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To our children Stephanie, Benjamin, and Alexander and to our grandchildren.


May they never know war.



















In writing you have a certain choice that you do not have in life.


—ERNEST HEMINGWAY






Life doesn’t often hold out her hand to you—I think you should take it when she does and let the consequences take care of themselves, rather than ask if she wears gloves or not.


—JOHN DOS PASSOS

















PROLOGUE



IN THE EARLY SUMMER OF 1924 TWO AMERICAN WRITERS SAT IN A PARIS café. One author came armed with a dictionary, believing that reading the small type would improve his vision. The other brought a King James edition of the Bible. They took turns reading passages aloud from the Old Testament. The Chronicles and Kings were their favorites, along with the Song of Deborah.


The café where they sat, La Closerie des Lilas, straddled the corner of the boulevard St. Michel and the boulevard du Montparnasse and took its name from the white and purple lilac bushes encircling its terrace. As in most Paris cafés, the garçons had become accustomed to delivering café crème to tables populated by American expatriates swarming the City of Light. As the day wore on, the orders would change to vermouth cassis or the more potent absinthe, a green liqueur that turned milky white when mixed with water.


Of the two men at the table that day, John Dos Passos was the more famous and more accomplished. His last novel had been widely read and much talked about. At this moment he had a multibook contract with a New York publishing house. His straight black hair was already receding at age twenty-eight, giving him a kind of professorial look, which was accented by thick-lensed glasses and the gray suits he favored. When he spoke he did so in a halting tentative fashion with a mild stammer.


In contrast, the man sitting across the table from Dos Passos exuded confidence. With a full head of brown lustrous hair, chiseled features, and a broad-shouldered body made taut by vigorous exercise, Ernest Hemingway possessed looks that invariably drew attention, especially from women. But when it came to writing, he was struggling to make ends meet. So far, twenty-five-year-old Hemingway had paid the bills by working as a stringer for a Canadian newspaper and with monthly remittances from his wife’s trust fund.


A prestigious annual collection had included one of his stories but misspelled his name. Such was his anonymity. However, a boutique Paris publisher had just printed a slim volume of Hemingway’s stories and poems—with his name correctly spelled, this time—that brought his literary promise to the attention of American expatriate writers in Paris.


There were a good number of them. The magnetism of Paris made the city irresistible to writers as well as to artists and composers. Popular novelist Fannie Hurst told Washington Post readers in 1924 that Paris was like a beautiful woman. “And America,” she added, “with a sentiment that is characteristic, worships the lovely creature.”


Paris represented everything their homeland was not for the generation of American writers like Hemingway and Dos Passos who had come of age during the Great War. An incomprehensible number of people—more than 17 million—had been killed, and as many as 20 million had been maimed. It seemed to these young aspiring writers that the United States, which counted only fifty-three thousand combat deaths, refused to recognize that the world was no longer the same and never would be again. In their minds their country obdurately clung to its straitlaced ways, extending its Puritanism to a war on liquor and even to book burning, such as the four hundred copies of the legally banned Ulysses by James Joyce that were condemned to bonfires.


So they fled and came to Paris, described by those who watched as members of a lost generation creating a massive literary party and seeking new forms of expression for the reality of a fractured world. “Indeed, to young writers like ourselves,” said Malcolm Cowley, who also went to Paris, “a long sojourn in France was almost a pilgrimage to Holy Land.” By the time Dos Passos and Hemingway sat that summer day at La Closerie des Lilas, Paris’s American population had topped thirty thousand. “It was not what France gave you,” said Gertrude Stein, literary grande dame of the city, “but what it did not take away from you that was important.”


The expatriates created a colony in Montparnasse, the Left Bank quartier of Émile Zola and Anatole France. Most of the flats were without running water and many without heat. These American artists wrote in cafés by day, populated clubs at night, drank with abandon, and relished the city’s liberated sexual life.


Money—or, more precisely, its unequal exchange—fueled the migration. Foreign currency was the equivalent of being wealthy because the franc was worth so little. American writers, said one expatriate author, flocked to Europe like crows to a cornfield.


Even getting to Paris had become affordable. Steamship companies responding to draconian restrictions on immigration rapidly spruced up and converted their steerage class to Tourist Third Class. Promising a romantic crossing with a bohemian touch, the liners advertised these tickets to students, artists, teachers, and tourists.
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In the midst of this Parisian literary colony Hemingway and Dos Passos delighted in each other’s company. “Ernest was always looking for someone who could really talk with him and on his level, and with the same interests,” his wife Hadley said. “John Dos Passos was one of the few people at certain times whom Ernest could really talk to.”


The two Chicago natives, however, were very different from each other. Whereas Hemingway was egotistical, certain of himself, willing to get ahead at the expense of others, apolitical, and athletic, the Harvard-educated Dos Passos was timid, questioning, considerate to a fault, a committed left-wing pacifist, and incapable in all sports aside from hiking. Their common pursuit, however, trumped their differences: they were plotting a literary revolution. To them the war had made traditional writing styles inadequate. Their generation needed its own voice, not one that imitated another from the past.


Dos Passos was deep into a new manuscript that used an innovative pastiche of visual imagery and cinematic jump cuts. For his part, Hemingway worked like a jeweler on paragraph-long unadorned stories, as he would later say, trying to pen “the truest sentence that you know.” For now, in 1924, Dos Passos was ahead in their mutual pursuit for a new means of expression.


In the late afternoon on the days they met at La Closerie des Lilas the two writers would put down their glasses, pay their tab, and stroll back to Hemingway’s place. In the small walk-up flat Dos Passos lent a hand to Ernest and Hadley in bathing their baby son and tucking him into bed. Afterward, when the housemaid arrived to babysit, Ernest, Hadley, and Dos Passos went out into the Paris night for dinner, and literary discussion renewed.


“They had a lot to say to each other,” Hadley recalled. “There wasn’t anyone else around for Ernest like that.” Their nascent friendship rose out of a unique common bond. Like the other ambitious Americans drawn to the cafés of Montparnasse or even their colleagues who had remained in the United States, they too dreamed of penning the great books of their generation. But Hemingway and Dos Passos were different from the rest. They were almost alone among American writers of their age in having witnessed the war that defined their generation.


Dos Passos and Hemingway had held front-row seats as part of a cadre of men who volunteered for ambulance duty on the killing fields of Europe. In fact, Hemingway still carried shrapnel in his body. The men had confronted hardships and danger to a lesser degree than the soldiers, but they had also been afforded a greater view than that seen from the trenches. It was exhilarating and harrowing. “The war created in young men a thirst for abstract danger,” recalled Cowley, who also had served as an ambulance driver, “not suffered for a cause but courted for itself.”


Now, six years after the end of the conflict, John Dos Passos and Ernest Hemingway burned to put on paper what they had seen and experienced. The Great War was over, but not for them. Not yet.
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ON THE MORNING OF OCTOBER 14, 1916, JOHN RODERIGO DOS PASSOS’S father accompanied him to the Espagne, moored in lower Manhattan. The latest war news unnerved those boarding the Europe-bound ship. After reading about the recent close calls with German U-boats, ninety-five passengers had canceled their reservation.


Since graduating from Harvard University in May, the twenty-year-old Dos Passos had been like a foal confined in too small a paddock. Stuck for the summer at his father’s expansive Virginia estate along the Potomac River, he endured the mugginess, stirring only to turn the page of a book. He worked his way through the ten-volume novel Jean-Christophe by the French writer Romain Rolland, who had won the Nobel Prize for Literature the previous year. But what inspired Dos Passos most was Walt Whitman’s poem “Song of the Open Road.” The poet’s invitation to set out on a journey roused Dos Passos. “I wanted to see the war, to paddle up undiscovered rivers, to climb unmapped mountains,” he said. “I was frantic to be gone.”


He spotted his chance for escape when he learned that men his age were being recruited for ambulance duty in Europe. When the Great War broke out in the summer of 1914 American expatriates living in Paris obtained ambulances and ferried the wounded from the front back to the well-equipped American hospital. Their actions inspired Richard Norton, an American archaeologist living in Paris at the time, who set about launching an organized ambulance service. The son of noted Harvard art history professor Charles Eliot Norton, the socially well-connected younger Norton found ready support for his plan. French millionaire H. Herman Harjes wrote large checks, and the venture was named the Norton-Harjes Ambulance Corps.


The Norton-Harjes Ambulance Corps pursued drivers as if it were looking for candidates for membership in an elite men’s club rather than for service in a war zone. “A volunteer must be a man of good disposition possessed of self-control—in short, a gentleman,” said one recruitment letter. From a practical point of view, targeting the American elite for recruitment made sense: the prerequisite ability to speak French and the skill to operate a car were talents acquired primarily by members of the upper class. It also took money to join—recruits were expected to pay for their passage and expenses. Ivy League campuses, with their wealthy students, were choice picking grounds. Soon more than 800 Ivy League volunteers headed to France, 348 from Harvard alone.


Dos Passos decided that being an ambulance driver would bring him to the warfront without serving the war-making powers he despised. But his father soon put the kibosh on any ideas his son might have about joining a team of gentleman drivers dashing about European battlefields. Instead, he told him he would send him to study Spanish in Madrid, safely south of the battlefields. Dos Passos consented to his father’s plan when he realized his Iberian confinement would last only until January 1917 when he turned twenty-one. “Then in spring I shall go to Paris and make every endeavor to get to the front by hook or crook,” he confided to a friend.


At the dock father and son said their good-byes by the breezy water’s edge in the fall coolness. “We had no regrets to express to each other, and no sighs were made,” the father wrote to a friend soon after. “It was simply a kiss and au revoir.” Later in the afternoon, looking out from the window of his law office, the father watched as the ocean liner carried his son out of New York City’s harbor.
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It had been an unconventional father-son relationship. The son had been born in a Chicago hotel on January 14, 1896, the product of an affair between the well-known but married New York City attorney John Randolph Dos Passos and Lucy Addison Sprigg Madison, a widow from a socially prominent Petersburg, Virginia, family. Dos Passos and Madison were in love, but a divorce was out of the question for him. A Catholic, he knew his wife would not consent. So the child was named John Roderigo Madison Jr. His childhood was lived out in hotels in Brussels, Biar-ritz, and Boulogne-sur-Mer, places where his parents could meet openly. But time with his father remained rare. “I came to know him,” the son said, “through the turbulence of conflicting currents of love and hate that mark many men’s feelings for their fathers.”


John R. Dos Passos’s wife died in 1910, and he soon after married Lucy Madison. Their son was consigned to Choate, a small and exclusive Connecticut boarding school. It was a miserable life, one that Dos Passos hated. Small, skinny, younger than his classmates, wearing thick glasses, and speaking with a stutter, he was bullied by the testosterone-infused bullies who ruled the student bodies of New England prep schools like Choate. “I have no friends—there is no one who cares a rap about me,” he wrote in his diary. Books became Dos Passos’s dependable companions. They stirred his ambition. Someday, he told his diary, he would be so successful that his classmates would say, “‘I went to school with John R. Dos Passos’ (If I ever do assume that name.)” In time his mother and father did change his last name so he could affect the guise of being a stepson. Despite the name change and the marriage of his parents, Dos Passos passed the remainder of his childhood devoid of genuine family life.


When sixteen-year-old Dos Passos walked into Harvard Yard in the fall of 1912, he stepped out from a childhood in which he had been unable to fit in anywhere into a world willing to accept him on his own terms. True, many of Harvard’s students were the scions of wealth whose place at the university was assured by birthright. But the faculty, unequaled in any other place in the United States, supported an intellectual meritocracy that rewarded excellence rather than social standing. Despite his unhappy years at Choate, the school had well prepared Dos Passos for his studies.


At last in a setting suitable for a poor-sighted shy teenager, Dos Passos drew enough courage to begin planning a life of his choosing. He elected to study art, poetry, and literature, thereby dashing his father’s hopes that he would pursue instruction in law. The prodigious reading he had done at Choate grew even more expansive. The new authors he encountered beguiled him. It seemed as if he sought to devour Harvard’s entire collection of books. He read, in the original French, authors such as Flaubert, Rimbaud, Verlaine, and Voltaire, and he worked his way through British writers like Oscar Wilde, H. G. Wells, and Laurence Sterne as well as a full repast of Victorian poets and classic writers such as Ovid, Virgil, and Horace, reading these in Latin, of course.


Eager to become a published writer himself, Dos Passos submitted a short story at the end of his first year to the Harvard Monthly. It was only the first. The magazine took twenty-eight other of his stories along with many poems over the next few years. One could not pick up an issue of the Harvard Monthly without finding the Dos Passos byline.


At the close of his junior year in May 1915 Dos Passos opened a letter from his family’s housekeeper. His mother’s long-term battle with ill health had taken a turn for the worse. Next came a telegram from his father. “Your mother,” he wrote, “is gradually sinking and we must prepare for the worse.” She died a few days later.


Dos Passos returned home. Devastated by the loss of his one steadfast parent, he even considered not returning to Harvard for his final year. Grieving, he sought to distract himself by taking a trip to the World’s Fair in San Francisco. On the Shasta Limited train Dos Passos met a fifteen-year-old student from St. Paul’s School, an elite prep school in New Hampshire, who was traveling with his brother and cousin. It was like meeting a younger version of himself. Walter Rumsey Marvin, who went by his middle name, had spent time in European schools; spoke French, loved history, the classics, and reading and writing poetry; and came from wealth. They linked paths again at the World’s Fair and in San Diego, where they passed a lazy day under Southern California’s sun swimming and climbing the Sunset Cliffs. When they parted for the last time, promises were made to remain in touch.


“Dear Rummy,” Dos Passos wrote from the train taking him back east. “When our roads divided the other morning I had quite reconciled myself to not meet any of you people again—because, you know—you never do meet people again that you want to.” In Rummy Dos Passos had found a younger brother to mentor, a confidant with whom to share intimate thoughts in the privacy of letter writing, a kindred soul. The summer that had begun with death now sparkled with renewal.


When it came to the deep sorrow over his mother’s death, Cambridge also proved to be a tonic. He was elected to the board of the Harvard Monthly. The publication’s office, upstairs in the Harvard Union, was a mecca for students who loved to write and talk about books. There Dos Passos gravitated to poets Robert Hillyer, Dudley Poore, and Edward Estlin Cummings, who went by his initials E. E. and who was already experimenting with form, punctuation, and spelling. When work on the magazine was done, the men moved to Dos Passos’s room in Thayer Hall overlooking the Yard for literary debates that stretched well into the night, fueled by an ample supply of alcohol.


He was once again busy, engaged in his studies, and full of life.
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By the end of 1916 the literary and poetic pleasures of Harvard, the culinary delights of the streets of Cambridge, and liquor were a crumbling bulwark to the outside world. The Great War and the clamor of the interventionists could no longer be kept at bay. “The sounds of marching feet came dimly through the walls of the sanctum upstairs in the Harvard Union,” Dos Passos said. “Franco-British propaganda was beating the drums for American intervention. The professors were losing their minds; hating the Huns became a mania.”


It was a war that few in America had seen coming and no one in Europe had sought, but once unleashed, it could not be stopped. Military treaties, like the tacky silk of spiderwebs, pulled heavily armed nations into battle following the 1914 assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the presumptive heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne. A radical’s single gunshot from a pocket-sized pistol set off a continental conflagration of immensity never before seen. Germany and Austria-Hungary, which led off the fighting, and Britain, France, and Russia, the main allies on the other side, were all convinced the war would be over in a matter of months. It was a bad gamble. Stubbornness, misjudgment, and alliances created an inextinguishable explosive mixture. By Christmas 1914 more than six hundred thousand French and German soldiers had died, and five hundred miles of trenches from the Swiss Alps to the North Sea carved out a killing field on soil blackened by bombardment.


The American warmongers gained ground in public opinion as the war dragged on. But they did not sway Dos Passos. Rather, he was inspired by the same kind of pacifism advocated by John Reed, the radical journalist who had graduated from Harvard in 1910. Dos Passos, in the company of E. E. Cummings, made sure to attend Reed’s campus speech against US military involvement in Mexico. He carried his admiration for Reed to the Harvard Monthly, where he published two praising reviews of Reed’s books. Dos Passos envied and emulated Reed’s style of blending facts and impressions in capturing the war in Mexico and Europe. To put the injustices of the world on the page, for Dos Passos this seemed the great power of a writer.


Upon graduation in 1916 Dos Passos confined himself to his father’s place in Virginia until he departed for Spain. He consumed books as if he were still in college, and he wrote essays. “Always against something, always the voice crying in the wilderness,” he said. But writing was not enough. “I wanted to see the world,” he said. “The world was the war.”
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In Spain Dos Passos waited to turn twenty-one years old and be free of his father’s rule. But his January 14, 1917, birthday was soon followed by loss. John R. Dos Passos had been found unconscious on the floor of his bathroom; he died a few hours later of pneumonia. The death of his father brought Dos Passos back to the United States. His mother and father now gone, he had no family aside from a distant half-brother and a maternal aunt. With no one left to stop him, Dos Passos enlisted in the Norton-Harjes Ambulance Corps. It was a well-timed decision that permitted him to escape the newly instituted military draft triggered by the US entry into the war on April 6, 1917.


Dos Passos prepared for the work ahead by learning some basic first aid and training to operate an ambulance at a New York City automobile driving school. The skill to drive an ambulance was not easy to acquire. The vehicle had levers below the steering wheel. One served as an accelerator, and the other controlled the spark that ignited the combustion gas inside the engine’s cylinders. As the ambulance sped or slowed, the driver had to change the timing of the spark. Too much adjustment either way, and the engine would knock or overheat. All the while the driver had to use his feet, like an organist, to operate three pedals that controlled the transmission’s various speeds or put the car in reverse.


When not training, Dos Passos attended leftist political rallies and went out with a new covey of radical friends that included Max Eastman, the editor of the magazine The Masses. But leftist politics were risky off campus. Authorities were increasingly clamping down on dissent now that the nation had declared war on Germany. One night Dos Passos barely escaped arrest when the police raided a Greenwich Village apartment of radicals where he was attending an avant-garde dance recital.


He was happy to be among this crowd. “Every day I become more red,” Dos Passos wrote to a friend. “I think we are all of us a pretty milky lot—don’t you?—with our tea-table convictions and our radicalism that keeps so consistently within the bounds of decorum. Dammit, why couldn’t one of us have refused to register and gone to jail and made a general ass of himself ?” he wrote. “Until Widener [library] is blown up and A. Lawrence Lowell [president of Harvard] assassinated and the Business School destroyed—and its site sowed with salt—no good will come out of Cambridge.”


Leaving the United States was a wise move. Congress would soon put the final touches on an Espionage Act that would make such antiwar utterances a criminal offense.
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Under a brazen sun on Wednesday morning, June 20, 1917, Dos Passos lugged his heavy duffle bag along the dock at Pier 57 on the west side of lower Manhattan. Moored before him was the SS Chicago. For nine years the French-owned 508-foot liner had carried passengers in its well-appointed cabins across the Atlantic Ocean. But now it had been enlisted to bring American troops to war.


Above him French sailors scurried about the deck, making final preparations for a crossing to Bordeaux, France. On the pier, among the crates and a pair of long guns destined for the ship’s hold, a crowd of well-wishers swayed to a band’s peppy, if unauthentic, rendition of Hawaiian music. Women, in summer dresses and colorful hats, waved white handkerchiefs. Then hundreds of men, clad in khaki uniforms, pulled free of clasped hands and embraces, swung their gear over their shoulders, fell into line, and climbed the gangplanks like ants on a tree trunk.


Among them were two of Theodore Roosevelt’s children, Theodore Jr. and his younger brother Archibald. President Woodrow Wilson had denied their bellicose father’s application to lead a battalion to war. Instead, Roosevelt offered his sons to the nation. A few weeks earlier he had written to General John J. Pershing, commander of the American Expeditionary Forces, requesting that he take Theodore and Archibald to France. “I apply on behalf of my sons that they may serve under you as enlisted men, to go to the front with the first troops sent over,” wrote the former president who was convinced the fight would be a short one now that American troops were being called into battle.


The soldiers were also led to believe that what lay ahead would be a brief adventure. A collective hubris, fed by a compliant press and amplified by the government’s propaganda, left the uniformed young men blind to the caldron of death across the ocean. The war had already taken more than 4 million European lives. In just four months the first of many telegrams would begin to be sent to 116,516 American families. Their opening words would be: Deeply regret to inform you…


Dos Passos reached the top of the gangplank and pushed his way across the ship’s deck. It teemed with soldiers who smelled of sweat and beer and were shouting their good-byes to friends and family on the dock below. He found his assigned stateroom and his two cabin mates, also ambulance corps volunteers. Dos Passos stowed his gear and waited. The hot day wore on. Shortly after five o’clock the mooring lines holding the Chicago fast to the pier were slipped off their bollards and the Hudson’s water bubbled as the ship’s propellers came to life. “Hurrah—the whistle’s blowing and the old tub is starting to move,” Dos Passos scribbled furiously on a letter to Rummy. At last he was off on the adventure he had sought since graduating from Harvard a year earlier.


Dos Passos sealed the last of the letters he had dashed off. With his missives in hand, he went up on deck and found the harbor pilot, who agreed to post the letters when he returned to shore. Later, before joining the crowd heading to the bar and smoking rooms, Dos Passos took one last look at New York City outlined by the setting sun in the west. “Rosy yellow and drab purple,” he thought, “the buildings of New York slid together into a pyramid above brown smudges of smoke standing out in the water, linked to the land by the dark curves of the bridges.”


Ahead lay France, which he loved and knew well from his itinerant childhood in Europe’s posh locales, and the great unknown of war.
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AS THE CHICAGO, WITH DOS PASSOS ON BOARD, CUT THROUGH THE GRAY- blue waters of the Atlantic Ocean in the summer of 1917, a Model T Ford was churning up a wake of brown dust on the bumpy dirt roads of northern Michigan. At the steering wheel Dr. Clarence Edmonds Hemingway was doing his best to dodge the wheel-busting potholes. In the backseat his wife, Grace, held their two-year-old son on her lap and competed for space with the luggage. By his side in the front seat sat his six-foot-tall, seventeen-year-old son, Ernest.


The group was on its way to Windemere, the family’s summer cottage on Walloon Lake. This year the four Hemingway daughters had taken the boat, but the two sons, mother, and father were adventurously traveling the 450 miles of rough roads using $8.32 of gas and oil and spending $11.95 for four nights of lodgings and meals. It was an arduous trip, and the car required on-the-road repairs. But for Ernest Hemingway each bumpy mile brought him closer to a boy’s paradise.


Hemingway knew that when the chores were done he would be free to dangle worms in front of pike and pickerel with a bamboo pole in clear deep waters, hunt partridge with a single-barrel twenty-gauge shotgun, swim in the lake, paddle a canoe, and lollygag in a hammock with a book. It was a Huck Finn existence complete with a straw hat.


He was leaving behind the family’s hometown of Oak Park, Illinois, a straitlaced sober Chicago suburb whose blue laws prevented anything entertaining from interfering with the Sabbath, that was so dotted with Protestant churches it was nicknamed “Saints’ Rest.” A few weeks earlier he had marked the end of a youth of churchgoing, steady meritorious schoolwork, and modest athletic success with his graduation from high school.
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Ernest Miller Hemingway had been born on July 21, 1899, in a gabled Queen Anne house, one of many set back on the wide lawns that lined Oak Park’s shaded streets. His parents were an unusual couple for the staid community, as they were both professionals. His father, Clarence, was a physician, and his mother, Grace, a musician. Hemingway and his siblings came home each day from school to a house that doubled as a place of business where the father saw patients and the mother gave lessons.


The medical practice grew into a moderately prosperous affair. Using income from it and Grace’s lessons, along with an inheritance, the family built a three-story house. Large even by Oak Park standards, it was abundant with modern conveniences and designed both for family life and lavish entertainment. Its eight bedrooms held the couple, their six children, an uncle who visited frequently, and a pair of servants.


Grace ruled the homestead. Housework was done by servants and, in their absence, her physician husband. In fact, he shopped, canned vegetables and fruits, and tended the chickens and rabbits in the backyard. Beset with migraine headaches, Grace exempted herself from the duties of housewifery. She liked to remind her family that had she chosen the stage instead of Clarence, her name would be on posters outside the New York Metropolitan Opera.


The parents welcomed time apart from each other. For Clarence the outdoors provided a permissible escape from his domestic life. He shared his enthusiasm for his pastimes with Ernest. Once when his son was ten, Clarence took Ernest quail shooting. In a thicket some distance from his father Ernest found a dead quail still warm to the touch; an errant pellet from his father’s gun apparently had felled it. Ernest looked around to see if anyone could see him. Then he aimed his shotgun at the dead bird at his feet, closed his eyes, and pulled the trigger. The explosion of the twin barrels kicked Ernest back against a tree, his ears ringing and nose bleeding. He got to his feet, picked up the quail carcass, and went to find his father.


“Did you get one, Ernie?” asked his father upon spotting his son coming out of the brush.


Ernest held up the dead bird.


“It’s a cock. See his white throat? It’s a beauty,” said his father on examining it.


Ernest went to bed that night in tears, his head under the pillow. “I had lied to him,” he confessed years later. “If he would have waked up I would have told him. I think. But he was tired and sleeping heavily.”
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Summers in northern Michigan also included work. This year there were a large number of house repairs to be done. “To Hemingway chores of that kind were pretty much torture,” said Bill Smith, who summered a few miles away. Smith and his two siblings were orphans who lived with an aunt in St. Louis in the winters and escaped north in the summer. Ernest and Bill enjoyed fishing together and shared a love for reading. But it was his sister Katharine who most intrigued Ernest. Slim and small breasted, Katy was not a striking beauty at first glance. Yet when she brushed back her flyaway hair, her green eyes were bewitching. But she was four years his senior, had a boyfriend, and was maddeningly condescending.


Autumn had invariably meant a return to school. The four-story Oak Park and River Forest Township High School, with a palatial front door at the top of the curved stone staircase, was the pride of the village. It succeeded so well in preparing its students that most of them met the admission standards of Yale, Amherst, or Williams and dominated the list of scholarships given by the University of Chicago to the region’s students.


Hemingway plowed his way through plane geometry and algebra, biology and zoology, ancient and American history, three years of Latin, and a heavy dose of applied and orchestral music, and he thrived in five classes of English. A cadre of talented English teachers provided topflight instruction. In his first two years they guided Hemingway through The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Twelfth Night, Pilgrim’s Progress, David Copperfield, and Silas Marner, among a wide assortment of classical texts. The emphasis in introducing the students to literature was placed on narrative.


Hemingway read Old Testament Narratives, an unusual compilation assembled for class instruction by Charles Elbert Rhodes, a Buffalo, New York, high school principal. In explaining his purpose Rhodes praised the “directness and simplicity of the Biblical style,” particularly its narrative that grew from its origins as an oral tale. “Hence, short and simple sentences dominate” with a vocabulary of “concrete words, since they produce immediate and vivid impressions.” This examination of the literary aspects of the Old Testament, familiar to him as a religious work from Sunday services at the Third Congregational Church, found a receptive audience in the teenager. “That’s how I learned to write by reading the Bible,” Hemingway told a friend a few years after leaving Oak Park High.


Later came works by Milton, Pope, Spencer, Chaucer, Wordsworth, Shelley, Keats, and Browning. American authors, with the exception of Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography, were absent from class as well as in the library. Of the British writers that dominated the prescribed reading lists, Hemingway most liked Rudyard Kipling, who favored an economical style of storytelling. It was not long before he could quote Kipling passages verbatim.
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Hemingway’s work spilled from the class onto the pages of the school’s magazine. He made his literary debut with a gruesome tale set in the northern woods. An Indian leaves a bear trap for his white partner, whom he believes stole his money. The man steps into the trap and is consumed by wolves. Realizing he had wrongly accused his partner, the Indian rushes back but is too late. Snagged by another bear trap, he reaches for his rifle to end his life before the wolves return to do it for him. Hemingway followed this story with one about boxing and a third one about a fugitive Indian who killed the game warden and, in turn, meets his death on railroad tracks near Wallon Lake. “The Père Marquette Limited,” he wrote, “removed all the traces.” The school newspaper the Trapeze also benefited from young Hemingway’s skill. A faculty member, recently given the responsibility for the school paper, sought to transform it from an occasionally sloppy publication to a weekly of decent quality. Looking for reporters, the teacher approached Hemingway, having heard of his writing ability from other students.


From his third-floor bedroom Hemingway pounded out contributions on a secondhand typewriter. He began first by accepting an assignment to cover club meetings and school debates before graduating to sports, mimicking the style of Ring Lardner, the famed sportswriter for the Chicago Tribune. Writing for the Trapeze made for some of Hemingway’s happiest hours of his high school years.


By the end of his senior year Hemingway was no longer the under-weight, scrawny teenager he had been when he first climbed the stone steps leading into Oak Park High. Tall and with a barrel chest, he caught the attention of girls, exuding confidence from his academic and social prowess. One girl in his class, who confessed to admiring Hemingway’s looks, classified him as “egotistical, dogmatic, and somewhat obnoxious.” However, she added, “he unquestionably had ‘personality plus.’”


On commencement day in June 1917 Hemingway was asked to deliver the class prophecy, a traditional foretelling. With the United States now at war with Germany, he predicted that one classmate would grow rich manufacturing gunpowder, another would become famous for shooting down a Zeppelin, and others would serve as soldiers and Red Cross nurses.
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After graduation Hemingway wanted to join the army. The newspapers were full of stories of American boys preparing for battle. Hemingway devoured the recently published novel The Dark Forest by Hugh Walpole. The author had been turned down by the British Army because of his eyesight and instead joined the Russian Red Cross. Using his experience at the Russian front, Walpole created a poignant tale of a Red Cross volunteer who falls in love with a nurse in the course of his grisly battlefield work.


The book further convinced Hemingway that remaining behind in the United States was a mistake he would regret all of his life. But the military draft was solely calling up men over the age of twenty-one. The war might end before he reached that age. He could volunteer when he turned eighteen or even now if he gained permission of his parents. But despite the family veneration of its military history—both grandparents having fought in the Civil War—his father would hear nothing of this idea. He told his son that at age seventeen, he was too young to fight. So instead of going to war, Hemingway found himself in a car bouncing its way to northern Michigan.
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JOHN DOS PASSOS’S SEA VOYAGE FROM NEW YORK TO BORDEAUX ON THE Chicago had been like a pleasure cruise despite elevated fears of submarine attacks now that the United States had declared war on Germany. He had whiled away the days lying on deck, his head resting on a life preserver with a book in hand, and he spent the evenings in song and drink. “Oh we’re bound for the Hamburg show,” the men sang. “And we’ll all stick together, in fair or foul weather, for we’re going to see the damn show through.”


Dos Passos, who had been crossing the Atlantic ever since he was a young child, never enjoyed a passage as much as this one. “Being on board ship,” he said, “headed for action at last, after all those frustrating years in what then seemed to me the airless hothouse of college life, changed my mood entirely.” Each turn of the ship’s screws brought him closer to the war. There had never before been a conflict like the one raging in Europe. If he wanted to be a writer, he had to be there.


He befriended another passenger who shared his sense of urgency. John Howard Lawson, a Williams College graduate and aspiring playwright with tousled hair and bright brown eyes, had joined the ambulance corps to escape the draft. Like Dos Passos, Lawson chided himself for his failure to live up to his beliefs. “I was opposed to the war,” he said, “but my convictions were not strong enough to risk prison.”


The presence of members of the American Expeditionary Forces on board reminded Dos Passos that war lay between him and his dreams of a literary future. One day he found himself within earshot of the two battle-hungry sons of former President Theodore Roosevelt.


“No sir, when this is over, the U.S. will be one of the greatest military nations in the world,” said Theodore when Dos Passos made out what the men were talking about.


“The greatest,” added his brother Archie.


“Then,” continued Theodore, as the conversation drifted back out of hearing range, “we’ll be all ready to—”


Dos Passos was apoplectic. In his cabin he penned an account of his eavesdropping to a Harvard friend, calling the Roosevelt boys “Princes of the Blood.” The conversation among the presidential offspring was odious because of its truthfulness. In Dos Passos’s view the war to which he was rushing was an abomination, not a crusade to make the world safe for democracy.


When the Chicago docked in Bordeaux the town’s citizens turned out in large numbers to cheer on the Americans as they marched to the train station, and sidewalk cafés offered up drink and food. Dos Passos, one of the few among the Americans who spoke French, was enlisted to buy wine and crusty loaves of bread for the train ride to Paris. Through the window he watched as the French countryside unfolded before him. “Under the wan European sky the fields of ripening grain smoldered with poppies,” he said. “Avenues of poplars led to hunched villages. Every village with its steeple and mossy tiles was a picture out of a book of old fairy tales.”
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On the evening of July 2, 1917, Dos Passos and a bevy of ambulance recruits climbed down from a train under the vaulted glass ceiling of Paris’s Gare d’Orsay, a magnificent Beaux-Arts building directly across the Seine from the Louvre. The men piled their gear and themselves into horse-drawn taxis and headed out across the City of Light. The streets were cloaked in darkness to diminish the targets offered to German bombers crossing the nighttime sky. Only sparse moonlight illuminated their way in a stillness broken by the clopping of the horses’ hooves on the wood-block pavement. Buildings Dos Passos had known as a child loomed in the faint light. Walking through the heavy dark curtain at the door of the hotel, hung to keep the light from spilling out onto the street, Dos Passos felt as if he were walking into a mystery melodrama.


The following morning Dos Passos, Lawson, and the other volunteers located the Norton-Harjes headquarters, which had served previously as the home of the American ambassador. They were sworn into service and dispatched to procure a uniform. Unlike in the military, ambulance volunteers had to purchase their own uniforms from a Parisian couturier on the fashionable rue de la Paix. The tailor fitted Dos Passos for an olive drab tunic made of worsted wool held closed by gray metal buttons and cinched with a wide brown leather belt. Jodhpurs, a soft trench cap, and knee-high laced boots completed the outfit.


That the war would have to wait while the tailor completed his work didn’t trouble Dos Passos. Reunited with three Harvard classmates, among whom was his good friend the poet Robert Hillyer, he led the group around the city with credentials to prevent their arrest for being out of uniform. They strolled along the Seine by the Île de la Cité, admired Paris’s gothic cathedrals and imperial palaces, refreshed themselves in cafés, inspected the bookstalls mounted along the quay walls, and were propositioned by the city’s many prostitutes.


On moonlight nights Dos Passos and friends climbed up to Montmartre to watch the German bombing raids. The darkened city stretched out before them. First they heard the reverberations of antiaircraft guns, then came the wailing of sirens, followed by the humming of airplane engines. Soon a heavy growling sound rose from where the bombs landed. Then everything grew still again and the men descended back down into the city as fire engines hurried up and down streets.


On other nights Dos Passos and his Harvard friends attended the ballet or the opera or stopped in to see the scantily clad dancers at the Folies-Bergère. There might be a war on, but Paris’s traditional pleasures remained open. “We had a lovely time wandering about the dark silent Paris,” Dos Passos told Rummy, “quite forgetting the war and discipline and duty in our excitement at meeting.”


Dos Passos’s Paris revelry ended after two weeks when he and his fellow recruits were dispatched to a training camp that had been established on a marquis’s hunting preserve north of Paris. They discovered upon reaching the spot that there were no ambulances to practice driving or to learn how to service the often-cantankerous engines. Rather, the men spent days marching about in useless drills. At long last a vehicle was obtained, and they gained a few days of practice before being sent back to Paris to await assignment to the front. Before leaving the encampment Dos Passos heard the distant sound of the artillery and hoped they would soon be booming in his ears.
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At the end of July, a month since departing from New York City, Dos Passos received his orders. Along with shipmate Lawson and two friends, including Hillyer, he was to join a section of ambulance drivers posted near Verdun northeast of Paris about sixty miles west of the front. On the train they learned about their destination.


The year before, Verdun had been the site of the war’s greatest carnage. In fighting for control of a stretch of land less than four square miles in size, France and Germany had sent three hundred thousand men to their death and another four hundred thousand were wounded or crippled. The French were considered the victors, but it was unclear what they had won aside from a few thousand yards of blood-soaked soil littered with corpses.


As heavy rain descended, Dos Passos gained his first glimpse of the war zone when they approached their destination. The war’s destruction reached for miles beyond the actual battlefield. Millions of shells had obliterated villages and turned fields and woods into barren landscapes. For miles, in every direction Dos Passos looked, stretched a wasteland riddled with craters and bisected by trenches in which men had lived and died for three years.


In all months except for a brief time in summer, the trenches were thick with mud that remained long after rainfalls. The wetness gave rise to “trench foot,” an affliction in which a soldier’s foot turned red or blue and became susceptible to gangrene. Despite frequent rain, nothing seemed to wash away the filth accumulated from the thousands of soldiers in close quarters, turning the trenches into a petri dish for disease, an incubator for lice, and, worst of all, a paradise for vermin of all kind, especially rats. The smell of putrefaction was inescapable. “We had on us the stench of dead bodies,” a French soldier in Verdun wrote. “The bread we ate, the stagnant water we drank, everything we touched had a rotten smell, owing to the fact that the earth around us was literally stuffed with corpses.”


The almost-constant barrage of shells and mortars took its toll even from soldiers who escaped physical injury from the detonations. The sound was diabolic and unceasing. And to the fear of all soldiers, the shells also delivered poison gas. Despite the prohibition by treaty on the use of poison gas, both sides in the war employed it. Only the month before, the Germans had started lobbing artillery shells with the newest chemical cocktail nicknamed “mustard gas.” Its effects were delayed but deadly. After a dozen hours a soldier’s body would begin to rot from inside and out, leaving him a mass of blisters, blinded, and fighting for breath. Sometimes the pain was so dreadful that nurses strapped their patients down. “I wish,” wrote a nurse, “those people who write so glibly about this being a holy war and the orators who talk so much about going on no matter how long the war lasts and what it may mean, could see a case—to say nothing of ten cases—of mustard gas in its early stages.”
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Driving through the tiny town of Érize-la-Petite, Dos Passos calculated the shelling had reduced half of the houses to piles of rubble. That night he and a companion walked in the damp night air on the final miles of the road leading to Verdun that had been nicknamed Voie Sacrée for its role as a critically important supply route. Dos Passos was disquieted. “This country behind the front has all the stillness of a charnel house,” he said, “rather than the comfortable stillness of night.”


Although close to the front, the ambulance men were still not called on to do much. With time on their hands, they continued their vacation-like existence of visiting churches, swimming in the Marne, and whiling away the hours in beer gardens while French cooks prepared suppers. Scribbling in his diary one night, Dos Passos listed their major preoccupations as searching for latrines, omelets and wine, and pleasant spots in the fields or woods to lie about and read.


One evening Dos Passos and two of his friends were invited to a local schoolteacher’s house in Châlons. They sat around a marble table in a terraced garden filled with fragrant roses and balsam and looked down on the street. Their first sips of wine in the serene garden were interrupted by the rumbling of trucks, churning up a cloud of dust that rose and settled on the table and flowers. The soldiers in the truck were also shrouded in the white dust and looked to Dos Passos like corpses. “The poor young ones,” said their hostess, “they know they are going to their deaths.”


They tried to make polite conversation. For three years French infantrymen, given the name poilus (hairy), had been gathered up, trucked up roads like this one, and ordered to shoot at Germans. No end seemed in sight, and no spot seemed as deadly as Verdun. “The very name of which froze us with dread,” wrote a French soldier in his diary. Bottles of Pinard, a foul-tasting wine supplied in abundance, anesthetized the men.


Dos Passos knew he was nearing his time to be at the trenches. The drivers were told to reposition their ambulances in preparation for a rumored Allied offensive. In the days remaining until the French launched their attack, Dos Passos and several other drivers loitered among the ruins of a villa in the small town of Récicourt. Although the house had been destroyed and the furnishings looted, the garden remained intact, full of fragrant roses and other blooming flowers. “I can’t imagine a more charming place, though even here lingers a faint odor of poison gas,” Dos Passos wrote in his diary. He felt inspired. “The great war novel,” he wrote, “is forming gradually in my mind.”


In the fragrant garden Dos Passos took his first stab at beginning the book. “War was the theme of the time,” said Dos Passos. “I was in a passion to put down everything, immediately as it happened, exactly as I saw it.” He asked his friend Hillyer to cowrite the novel. The two would-be authors walked into the village and found a shop that still possessed school supplies. After purchasing several cahiers, the little notebooks used by French schoolchildren to inscribe their lessons, the pair began to write.


They considered using Compton Mackenzie’s Sinister Street as a model, a novel they had relished while at Harvard. But Dos Passos could not shake the more recent impressions he had from reading the gritty Under Fire: The Story of a Squad by Henri Barbusse, a Frenchman whose experiences in the trenches provided one of the first fictional portrayals of the war. Like Hemingway, Dos Passos had also been deeply impressed by Hugh Walpole’s Dark Forest. He wanted to add his name to the list of Great War authors. For the novel he and Hillyer invented a young boy, whom they called Martin Howe, and began writing of his adventures in a world of unfeeling grownups. They took turns writing chapters and kept their work secret from others in their section, fearing they would be razzed for their literary pretentiousness.


But the writing of the novel came to a halt. On August 20 the anticipated offensive in Verdun got underway. Dos Passos and a Texan named James Parshall were assigned a Model T Ford from the fleet. When the troops saw ambulances gather they took it as an ominous sign. They presumed the vehicles were being positioned because they were about to be ordered to undertake an attack. “They must have thought us a collection of scavenger crows,” said Dos Passos.


More nimble than the heavier Fiats, the Fords, with their four-cylinder water-cooled engine, could hit forty-five miles per hour on a good road. Not that they would get much of a chance to do that. Since the rain had returned, it was an enormous challenge to merely navigate the water-soaked, putty-colored roads. Pitted with shell holes, the roads were nicknamed “Dip of Death” or “Dead Man’s Land.” At night the ambulances ran with their headlights turned off, lest they became a target. To find their way through the darkness, Dos Passos or Parshall would either perch on the front fender or walk ahead with a white handkerchief draped from an epaulet.


Dos Passos and Parshall’s ambulance joined a caravan of vehicles rushing back and forth from the front to ferry the hundreds of wounded men back for medical attention. It was like the children’s game of dodgeball but on a deadly scale, as German shells descended on them. Their ambulance was punctured with holes from the shrapnel. The noise of the exploding shells provoked terror among the newcomers, who had been told to keep their mouths open to safeguard their eardrums. The men driving the ambulances quickly learned the rhythm of the cannons, each taking a different amount of time for reloading, and dashed from one location to another during the interludes.


In each trip back from the fighting Dos Passos’s ambulance was loaded down with more wounded soldiers than it was meant to carry. Sometimes those soldiers with the more manageable injuries stood on the running boards or squeezed in on the front seat between Dos Passos and Parshall. “At every lurch, the wounded groaned horribly,” said Dos Passos.


Then there was the gas. Thicker than air, it clung to the ground like fog. “The smell of death changed to the bitter-sweet smell of mustard gas,” said Lawson, who was driving one of the ambulances nearby. On his first night at the front Dos Passos saw green-colored wraiths of gas curling like serpents above the blackened battlefield soil. He and his companion abandoned their ambulance, fortunately empty of wounded soldiers, and made a frantic dash to the entrance of a dugout.


Once inside, a soldier helped them strap their gas masks on. Over the course of the night Dos Passos switched out masks six times as the filters lost their effectiveness. “Couldn’t see at all through masks,” said the soldier who had come to their aid. “Dead horses and shell holes all around us and gas even came through our masks. As Dos and I poked our head out of the door, a Hun shell lifted a tree two feet in diameter from in front of the entrance and laid it over the dugout.”


On some runs the remaining presence of gas was so strong that Dos Passos and Parshall got out of the ambulance every few miles to vomit in the roadside ditch. The horses pulling French 75mm field guns heaved and gasped, their eyes bulging and nostrils spurting blood. “I shall never forget,” he wrote after one such run, “the frightened eyes of the horses, choking on gas, standing beside their overturned gun carriages, waiting for the shell that will finish them.” That night Dos Passos wrote to Rummy that he could not imagine “a more hellish experience.”


But he took to his tasks with energy, fearlessness, and indifference to danger. The men worked continuously, sometimes seventy hours with hardly any rest, hauling stretchers bearing the wounded in overburdened ambulances down nearly impassible roads, repairing engines, and manning sentry duty to prevent theft or, worse, sabotage of their vehicles. They caught what sleep they could on stretchers in deep, rat-infested dug-outs, known as abris, sometimes only two hundred yards from the German trenches. It was a long way from the dorms of Choate and Harvard.


At rest Dos Passos joined other drivers sitting on boxes or perched on the hoods of their ambulances to watch the dogfights among the German and French planes dodging about in the sky like animals at play. In the night sky the planes and their lights seemed like shooting stars.
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The war Dos Passos had so wanted to witness now lay before him. What he and Lawson had imagined with schoolboy excitement on the voyage over was overtaken by the abiding horror of it all. “The world had become a different place,” said Lawson, “and we had to register the change in the only way that was possible to us, by putting words on paper.” As the French celebrated the success of their offensive, which grabbed only a few miles of corpse-filled trenches, it was the ambulances that brought back the wounded poilus. The gruesomeness of what Dos Passos saw left him wordless. “I’m dying to write—but all my methods of doing things in the past merely disgust me now, all former methods are damned inadequate,” he wrote in his diary. “Horror is so piled on horror that there can be no more.” But he still made furtive efforts to write in his notebooks. “I want to be able to express later—all of this—all the tragedy and hideous excitement of it,” he scribbled. “I must experience more of it and more—the gray crooked fingers of the dead, the dark look of dirty mangled bodies, their groans and joltings in the ambulances, the vast tomtom of the guns, the ripping tear shells make when they explode, the song of shells outgoing, like vast woodcocks—their contented whirr as near their mark.” And on he went with his list possessed by a gambler’s exhilaration.


“When one shell comes I want another, nearer, nearer,” he wrote. “I want to throw the dice at every turn with the roisterer Death.… Tomorrow I shall live to the dregs or today I shall die.” To endure what he witnessed, Dos Passos put on an emotional veneer like the mud that caked his clothes, boots, face, and hands. One day, not long after the offensive had ended, Dos Passos opened a can of sardines in a medical tent as doctors sawed off the leg of a soldier at a nearby operating table. “God knows,” he said, “I was still morbidly sensitive to other people’s pain, but I had learned to live in the world and stand it.”


His anger and opposition to the war grew. The men, in his mind, were expendable pawns unwilling to resist their dispatch to war. Worse, he wrote to Rummy, the soldiers were “too unimaginative not to see which way they ought to turn their guns.” It was not just the French who were victims, thought Dos Passos, but the German soldiers as well whom he carried in his ambulances. “None of the poor devils whose mangled dirty bodies I take to the hospital in my ambulance really give a damn about the aims of this ridiculous affair.”


It was to Dos Passos’s good fortune that censors did not see the letter. The French government was trying to repress as well as keep secret mutinies by infantrymen. Only a few hundred miles to the west Dos Passos’s friends E. E. Cummings and William Slater Brown were locked up in an internment camp for their lack of verbal caution. Brown’s intemperate letters home, unlike Dos Passos’s, had fallen into the hands of the authorities. Dragged in with Brown for questioning, Cummings was on the verge of being cleared when an official asked whether he hated the Germans. “No,” he replied, adding quickly, “I like the French very much.” The reply sent him to join Brown in lockup, where the two awaited a hearing that could result in them being either freed or charged with treason.
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On the first of September the fighting ended for Dos Passos. His ambulance section was moved away from the front. Back in the Récicourt villa garden with time on his hands, Dos Passos reflected on what he had witnessed at the front. The French soldiers he talked to all realized the futility of the war and blamed greed, stubbornness, and the stupidity of the governments for the continued slaughter. “Oh but why talk?” Dos Passos lamented to Rummy. “It’s so useless—There is one thing one learns in France today, the resignation of despair.”


American troops could be seen everywhere now, growing in number every day. It was the death knell of the volunteer ambulance corps. It was one thing to have wounded French soldiers carted about by gentlemen volunteers, but it would certainly not do for American soldiers. At the end of August Richard Norton wired his brother in the United States that he was closing down his ambulance service. From now on the American Expeditionary Forces would be in charge.


Norton, in the company of Red Cross and army officials, arrived at Dos Passos’s encampment to deliver the news. “As gentlemen volunteers you enlisted in this service,” Norton said, “as gentlemen volunteers I bid you farewell.” The choice given to the men was to enlist in the army or return to the United States when released from duty. Dos Passos gave no thought to joining the army and briefly considered fleeing to Spain.


Upon returning to Paris, Dos Passos learned of Cummings’s imprisonment and tried to contact his friend. Knowing of Cummings’s fate might have tempered the speech in some men, but not in Dos Passos’s case. In a small, cold room on Rue Descartes near the Pantheon on the Left Bank of Paris, he resumed work on his novel, the one he had begun with Hillyer. Its contents were the literary summation of Dos Passos’s wrath against the military and the war. It would have driven French censors into apoplexy had they seen it.


Desperate to remain in Europe but beyond the clutches of the military, which was looking for stray Americans, Dos Passos decided to apply to join a new American Red Cross section going to Italy. Competition was stiff, but his experience won him a place.


Early one November morning, before much of Paris was awake, Dos Passos and several dozen men loaded their belongings into a fleet of ambulances surrounding the Red Cross headquarters. In the fog the men moving about in their bulky leather jackets appeared to a newspaper correspondent as “grotesque shadows in the midst.” The journalist had come to watch the caravan’s departure for Italy, another of the city’s seemingly endless comings and goings to the warfront. For Dos Passos, he was trading one battlefield for another. He had been in the shadow of death at Verdun, and now Italy’s warfront awaited.
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SITTING IN A PASSENGER CAR ON THE CHICAGO AND ALTON RAILROAD bound for Kansas City on October 15, 1917, Ernest Hemingway wondered whether the White Sox had won the final game in the World Series. A news and candy dealer coming through the car gave him the answer he hoped for. “White Sox, four to two,” said the man as the train neared the Mississippi River. It was momentary bit of pleasure on a ride that was taking him miles from where he wanted to go. America had joined the war, and yet Hemingway still could not get his father’s permission to enlist. All summer his grandfather had dutifully sent him copies of the Chicago Tribune full of reports on the thousands of young Americans who were heading east to war. Instead, he was on a train going in the opposite direction, bound for a cub reporter’s job on the Kansas City Star.


Ernest’s uncle Tyler Hemingway had secured the job for his nephew, using his connections as a prominent Kansas City businessman. For its part the newspaper was glad to get another body. The draft had decimated its staff of young men. When the train pulled into Kansas City Ernest’s uncle was at Union Station. He drove his nephew home to his Victorian manor in a neighborhood with manicured lawns and shrubs much like Oak Park.


Not long after settling in, Hemingway caught up with one of his Michigan summer gang of friends who had also made an unsuccessful effort to court the green-eyed Katy Smith. He had a job working for a heating oil company in Kansas City, and the two made plans to find a place of their own. In trading the luxury of his uncle’s home for a small, out-of-the-way apartment, Hemingway obtained the freedom he craved. Far from his father and no longer under the watch of his uncle, Hemingway was now truly on his own.


Entering the three-story Kansas City Star building for his first day of work, Hemingway stepped into a palace of words. In a cavernous expanse crammed with desks, copyboys dashed about, phones rang, typewriters clattered, and, above it all, editors yelled. Like orchestral conductors, their job was to channel the work of the disparate players into a single score that came off the press every afternoon. For an aspiring writer this was paradise.


A newspaper imbued writing with a sense of urgency and importance. Words crafted in the morning were in print by day’s end. A reporter riding a bus home could watch commuters actually reading his work. Writer’s block was never a permissible condition. The printing press waited for no one. A breaking news story not on an editor’s desk by deadline never appeared.
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