer and brighter—suddenly part of the neon, video economy. But from the hill in town, the state prison still casts its shadow—part crusader fortress, part gothic nightmare.


Up ahead lay Amish country and the brewery, now run by Stroh. Soon I would join the trickle of rushing traffic that, as I drew closer to New York, would widen like the Amazon basin. But my mind lingered on another verse from “American Names.”




Rue des Martyrs and Bleeding-Heart-Yard,


Senlis, Pisa, and Blindman’s Oast,


It is a magic ghost you guard


But I am sick for a newer ghost,


Harrisburg, Spartanburg, Painted Post.












Guadalcanal


(1990)


Like many people now in their thirties, I grew up in the long shadow cast by the Second World War. A green wool uniform hung in our cedar closet, and accounts of the Pacific island campaigns were part of the casual family conversations during Saturday errands or cleanings of the garage.


At an early age I knew my father had served with the Marines, that the fighting had taken place on remote Pacific islands, and that the destruction of Hiroshima had saved American forces from a deadly assault on the Japanese mainland.


Legends, or so they seemed, were woven around distant places like the Solomon Islands, Espíritu Santo, and New Britain. In other families, similar stories must have been told about the Normandy beaches, Cassino, and night flights over Ploesti. These war stories were vivid scenes in the tableau that explained, not just something about my father, but what it was to fight in a war.


In the early 1960s television made it easy to imagine the war. On a nightly basis it was possible to track small units on their way to either Berlin or Tokyo. German and Japanese soldiers died by the hundreds, in a manner that portrayed war as no more difficult than a cattle roundup or, in the case of snipers, a fox hunt. By that time John Wayne was devoting less effort to the defeat of the Japanese. But other actors, such as Cliff Robertson in PT 109, portrayed the Pacific campaigns as updated versions of chivalrous quests. Armies were never depicted as faceless, industrial machines or as capable of such blunders as Tarawa or Peleliu. Instead they were squads or torpedo boats, like that skippered by Lt. John Kennedy, which inevitably survived tough scrapes behind enemy lines. No wonder Vietnam proved such a disappointment. Didn’t the North Vietnamese realize their role in the epic of Americans at arms?


Although I warmed to Hollywood’s romance of the war won with errant knights, I noticed my father gave it a cool reception. As I now recollect, he never took me to war pictures, nor did he express anything but derisive humor for movie-lot combat. But he did talk freely about the war. And from our conversations about what it was like to survive an air raid or lead an assault, I inferred that the best way to fathom war was to read about it.


Even my father’s answers to my boyish questions about bombs and bullets contained allusions to literature. Before I was able to finish full-length books, I knew that the key to understanding jungle warfare lay in The Thin Red Line by James Jones or that Erich M. Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front applied to trenches on Okinawa as well as to those in France. The memoirs of generals were written by publicists and were probably unreliable. The only way to understand what had happened was to hear it from someone who was there. Truth, it seemed, could be picked up from a radiant that grew weaker the farther you got from the front lines.


Just as our conversations of war touched on its literature, so did they usually return to Guadalcanal. My father landed there on D-Day and led a rifle company through four months of the campaign, which included a bayonet charge on the banks of the Tenaru River. But he refused either to romanticize the fighting or to wallow in self-pity for having been sent there. If anything, his narratives were, and still are, laced with ironic detachment, as if survival—then and now—required a separation from the brutality of the warfare or the misery of the conditions.


Because Guadalcanal in our family acquired the position of a mythological site, it never occurred to me that I might go there. Not only was it a dark land of giants, but it lay in the South Pacific, among the far-flung archipelago that stretched from Honolulu to Australia. I never included it even in my travel daydreams until I was given William Manchester’s Goodbye, Darkness. The inscription from my father read: “Someday you will travel among these islands and form your own memories of the distant battle sites.”


I found the Manchester memoirs a revelation. Passages evoked qualities I had admired in the autobiographies of Siegfried Sassoon and Robert Graves. But Manchester was remembering not the trenches along the Somme, but the island warfare that had loomed so large in my childhood imagination. He also retraced the steps taken by the Marines on their way from New Guinea to Okinawa.


Until Manchester proved otherwise, I had thought Gog and Magog more accessible than Guadalcanal, Cape Gloucester, or the Palaus. But with relative ease he had flown to Honiara, the capital of The Solomons, and hiked across the battlefield as if he were visiting Bull Run or Spotsylvania. His writing mixed a travel account with a wartime memoir and a history of the Pacific campaign such that it takes a careful reader to figure out that Manchester wasn’t the only Marine to have seen action in all the campaigns. But I chose to overlook such narrative liberties. Manchester had given me confidence that someday I might “travel among these islands.”


My chance to visit Guadalcanal came after a business trip to Australia that ended with several meetings in Papua New Guinea. Its capital, Port Moresby, is seven hundred miles west of Guadalcanal, although the flights between them tend to be on island-hoppers. I finished my work late on a Tuesday. The next morning, instead of starting the slow trip home to New York, I put in a 4: 00 A. M. wake-up call, in time to catch a 6: 00 A. M. flight to Guadalcanal.


The only taxi in front of the Port Moresby Travelodge needed a roll-start for the engine to engage. In the pre-dawn blackness, the driver coaxed his Holden sedan around hairpin, coastal turns and through yellow lights. Port Moresby has little to recommend it, especially in the middle of the night. Downtown is a disjointed mix of high-rise apartments, suburban office blocks, and open-front stores that attract midday idlers. Like Juneau, Alaska, it is a landlocked capital surrounded by jagged, forbidding mountains. The landscape is dry and dusty, and the one beach in town is avoided because crime is endemic. The inner harbor, with some rusting hulks and a yacht club, evokes a Somerset Maugham short story. The plot would involve the alcoholism of a diplomat’s wife, who would be unable to escape the confines of the club, let alone the city or the country.


I had some doubts about leaving myself, as the driver nursed the engine at lonely streetlights. But we made the airport with time to spare. Air Niugini flight number 82 climbed to cruising altitude above the Owen Stanley Range, where low-level clouds whisked among labyrinthine valleys. Among those ridges, at the start of the Second World War, Australian troops had defeated the Japanese in bitter jungle fighting along the Kokoda Trail. The day before in Moresby I had driven to the Bomana War Cemetery that lies in the foothills of the Owen Stanleys. The cemetery was the familiar symmetrical pattern of white headstones set against neatly tended grass. All had engraved poetic inscriptions or simple family farewells, suggesting an orderly end. But the hills in the distance, where most of the men had died in the hand-to-hand fighting, had the look of a tropical Appalachia.


It takes fifty minutes to fly from Bougainville down The Slot to Guadalcanal. On either side of the plane were small clusters of tropical islands whose names form a roster of Second World War battles: Vella Lavella, New Georgia, the Russells, Savo Island, and Tulagi. At its simplest, the campaign in the Solomons was to control this turquoise corridor that came to represent the left flank of the Japanese march to New Zealand and Australia. Nowhere in the world did the U. S. suffer the naval defeats that it sustained off Guadalcanal, in waters that came to be known as Iron Bottom Sound. Eventually American firepower exhausted the enemy. But with a few twists of fate, the Japanese fleets in The Slot could easily have crossed the T on the idea of the American century.


Guadalcanal is one of those places, at least in literature, that rarely makes a good impression. Jack London, who sailed there on the ketch Snark, wrote: “If I were a king, the worst punishment I could inflict upon my enemies would be to banish them to the Solomons.” William Manchester remembers his first emotions as mixed: “I thought of Baudelaire: fleurs du mal. It was a vision of beauty, but of evil beauty. . . . In between were thick, steamy, matted, almost impenetrable screens of cassia, liana vines, and twisted creepers, masked here and there by mangrove swamps and clumps of bamboo. . . . The forest seemed almost faunal: arrogant, malevolent, cruel.” My father described his first impression in an account of the battle that was published in American Heritage: “At first light we stood along the rail and looked out across the calm, violet water. There lay the island, dark and impassively sinister, shrouded in an early morning haze pinpricked by bright orange flashes of shell fire from our ships.”


For me Guadalcanal appeared as rocky jungle, whose inhospitable mountaintops were encased in clouds. We made landfall over Cape Esperance, the northwestern tip of the island, and flew parallel to the coastal road. From a map in a history I was reading, I recognized Point Cruz, the Matanikau River, Lunga Point, and the mouth of the Ilu—places of battle that I previously imagined as remote, in many ways, as Cold Harbor, Ypres, or Kasserine Pass. I was also struck by the island’s colors: the warmth of an azure sea against a stark green jungle. In my mind Guadalcanal was a black-and-white photograph that showed men coming ashore or hiking jungle trails. The sea and the underbrush were always gray.


I cleared customs at Henderson International Airport, a name that tickles my father, who knew it only as Henderson Field, a muddy landing strip that was the prize of battle. In the waiting room was a brass plaque that listed the winners at Guadalcanal of the Congressional Medal of Honor. Names such as Archer Vandegrift, who was the commanding general, or Merritt Edson, a battalion commander, I knew well from my reading, but to the other passengers, who filed out carrying scuba gear and tennis rackets, this might have been an intersection in a New England town and they might well have been walking past a faint inscription about deeds accomplished at the Wilderness.


On the bus ride into town, I was seated next to an American I judged to be in his early seventies. He wore khakis, a sun hat, and betrayed none of the hesitance of a first-time visitor. He had been on Guadalcanal during the war, although after the fighting, and pointed out such landmarks as the original control tower at Henderson Field, Kukurn airstrip, and the Lunga River, which you cross on the twenty-minute ride into Honiara. To see the battlefields he said I would need both a car and a driver. To get around, he added, I should buy some topographical maps from the Ministry of Agriculture and Lands, which was a short walk from the hotel.


Honiara looks like one of those Caribbean towns that travel guides recommend for a half-day’s shopping. It has schools, a few oil tanks, government buildings, lots of little boys riding in the back of pickup trucks, and the Mendana Hotel. The veranda bar, overlooking Point Cruz, is divided between local businessmen, with briefcases at their ankles, and American veterans, on trips of remembrance. Many of the Americans wore Hawaiian shirts, gimme caps, and name tags that bore the insignia of their travel brigades. I found it difficult to recognize these men as the dashing soldiers of my childhood imagination, as I am sure it is hard for many of them to fit together their lives then and now. Chatting with some of them in the lobby and at the bar made me remember meeting a World War I veteran in a Yugoslavian village in 1976. He spoke no English, but we were trying to understand each other when he abruptly left the conversation, only to return moments later, carrying a large framed picture. It showed the same man in his early twenties, with dark hair, a thin mustache, and military trim. “You see,” his melancholic expression conveyed, “I haven’t always been what you’re seeing today.”


After lunch I bought the maps and picked up the car and driver, whose name was Paul. I wondered why I needed a driver at all until we crossed the Lunga River and plunged into a coconut plantation on small dirt trails. I have always thought of Guadalcanal as Gettysburg in the Pacific—an improbable place for the collision of two industrial armies. At Gettysburg today it is hard to see the battlefields for the monuments. But Guadalcanal, as my friend on the bus had pointed out, is unmarked. I had my topographical surveys, a military history, a guide, and a rented car, and still it was difficult to navigate through the Lever Brothers plantation, which was the original perimeter. The island doesn’t have a visitors’ center, driving tours, battlefield signs, or gift shops. Hence, unlike the geometric symmetry of Civil War history as presented by the Department of the Interior, what remains vivid at Guadalcanal, even at midday, is the fog of war.


On one of these cart trails near Henderson Field, we came across another car full of Americans. On the edge of the thick underbrush, a man about my age said that his father was out in the thicket looking for his foxhole. Before long the father emerged, breathless, to declare that he had found the foxhole where he had lived for the worst six months of the campaign. I asked a few questions about the island then and now, but instead of an answer, what I got was a monologue. The father recounted landing on the island, his part in the campaign, how he survived, the importance of air power, the sweep of the Pacific campaign, and on and on. Great interest on my part turned to tedium until, after twenty minutes, I walked back to my car. Paul, the driver, was more polite and got another five minutes on what General MacArthur had been up to in New Guinea. I am sure the father had spent a conventional life and functioned normally. But either the heat or his return to Guadalcanal had moved the plates along some dormant emotional fault line. I regretted my impatience, but now I understood my own father’s phrase when he would talk of the war’s effect and how, for some, it had scrambled their brains.


We threaded our way through the coconut plantation to Henderson Field, now a long asphalt runway, and then drove east to Red Beach, where the Marines, and among them my father, first landed. The popular image of amphibious landings in the Pacific has Marines hitting beaches edged with thick jungle. Forty-eight years ago that might have been Red Beach, but now it is a thin strip of sand that gives way to scrubby grass, the occasional palm tree, and a saw mill. I had expected a marker, a few plaques, maybe a map with arrows showing what had happened, which is typical of the American battlefields in Europe, but instead we parked near a rubbish heap and walked to the beach through the yard of a seaside house.


To reconstruct events meant spreading the topographical maps in the sand and digging through the books and articles I had jammed into a shoulder bag. It was easy to retrace my father’s steps because he has written two accounts of the battle. Immediately after the campaign, probably in January of 1943, he wrote his company’s report. It was forgotten until the summer of 1989, when one of his men sent him a copy with a note: “I was cleaning out an old footlocker recently and ran across the enclosed documents. . . . Thank you for the good example you set for this 18-year-old country boy from Alabama.” Before my trip my father handed me a copy, but added a critique of his own literary style. “This is written,” he said, as if to place the writing along the spectrum of Guadalcanal prose, “in that dry military style. It has all the usual battlefield clichés about achieving objectives and engaging the enemy.” But I know it pleased him that the report had resurfaced.


I also had my father’s article from American Heritage, which he wrote in the summer of 1983, at the prompting of John Keegan, the military historian and a friend, who had heard his account of the battle and urged him to set it down on paper.


The narrator of the company report is a young first lieutenant, who records the action in a style now preferred in corporate memos. For example, he describes the landing: “We penetrated from the beach to a distance of 500 yards inland and crossed a tributary of the Ilu without opposition. . . . Darkness found the company deep in the jungle at the headwaters of the Ilu. . . . At 0500 firing broke out on the left flank which was answered ineffectively. Pfc Oscar Grover was killed.”


The writer in American Heritage, by contrast, speaks in the voice I know to be my father’s, and the detachment of forty years gives the narrative what Paul Fussell has described as the irony of war. Guadalcanal is not sixty minutes of well-played football, but an unending series of long days’ journeys that are followed by terrifying nights. The landing and the move inland are not previews of John Wayne at Iwo Jima, but an introduction to the aspects of war that are confusing, illogical, random, and fatal:




No orders came until just before nightfall, when we were told to move on again. We followed the company to our right, leaving the high grass and pushing through the jungle single file. Darkness came swiftly, and I thought this was an extraordinary way to be going anywhere, toward a possible enemy position, in the dead of night. When the command came to halt, the men flopped down on either side of the trail. Shortly thereafter, as we lay together in the blackness, came our first experience of pure terror. Without warning, a cacophony of small arms fire enveloped us. A Japanese ambush? But the shots were coming at point-blank range. Too close! We were firing at each other. I don’t know how I made my voice heard above the din, but the platoon leaders and noncoms took up the cry, “Cease fire.” Shaken and exhausted, we lay silent until the dawn, which disclosed one man dead and one wounded—the first installment of the price we were to pay.





From Red Beach, where I was standing, it took my father’s company two days to advance through the jungle and seize the airstrip. Then the company took a position on the perimeter, about a mile inland, and prepared for the Japanese counterattack. His company report indicates that “outposts were manned along the east end of the air field.” But writing forty years later he remembers: “There were gaps of hundreds of yards between the fortified positions of our units. . . . The only thing that enabled us to survive the battles that were to come was the incredible luck that inspired the Japanese always to attack at those points where we were dug in instead of the vast empty spaces where we were not.”


Back in the car, Paul and I wandered among some of these empty spaces, looking for the site of the Battle of the Tenaru. It actually occurred on a spit of the Ilu, a nearby river, but early military maps errantly transposed the river names. The confusion continues fifty years later. Paul knew Red Beach and Henderson Field, but not the Battle of the Tenaru. Nor did his knowledge of jungle streams match that of the topographical maps. Again I was angered that our Pentagon dollars had never included signs to remember a pivotal battle in the Pacific. Belleau Wood along the Marne is decorated with monuments and maps of the World War I Marine victory, but part of Red Beach is a junkyard, and the only way to find the Ilu spit is with topographical surveys.


I was eager to find it because that is where Americans first defeated Japanese infantry and where my father led a bayonet charge into enemy lines. Many times I had heard the story of how the Japanese had sent the Ichiki Battalion along the beach to attack and, they thought, destroy the U. S. defensive positions around the airfield. Instead it was unable to ford the so-called Tenaru and was enveloped by a battalion that included my father’s company. Of the bayonet charge, he later wrote: “Marines and Japanese fought face-to-face in the swirling gunsmoke, lunging, stabbing, and smashing with bayonets and rifle butts.” In the battle the entire Japanese battalion, about nine hundred men, died. A famous Second World War photograph of the Tenaru shows rows of dead Japanese soldiers pressed into the sand, as if they have washed ashore in a deadly tide. It echoes “A Harvest of Death,” Timothy O’Sullivan’s photograph of Union dead in a misty Gettysburg field.


After a long walk through dense shoreline bush, I finally stood at the mouth of the Tenaru and recalled the disturbing end to this familiar story. After the fighting had ceased, a Japanese soldier, playing dead, threw a hand grenade at several American soldiers, including my father, who later wrote: “Miraculously we were unhurt by the blast; we rushed at him, and as d’Errico covered him with his rifle, I placed my .45 automatic pistol to his head and pulled the trigger.”


Although such action was the ingredient of the movies I enjoyed as a child, I found it uncomfortable to visit a place where my father had killed a man. Casualties in war are easier to fathom when they come in broad engagements and end up in body counts. To contribute to my unease, whenever my father tells this story he adds that he went through the man’s wallet and found a snapshot of his wife and two children smiling before a lacquered screen. Even when I was young, such a postscript changed the account from a gung ho war story to one that saw, in every one of the war dead, a distant family. For my father, the wallet picture may have been the only time on Guadalcanal that he saw the Japanese as something other than a hated foe, capable of every treachery. As he later wrote: “Hacking our way through the jungle, we tended to think of the enemy as wily Orientals at home in this nightmarish terrain. We forgot that they were young men from crowded cities like Tokyo and farmland like Kyushu, just as we were city boys from Boston or country lads from Georgia.”


Both my father’s company report and the magazine article are remarkable for the way they describe death in individual terms. The fighting on Guadalcanal lasted six months. Thirty thousand men on both sides were killed. Under such conditions, I would expect a battlefield report to describe casualties just as Nathaniel Hawthorne had described the death of the stranger in “The Ambitious Guest”: “His name and person utterly unknown; his history, his way of life, his plans, a mystery never to be solved.” Instead each death or wounding is treated with an empathy I never imagined to be part of troop movements in the Second World War. As a result, the report reads like a log from a beleaguered clipper ship or Daniel Defoe’s Journal from a Plague Year:




At 0500 a low level bombing attack was sustained in which Private Dan R. Hunt was killed and Private Andrew J. Thomason wounded. . . . Subsequently dysentery heavily affected the health of the Company. Private Thomas J. Knichel died of the disease August 27. . . . Corp. Zoli T. Almasi was wounded by shrapnel. . . . In the ensuing fire fight Private John C. Green was killed.





The idea of war as the sum of specific deaths was also a recurring theme among the early war stories that I can remember. It formed the antidote to my favorable impression of war as a variation on professional football. In particular, the death that seared my conscience was that of Bob Fowler, who served as lieutenant with my father on Guadalcanal. Millions died in the Second World War, but his death was the only one that seemed like the loss of a family member.


By the age of seven, I knew that my father’s closest friend, Bob Fowler, had died, as it was put, “on the last day of the war.” I remember wondering, in a childish way, why he had not known the war was about to end and laid low. His picture in the family album shows a boyish man, in his early twenties, with sharp, exuberant features and straight blond hair, not unlike a lead actor in a British documentary on East Africa. My father always referred to him by his nickname “Swifty,” which added to the legend.


In the report, Bob Fowler often gets singled out for special mention, as if he were a favorite son or brother: “The enemy was compelled to retire upon receiving fire from the light machine guns in the weapons platoon, commanded by Lt. Fowler. . . . After capturing Mahile, Lt. Fowler was ordered to move east and investigate a small native mission. . . . Lt. Fowler made a three day combat patrol to wipe out an enemy field piece which had been registering in the sector. He personally accounted for a Japanese officer.” But the Bob Fowler described often to my sisters and me was not a ferocious warrior or grizzled Marine so much as a cheerful, warm-hearted friend who somehow had the ability to endure the horrors of war and maintain a genial disposition.


Although I knew Bob Fowler had died mythically “on the last day of the war,” I never knew exactly how. Nor did my father, to my knowledge. Bob Fowler had left the First Marines after the campaign on New Britain, returned to the United States to take command of his own company, and died while fighting on Okinawa. More than once I heard my father say: “I always felt that if he had stayed with me I could have gotten him through.” Anyone who comes home from any war returns with many regrets, and for my father they focused on the death of Bob Fowler. It was as if the war had a purpose and meaning until that point, after which all the fighting became a variation on the senselessness that destroyed the Warsaw ghetto.


The story ended there until I discovered in Goodbye, Darkness that the company Bob Fowler had commanded was William Manchester’s. And in Manchester’s book is an account of how Fowler died. Manchester includes it in a passage that elaborates on James Jones’s belief of how easy it is in war to slip over “the thin red line between the sane and the mad”:




My father had warned me that war is grisly beyond imagining. Now I believed him. Bob Fowler, F Company’s popular, towheaded commander, had bled to death after being hit in the spleen. His orderly, who adored him, snatched up a submachine gun and unforgivably massacred a line of unarmed Japanese soldiers who had just surrendered.





I actually read the passage to my father, strangely enough, at a Memorial Day family barbecue. He was eager to hear what had happened, and I simply started reading aloud. When I finished the passage, he flushed red and swore sharply and uncharacteristically in front of the group, “God damn it to hell,” while stinging the seat cushion with his palm. Obviously he had never heard the story, and it was painful to think of his friend bleeding to death helplessly. Nor did he want to hear that Bob Fowler’s death had been the cause of an atrocity. The cry was a brief scream of reason that recoiled at so many lonely, needless deaths in the war.


During the Italian campaign, Ernie Pyle wrote a celebrated newspaper column about the death of another company commander, Henry Waskow. In Wartime, Paul Fussell uses that column to deflate Pyle as a sentimental propagandist, who never let too many facts of war get in the way of his messages to the American heartland. But that column described to me the numbing agony of what it was like to lose a friend in the war. It could just as easily, I sensed, have been written about the death of Bob Fowler. E. B. Sledge, a memoirist Fussell much admires, wrote similarly about the death of his Marine captain: “Our company commander represented stability and direction in a world of violence, death, and destruction. Now his life had been snuffed out. We felt forlorn and lost. It was the worst grief I endured during the entire war. The intervening years haven’t lessened it any.” Or as Pyle quotes one of the soldiers passing the corpse of Captain Waskow: “God damn it to hell anyway.”


My driver Paul and I left the mouth of the Ilu and drove south of Henderson Field to see Edson’s Bloody Ridge and the terrain of the upper Lunga River. From this savage no-man’s land, the Japanese had launched repeated attacks against the airstrip. Edson’s Ridge, a whaleshaped hillcrest, was another of the fortified positions that the Japanese were unlucky to strike. Even though a few of the enemy broke through to the airfield, most were killed or turned away in hand-to-hand night combat that my father remembers as a distant, flare-lit rumble in which, to his great relief, his company was spared any action.


Edson’s Ridge overlooks the airfield and the expanse of Iron Bottom Sound. If Guadalcanal was Gettysburg in the Pacific, this was Little Round Top. It is capped with one of the few historical markers on the island, a white obelisk as modest as the rock in the Pennsylvania woods that remembers the 20th Maine. But the rest of Guadalcanal that we saw, except for the Japanese war memorials on Mount Austen, was uncharted, at least historically. The only way to imagine what happened, even with a guide, was to evoke the books written about the island. It turned a trip to a battlefield into one of those walking tours that visits the houses of great writers.


Guadalcanal has inspired a small library of fiction and nonfiction, much of which lined the shelves where I grew up. In early 1943, almost before the fighting had ended, Guadalcanal Diary by Richard Tregaskis and Into the Valley by John Hersey were published, helping to fuel the legend that was growing. Samuel Eliot Morison devoted a volume to the importance of its sea battles in his naval history of the war. James Jones used Guadalcanal as the setting for The Thin Red Line, although he created a fictional landscape. As he wrote in the foreword: “To have used a completely made up island would have been to lose all of these special qualities which the name Guadalcanal evoked for my generation.”


I understand why my father holds James Jones in high regard. He writes about a rifle company—even a C Company—during the early months of the campaign. “He got it right” is the phrase that conveys the adulation. He describes the company with the clinical, pinpoint accuracy that Herman Melville uses to convey life aboard a whaler. Men foul themselves in fear, laugh at ghastly wounds inflicted on the enemy, learn to fight as if this were one of the Indian wars, and, when they least expect to, show courage or cowardice. And Jones writes in the crisp, purposeful language that is the best expression of the clarity of American thought at mid-century. The prose is brutal, sardonic, pessimistic, witty, and always to the point. The intervening years may have softened the tone, but the voice I hear in Jones is one that, at times, I can recognize in my father’s accounts of the war.


Unfortunately, I came to Jones after reading a number of Vietnam novels that he inspired. As a result, the graphic descriptions of combat and the absence of heroes were familiar. Incompetent command is a given in Vietnam novels, hardly the revelation that it must have been in Jones. I had expected The Thin Red Line to be the definitive book on Guadalcanal. Instead I found it dated. I could appreciate Jones as one of the masters of war fiction and that this was a novel about more than a South Pacific battle. But it belonged to a generation that was not mine.
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