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AUTHOR’S NOTE



THIS BOOK COVERS ROUGHLY the five years between the surrender of Japan in World War II and the Korean War, which I lived through as a young man. I wrote it in hopes of constructing a narrative of how America got from victory to cold war, weaving together a historical enlargement of my smaller personal memories. The Korean conflict was the flash point of the long cold war, that “twilight struggle” that President John F. Kennedy romantically evoked in his inaugural address. And in 1953 I found myself enlisted as a common soldier in that war.


As I worked on this book, I began thinking of it as a “memoir in the form of history.” The personal history aspect serves as a footnote, so to speak, to the main narrative. Most of our lives are obscure footnotes in history; most of us are bit players, supernumeraries in the crowd scenes. But still we try to look outside and beyond ourselves and perceive the larger currents of history in which we were swept along.


The narrative here is more political and cultural history than social history. I realize that things like ballpoint pens, Aureomycin, tail fins, and teenagers got invented during those years, give or take; and the grander issues such as the causes of the cold war are still debated in the halls of academe. But in this inquiry I’ve assigned myself, I try to tell what Americans thought in those five momentous years when their country went from peace to war, a war that changed my life and the lives of my contemporaries.


A note on the title: I devote a large chunk of the book to what I’ve dubbed “noir culture,” after the body of crime films known as film noir, which flourished between 1945 and 1950.* I believe films noir are a key for unlocking the psychology, the national mood during those years.


For all the joys of homecomings and for all the hopes of prosperity of those years, looking back, they seem quite dark at times, a hangover of the war, in which nearly four hundred thousand Americans died and more than 30 million worldwide. How could these things not have affected each of us bit players, however remotely? They were branded on our unconscious. The times saw rising tensions with the Soviet Union and with the intrusion of demagogic anti-Communism into domestic politics. Those years saw the death of Franklin D. Roosevelt, the twilight of the New Deal, and a conservative counterattack on the communal ethos that had carried the United States through depression and war. They were also a time of chances missed, choices made, roads not taken; a time of change and fear of change. And so this book is an exercise in alternative history.


Many of the writers and directors who made the films noir were on the political left, so their movies reveal the hopes of those on the left and their fears that their ambitions for a better world were closing down. In the best of these films, artists’ perceptions of the postwar world were transmuted into cinematic dreams—or nightmares. These tell us something about the movies flickering inside people’s heads during those years.
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CARL BROMLEY, MY EDITOR AT NATION BOOKS, encouraged me in developing this book. Thanks to my longtime Nation magazine colleagues Victor Navasky and Katrina vanden Heuvel for their support and for reading and critiquing a much longer version. I am grateful to the Furthermore Foundation for a timely grant that enabled me to add essential material on New York noir (see Chapter Seven). The interviews with the people of Red Oak, Iowa (see Chapter One), were arranged by Jacky Adams, keeper of the town’s World War II memory. Special thanks also to George Maher, a civic-minded citizen of that beautiful small town. And thanks above all to the people of Red Oak who shared their memories and stories of the war, which hit their town so hard. Gratitude is also due to Rich Sternberg, who proposed the trip to Red Oak out of the blue. It was financed by a grant he received from the New Jersey Principals Association. He was my companion on the road and collaborator in the interviews. This book is a synthesis of the work of many scholars, whom I hope I have cited adequately in the text or notes. The interpretations of their facts and commentary is my own unless otherwise indicated. Thanks to Daniel LoPreto for his valuable help in tracking down song publishers. A much different kind of help was provided by Jenna Baynes, of Columbia Orthopaedics Sports Therapy in New York City, and Dr. Craig Rubenstein, also of New York, who helped me deal with shoulder and back problems that were slowing me down. Finally, as usual, thanks to Anthea Lingeman, for care and feeding and all manner of support, including technical.


 


* Definitions of film noir differ. The movies I discuss in this book under this rubric have all been denominated as such by a majority of film critics and scholars. They have also been called “crime melodramas.”
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The author (right) in Japan, ca. 1955, with a fellow counterintelligence agent. In the Jeep is a recovered “weather balloon” gondola. Unbeknownst to them, the downed balloon actually carried a CIA spy camera. Author photo





Prologue



CONFESSIONS OF A COLD WARRIOR (I)
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I HAVE A RECURRING MEMORY OF JAPAN. I am in Fukuoka, driving a car. Kelly, a fellow agent, is beside me in the front seat. Rabbit is hunched over in the backseat. Kelly’s yelling, “Faster!” I jam the accelerator and swing the wheel on the Chevy; we go careering down dark streets. Something is after us, and I’m lost in a foreign place . . .


Two years, from 1954 through 1956, I served in Japan as a Special Agent with the Army Counter Intelligence Corps. I had enlisted in the CIC with my friend Mitch, who sold me on it, because of the Korean War and the draft. All of our class of ’53 had avoided the worst of the war with college deferments, but graduation meant you had to choose. Go to graduate school, which meant choosing a career, which I was not ready to do. Or be drafted. Or enlist in the service of your choice. We opted for the third and joined the Army on July 14 (Bastille Day, Mitch, a Francophile, reminded me). This was two weeks before the truce was signed, ending the Korean War without peace.


We had several months of training at the CIC school at Fort Holabird, Maryland (“the Bird”). Before graduation, about twenty of us (but not Mitch, as I’ll explain later) were told we were going to Japan. First, though, we were ordered to take a six-month crash course in Japanese at the Bird. It was too short a time to develop fluency in the language, of course, but I emerged able to speak rudimentary sentences. Still, in my work I had to use an interpreter.


In July, with a dozen other replacement agents, I boarded a troopship in Oakland. After a two-week voyage, we steamed into Yokohama harbor. I could see Fujiyama looming against the soft blue sky like a woodblock print by Hiroshige, its peak capped by a white crown of snow shading lower down into gray-blue.


Disembarking I was dunked into a maelstrom of alien sights and sounds and smells, drowning in the foreignness of it all.


An Army bus took a group of us to CIC headquarters in the middle of Tokyo, where we would stay for six weeks of indoctrination. It was a large four-story brownish-yellow, glum-looking building with a porte cochere over the main entrance. The site housed the main offices of the 441st Army Counter Intelligence Corps Detachment and also served as a barracks.


This building, located directly across the street along the moat surrounding the vast sprawling grounds of the Imperial Palace, had been the headquarters of the Kempei Tai, the Japanese military police. Supposedly, some of Gen. Jimmy Doolittle’s fliers who were captured after the audacious US 1942 bombing raid on Tokyo were tortured in the basement cells here. No doubt Japanese were tortured as well by the secret police. During the American occupation, the CIC took it over and renamed it Norton Hall, after a CIC agent killed in the Philippines in World War II.


I had little interest in the history of the building. Compared to the Army barracks life we were used to, it was a luxury hotel. We attended classes by day, and at nights and on weekends we explored this strange humming city.


In late summer, after the end of the rainy season, Tokyo was a semi-tropical city. A blanket of humidity lay on it, sodden and heavy like a great sponge. Exploring, we wandered off into narrow twisty side streets, not knowing where we were going, ambling past low wooden shops with sliding doors and latticework windows overhung by blue curtains covered with cabalistic characters and flanked by bright red paper lanterns, the clopping of hundreds of wooden geta in our ears. People sat in bars and cafes over fruit drinks or tea, mopping their brows and exclaiming, “Ahhh atsu-u-u-ii!” (“It’s hot!”), drawing out the word like a sigh. Office workers hurried along the streets, fanning themselves and dreaming perhaps of the beaches at Kamakura, a nearby resort where Tokyo people went to dip in the sea. Ahhh atsu-u-u-ii!
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IN THE SODDEN HEAT, laborers worked stripped down to furoshiki—loincloths with bright-colored sweat rags tied around their foreheads. Visitors arriving hot and dirty on coal-burning trains hurried to inns, where they shed their business suits or kimonos and donned starched blue and white yukata, then moved to the common bath and soaked in the rising steam and afterward sluiced their naked bodies with wooden buckets of cold water. Refreshed, they returned to their rooms to relax, sitting cross-legged on the tatami around the low table, catching a faint breeze from the garden through open sliding doors, and sucking the juice from orange wedges or drinking glasses of Nippon beer from cold quart bottles and munching seaweed crackers.


There were a few Western-style hotels in the city, the main one and crown jewel being the Imperial, built by Frank Lloyd Wright in the 1920s and designed to be earthquake-proof. Low-lying, it sprawled over a large area, a reddish-brick sprawling structure, crouched like a great toad in the middle of the city.


Once, while walking along a public corridor of the Imperial, I ran into a man from my hometown, Ben. A West Point graduate wearing a major’s oak leaf insignia, Ben was a sharp soldier, tall and ramrod straight. I was wearing my uniform with a private’s insignia, so I reflexively saluted before shaking hands. We were both very stiff and rank-conscious.


Neither of us said what he was doing. We CIC agents had been instructed not to tell anyone about our status, except when on official business. In the field we wore civilian clothes and flashed identification cards designating us as Department of Army Civilians—“dacs.” Our mail even came to a cover address—Detachment A, 5th Service Group, or some such.


So in the corridor of the phantasmagoric Imperial, with its red bricks and bits of colored glass around the windows, we called to each other across a gulf of rank and secrecy, exchanging news about our parents, who moved in the same circles in our mutual and very distant Indiana hometown. Those topics exhausted, we engaged in a cryptic dialogue like in a Samuel Beckett play, with little said about our work, where we were stationed, what we were doing there. (Much later I discovered from Ben’s obituary that he served in the Central Intelligence Agency. Possibly he was in it even then, which would explain his reticence with me.)


Ironically, when I was a working agent I discovered a case file on “Suspected CIA Agents” or some such rubric. Apparently the CIC was supposed to keep track of CIA spies in our territory—I was never told why, of course. In pursuit of this particular one, I spent days in a fruitless stakeout looking for a Catholic priest who was said to be working undercover (under cassock?) for the Agency. I don’t know if the spy priest was ever located; I never knew for a fact that he even existed, for I never learned the results of this or any other investigation.


“The first charm of Japan is intangible and volatile as a perfume,” wrote Lafcadio Hearn, regretting he had not written down his first impressions of the country as soon as he arrived in 1890. Mine, though faded by time, flicker dimly in memory: The kamikaze taxi drivers. The haughty policemen in smart uniforms starched to a knife-edge directing traffic at intersections with flowing ritualized gestures like kabuki actors. The Ginza crowds at night. Neon signs with twisty snakelike characters luridly glowing pink, blue, white. The bars, nightclubs with “hostesses” eying you, yakitori counters with dripping birds (chickens, sparrows, or songbirds) on spits over charcoal braziers. The sushi restaurants where you sat at a counter that had a channel in which water flowed over a bed of smooth white stones and watched the chef’s agile fingers shape the sticky rice like a magician performing a sleight-of-hand trick and produce ovoid morsels of rice topped with gleaming orange, red, or white slices of fish. The noodle shops with vats of seething pork broth, which countermen ladled into bowls over swirls of noodles, meat, and vegetables, and placed before hungry lunchtimers who slurped their soup with noisy appreciation. The Pachinko parlors where men in identical short-sleeve white shirts stood transfixed before rows of machines, watching with glazed eyes as the little steel balls caromed about behind the vertical glass.


At night, lying in my bunk at Norton Hall, I could hear the sounds of the street. Punctuating the muted noises was the reedy wail of the noodle vendor’s shakuhachi flute, curling sinuously into the air like cigarette smoke, a sound I’ll forever identify with the Japan I remember.


As far as I know, our field office at Camp Hakata, near Fukuoka on the island of Kyushu, never caught any spies. I do know that I never saw the Soviet courier we were ordered to find and watch. He was said to be contacting a spy in our city (something like that; I don’t remember the details). Instead, I spent nights staked out at a bar looking for a thin man with a scar on his cheek who never appeared. Did he exist? If he did, I never knew for a fact.


According to later histories, the 441st CIC did break up some Soviet spy rings during the Korean War. In my day it seemed to be spending most of its time tracking the overt, legal political activities of the militant Japan Communist Party, the Socialist Party, and the labor unions—though I’m speaking only from my own parochial experience.


In any case, I had no part of that mission; I was assigned the ultranationalist beat, keeping track of myriad fractious “patriotic” groups with exotic names like Black Dragon Society and Imperial Chrysanthemum Society. Some were direct descendants of the fanatical movements of the 1930s that had agitated for war and assassinated government officials who opposed their hot-blooded ideas. Their historical predilection for violence was the main reason for our coverage of them, I assume. And they did have some influence with certain right-wing Japanese politicians. Much later, some of them cultivated ties to wealthy business leaders, conservative politicians, and the Yakuza, although in my time their mob connections were not objects of investigation.


In my work, I met with an informant known as I-37, a private investigator we called Rabbit for some reason I’ve forgotten. Maybe it was because he was a furtive little man. He made his living checking out the character references and bank accounts of future brides and grooms in arranged marriages. He also had contacts in local ultranationalist organizations and a willingness to sell us the inside dope on their activities—meetings, plans, pamphlets, demonstrations. I took his neatly written reports, had them translated, and wrote them up.


“Make it like Hemingway,” the Major, a literate man, used to tell us. “Short declarative sentences.” Those reports were a good training ground for a terse style that told only the facts. I’m afraid, however, that American taxpayers didn’t get many facts in return for the money I paid Rabbit. The groups he reported on never seemed to do much beyond talking and quarreling with one another, coining disdainful epithets for their rivals like “a harmless society for moon viewing.” The “inside” information I-37 gave us was impossible for me to verify except with the police, and you had to be cagey with them; if you told them too much you might reveal the identity of your informant, and these identities were our most secret secrets.


During my stint in Japan I engaged in clandestine investigations in which hard facts had a way of melting into the shadows of ambiguity. Apart from the daily routine of writing and filing reports and paying occasional calls on the police, a lot of my work took place at night, meeting informants and taking their handwritten reports or jotting down what they told me.


I suspect (though I don’t know it for a fact) that the police officials with whom we swapped bits of information had an ambivalent attitude toward our clandestine poking about in their now-sovereign country. Not that they were unfriendly; possibly they regarded us with the same ambivalence they must have had toward those cases of C-rations we gave them at Christmastime, a tradition going back to the hungry years after the war. The rations in the boxes probably helped feed their families, but by 1954 Japan was producing ample rice, vegetables, and fish, and one wonders if our friends truly relished Army OD shade 7 green cans of franks and beans, chicken and noodles, beef stew, and other staples that were intended to be eaten by GIs in the field (and which we agents, who didn’t eat with the rest of the troops in the mess hall, subsisted on when we’d come up short before payday).


The job was, well, interesting. It was like being an investigative reporter for a paper with a very limited circulation. Norton Hall in Tokyo never responded to, commented on, criticized, or praised my reports—except for one time. Many years later, going through my service files, I came across a letter from headquarters commending my field office’s “efficient and timely execution of your phase of Project 119L.” By then I had completely forgotten what Project 119L was. But I did remember reading in the New York Times about a CIA surveillance operation, publicly described as a meteorological experiment, that had sent balloons bearing a gondola with a camera over China to take high-altitude photographs of Chinese military sites. That, I’m sure, was the Project 119L I (or rather, we) had been commended for: I remember well going to pick up one of those “weather balloons,” which we were told had been netted by a Japanese fishing boat.


The boat was moored in a tiny fishing village in Saga Prefecture, the neighboring one to ours. I set out in one of our black jeeps, accompanied by another agent, a quiet Nisei man from California named Tom, who would be my interpreter. All we were told was that a large weather balloon floated over the China Sea by the US Air Force to record meteorological information had fallen into the sea and been netted by a crew of Japanese fishermen. Our job was to bring back the gondola. We drove miles over flat back-country roads, skirting hills and rice paddies, to a tiny, isolated fishing village.


When we arrived the boat’s crew was quickly assembled. They turned out to be a group of wiry men with seamed faces tanned nut-brown by sea and wind. They were angry, we soon sensed after the traditional courtesies, though Japanese manners prevented them from saying so outright. After much indirection and “sa-a-a-a-hs,” Tom pinned down the origin of their distemper: they had been led to expect a reward of ten thousand yen for returning their odd catch to American authorities. That was news to us: we had brought no funds. Somehow, we talked our way out of this impasse by extravagant promises of greater riches to come, and escaped with our hides and our prize, a yellow plastic portholed gondola about the size of a small refrigerator, in the back of the Jeep. (See picture on page xii).


Lack of response to my work from headquarters may explain why I still remember the Major’s words praising a report I had submitted: “a superior job of investigation.” That one reported on interviews with some paratroopers who’d been POWs in Korea. The case involved an American prisoner who had defected to North Korea. At the time the POWs were widely believed to have been brainwashed by the Chinese. Why else would they choose Communism over Americanism? The case’s eye-catching heading impressed me most: TREASON.


We all liked the Major, a lean man whose shoulders were stooped from a war wound. He took a vicarious and intelligent interest in our work, which we appreciated. He loved to argue with us college-boy liberals about Senator McCarthy’s latest revelations, constantly reminding us after his fourth or fifth VO and water that “Dean Acheson said, ‘I won’t turn my back on Alger Hiss.’” (Hiss, a suspected Soviet spy, was a protégé of Acheson who had been convicted of perjury during a congressional hearing at which he was confronted by alleged coagent Whittaker Chambers.)


One of the pluses of my work was that it gave me a chance to travel into the surrounding countryside, driving one of our vehicles—either a Jeep painted black or a Chevrolet painted blue—as a cover. On some outings I drove past rice paddies with green sprigs protruding from watery black rows, the fresh spring air redolent of night soil. Other junkets took me to Saga City in neighboring Saga Prefecture, where we met ordinary Japanese people as well as police and government officials.


The police in Fukuoka City were tough but genial guys who went in for coarse joshing and after-hours sake. We usually became friendly with the detective we dealt with and entertained his superiors at “liaison parties” in restaurants or inns, with geishas pouring the sake and playing childish table games, laughing at our jokes and singing children’s or drinking songs. After the cops got to know us, they reciprocated by inviting us to their homes, where we met recessive wives who dominated the home and wide-eyed children with bowl haircuts. We also paid New Year’s Day calls, observing a Japanese holiday tradition of toasting one another with cup after cup of sake and eating the seasonal sweet red-bean cakes.


Although these relationships were friendly, the cops were professionally nosy. Conversing with them through an interpreter, I had time to think up an evasion to touchy questions. But that did not always save me. Once, a detective sergeant who handled ultranationalist cases—Tanizaki, I’ll call him—suddenly asked me point-blank if (giving Rabbit’s real name) was a CIC informant. I felt my face prickle and redden; Christ! I was blushing! Lying so blatantly was a challenge to a small-town boy raised in the code of the Boy Scouts and graduated from a Quaker college that took pride in its honor system. Furious with myself, I stuttered a denial, but Tanizaki, a shrewd guy, may have guessed he had hit a nerve. (I suspect he had the same informant, whom we were thus double-paying—though of course I don’t know it for a fact.)


One day, the Major suggested that I add Tanizaki to our roster of paid informants. I vaguely promised to try. I might have also objected, but didn’t, that Tanizaki and I had a good, friendly relationship and that I saw no point in putting it on a different plane, meeting him secretly in a parked car at night and handing him cash. I never did make the approach; I couldn’t even think how to go about it, what to say, given the linguistic obstacle course one had to traverse when asking a favor of a Japanese person.


But my reluctance ran deeper than that. I felt such an arrangement would amount to bribery, in which I had absolutely no experience but which I didn’t approve of. Tanizaki, who had a family and did not make a munificent salary, might have been grateful for some extra income. Who knows? We might have moved beyond the hints, the fencing, to a franker, more open relationship. I might have learned what he knew about what we knew and about the CIC and our informants. But I couldn’t do it, even though it meant disobeying what was kind of an order from the Major. Fortunately, he forgot about it, as happened with a lot of his big ideas.


Later, I recruited a better informant—a veteran ultranationalist leader who had risen to a high post in his organization after surviving the immediate postwar days, when many of his youthful comrades committed seppuku on the Yoyogi parade grounds in Tokyo (so he told us) to protest the emperor’s surrender. This informant, whom I’ll call Shimura, was missing the tip of his little finger. He boasted that he had cut it off and sent it to a rival gang member who was pressing him on a gambling debt. Shimura said it was the traditional samurai way of shaming someone who had wronged you; like many ultranationalists, Shimura fancied himself living by the medieval code of Bushido, the code of the samurai. He regaled us with gossip about his comrades and their drunken misadventures in brothels sharing the same woman.


I recruited Shimura in collaboration with Captain Whitestone, a veteran agent who spoke shamelessly bad Japanese, talking so loud that he gave an illusion of fluency. At least he was facile enough to flatter Shimura for his selfless devotion to the emperor and, more to the point, to offer him a large monthly retainer, which he agreed to take. I suspect those thousands of yen he collected went a long way toward financing the desultory activities of his organization that he duly reported to us.


Much later it struck me that in a sense, Tanizaki had been using me— or trying to—as an unwitting informant, subtly probing me. One of his obvious goals in our regular information exchanges, I realized, was to find out what we—the CIC—knew and try to guess how we knew it. For if he could deduce who our informant was (and I think he succeeded in doing that—see below), he could lean on the man and possibly disrupt the organization. Putting these groups out of business was, after all, his job.


But I don’t know that for a fact.
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THE REASON I CAME TO BELIEVE—though it may have been just the paranoia that went with the job—that Tanizaki had discovered Rabbit was working for us was because of an incident that occurred at one of our meetings. We were parked on a wide dirt road leading to a giant tori at the entrance to the city’s main Shinto shrine. Kelly, a fast-talking, round-faced Hawaiian Nisei agent, was interpreting for me that night. Suddenly, he looked back and jerked a thumb at a car that had pulled up behind us.


“The cops! Bug out! Scram!” he hissed, ordering Rabbit to duck down in the backseat. I started the motor and we roared off, primed by the fear that if we had stayed the inquisitive cops would have sauntered up to our parked car, shined a flashlight on our informant, grilled him, maybe arrested him.


Glancing in the rearview mirror I saw the lights of the other car. “Faster!” Kelly said. I jammed the accelerator and steered wildly along a boulevard on the outskirts of the city, careering between three-wheelers and cyclists like a Pachinko ball. Luckily, it was late and there wasn’t much traffic. I felt the Chevy leaning as we screeched around a corner, Rabbit cringing in the backseat.


“Goddamn, he’s still coming! Faster!” Kelly yelled. I saw in the rearview mirror two headlights like the glowing eyes of some big cat relentlessly hunting me down.


I speeded up and roared along a boulevard that led into a large park, cut the wheel and skidded into a side road lined with trees, swerved down another dark street. Eventually, after turns and double-backs, our nemesis was no longer in view. We stopped on a deserted street and let Rabbit out. He scurried off without a word. It was a strange game of cat-and-mouse. Later, I half-wondered, Was there really a pursuer? Was it really the cops? Had Kelly jumped to a conclusion too fast? Or was it the usual paranoia?


After we’d met our informants late at night, Kelly and I sometimes went drinking in small bars and hotels that he knew. Japanese places, though, not the cabarets that the GIs in their short-sleeve Hawaiian shirts and khakis frequented, drinking quart bottles of Nippon beer and watching the girls on the dance floor mamboing with each other to “Cherry Pink and Apple Blossom White,” last year’s American hit just arriving in Japan after crossing the International Date Line. They’d later bargain with the mama-san for a hostess they liked and take her to her tiny room or a shabby hotel. Occasionally, we stopped at one of those GI places, the Akadama, where we “shared” a hostess named Akemi . . .


Sometimes we entered places with signs saying “Japanese Only,” where Kelly (who got around) might have known the manager or the mama-san. Sometimes, I heard a hissed “gaijin!” (foreigner) slit the smoky air. One night, very late, while we were ordering food at a noodle cart, a drunk walked up to us and started yelling that Kelly had called him a baka (jerk); I remembered when it happened. He was driving us and had yelled out of the car window at a man on a bicycle who was blocking our way. Now I glanced at the man and saw he was extracting from under his shirt a very long, slender, silvery knife, all the while muttering harshly. Instinctively, driven as much by booze and dislike of fist fights as courage, I stepped in and managed in my limited Japanese to joke him out of it. That seemed to be a fairly frequent role for me on late-night rambles—mediating fights, usually between drunk soldiers. The pacifist in me coming out.


There was a certain brothel, known as the Shakuhachi House, where the GIs went and every perversion under the moon was said to be available. Once, a group of agents raided it—or maybe “crashed” it is the word—in search of an AWOL GI who had made off with thousands of dollars in payroll money he was transporting from one base to another. He was rumored to be hiding out in the place, living it up. The Major probably got a tip from headquarters, mobilized his troops, and struck in the dead of night. The operation quickly turned into a bedroom farce of opened and slammed doors, with GIs emerging in their skivvies, angry at being expelled from warm beds. At one point I saw an EM roughing up the Major (who was in civilian clothes). I intervened, pinning his arms back, not knowing what the hell to do next. I think some of my comrades took charge of the GI and calmed him down.


Kelly and I continued the search. Then we burst into a room and met a scene I can never forget: a woman wearing only panties and bra was spraddled on a low bed, her arms and legs tied to the posts. A smiling guy was jabbing her with a lighted cigarette, while she writhed and shrieked. Seeing us, she cried, “Hey, you want to burn me? I like, I like it.” I saw her body was spotted with red sores. We quickly backed out the door.
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WORKING IN THIS SHADOW WORLD, I developed a taste for the night city, with its louche back-alley bars and hot-bed hotels, the exhilarating dangers, the sense of living on the edge (in my imagination at least). The night got to me. Going through some diaries I kept in Japan while writing this account, I came across a kind of prose poem, probably written after a late night of drinking at the Akadama. Reading it sent my thoughts hurtling back to Fukuoka nights.




14 November. . . . Dark silhouettes weaving on the dance floor—the jarring, irrelevant rhythms of the orchestra—the street at night—a lone figure ahead, shadow reflected and lengthened on the dimly lit pavement—the black still waters of the canal—the street lights glowing alone and separate in the night like individual souls—pinpoints in the black night of Existence





Sometimes, night makes you look into yourself. Sometimes, I didn’t like what I saw.


Many years later, I came upon films noir, a theme in this book. Those dark crime films—mainly those made in the late forties—spoke to me. Whenever the Film Forum, that temple of cinema on West Houston Street in Greenwich Village, offered a program of films noir, I would sit through them daily, alone in the dark, watching double and triple features. Those films seemed to catch the paranoia, the deception, the mendacity of the cold war—that “long twilight struggle.” I have never talked about my rather unremarkable adventures in Japan, since everything we did, down to eating at the PX, was classified, strictly speaking. The films served as divining rods for subterranean memories.


I started reading the many books about film noir; the concept fascinated me. I later happened upon a study of German films from the Weimar era, From Caligari to Hitler, by Siegfried Kracauer, who used Expressionist films as a way of understanding the collective mind of the German people and their progress from Weimar to hell. It suggested a way for me to probe the subconscious of postwar America, those years just after the war when, I think now as I look back, many dark currents swirled under the surface of life . . .


These noir films seemed to evoke the mood of the time better than any other movies made during the years leading up to the Korean War. The Korean War had changed my life and my plans and the lives and plans of many of my friends, and killed others a few degrees of separation from me. How did it come about? Why did it happen? The films expressed subconscious reactions to the growing tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union, to the Red Scare, the blacklists, the loyalty investigations. Of particular interest were the symbolic expressions of despair at the decline of New Deal liberalism and the rise of the red-baiting that led to McCarthyism and the growing fear of Communism at home and abroad, a tide of fear that ultimately carried us into the Korean War. Trends were set in motion that culminated in the war, almost as though it was fore-ordained. Those movies provide an insight into that psychology.


The hedyday of films noir also bracketed the fall of the liberal left right after the war, because many of them were conceived and made by the writers and directors who would be interrogated by the House Un-American Activities Committee, which descended on Hollywood like a storm cloud in 1946 and left behind in 1950 the wreckage of careers and artistic freedom, and a blacklist that authorized studios to fire any performer who had been accused by anyone of being a Communist or sympathizer, never mind the lack of evidence. The downfall of the idealistic hopes invested in the war, the rebirth of our wartime hatred of the enemy, recycled against the Soviet Union, the threats of a common enemy packed into the portmanteau “Communism”—all these (along with a lingering death consciousness from World War II) were subtexts of these films, or at least the best of them. They grew out of the same general subsoil of emotion in which germinated the political culture of those short years from the Dionysian revels of VJ Day to June 25, 1950, when North Korean troops crossed the 38th Parallel and the cold war began.





Voices




There’ll be love and laughter


And peace ever after


Tomorrow when the world is free.


—NAT BURTON AND WALTER KENT, “(THERE’LL BE BLUEBIRDS OVER) THE WHITE CLIFFS OF DOVER”


Tzena, Tzena, join the celebration.


There’ll be people there from ev’ry nation.


Dawn will find us laughing in the sunlight


Dancing in the city square.


—ISSACHAR MIRON AND YEHIEL HAGGIZ (ENGLISH TRANSLATION BY MITCHELL PARRISH), “TZENA, TZENA” (1941)


Oh leave the dishes in the sink, Ma,


Leave the dishes in the sink.


Each dirty plate will have to wait


Tonight we’re going to celebrate.


Leave the dishes in the sink.


—MILTON BERLE, GENE DOYLE, AND SPIKE JONES, “LEAVE THE DISHES IN THE SINK, MA” (1944)


“We shall not soon purge ourselves of the feeling of guilt which prevails among us. . . . What a precedent for the future we have furnished to other nations even less concerned than we with scruples or ideals! Surely we cannot be proud of what we have done. If we state our inner thoughts honestly, we are ashamed of it.”


—DAVID LAWRENCE, COLUMNIST (1945)


You remember two great cities in a distant foreign land


When scorched from the face of earth the power of Japan


Be careful, my dear brother, don’t take away the joy


But use it for the good of man and never to destroy.


Atomic power, atomic power


It was given by the mighty hand of God


—FRED KIRBY, “ATOMIC POWER” (1946)


We came from behind and we came up fast.


We got together and spotted ’em aces and spades and beat ’em at their own game.


Showed ’em how to pull off what Napoleon and Hitler never even dared to try—invasion across the Channel;


Showed ’em how to flank a flank and blitz a blitz;


Showed ’em that when you get together and conquer, it works out better than divide-and-conquer;


Showed ’em how to wage a war and work and plan and sing songs, all at once . . .


—NORMAN CORWIN, UNTITLED AND OTHER RADIO DRAMAS (1947)


I’ll get by as long as I have you


Though there be rain and darkness too


I’ll not complain


I’ll see it through.


—FRED E. AHLERT AND ROY TURK, “I’LL GET BY (AS LONG AS I HAVE YOU)” (1928), BILLBOARD’S NO. 1 HIT IN 1944
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Blue Skies, a formula show biz musical, was Paramount’s biggest box office hit of 1946. Everett Collection
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VICTORY DREAMS
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ON AUGUST 14, 1945, the day Japan surrendered, the day the war ended, I was at summer camp. We were in our tents for rest period. Suddenly shouts bounced from tent to tent:


“The war’s over!”


“The war’s over!”


“The war’s over!”


“Yay! My dad can come home!”


Early in the afternoon, Americans started hearing news reports from all over the world that Tokyo had accepted the Allied terms. Minutes after 7 p.m. Eastern War Time, President Truman, broadcasting from the White House, announced that the Japanese had surrendered unconditionally, which was not quite true, and declared a two-day holiday.


That same night the War Department dispatched 37,300 telegrams to war contractors canceling 83,000 uncompleted munitions contracts worth $17.5 billion ($209 billion in 2009 purchasing power), thus saving the last possible defense dollars.


A raucous crowd, mostly servicemen and -women who had been waiting in Washington’s Lafayette Square for official word, quickly swelled to fifty thousand when the news came. They climbed on top of streetcars; they formed a conga line; they yelled, “We want Truman!” A thin rank of military policemen stood by the White House fence to hold back the mob. The dapper president, in office little more than three months, accompanied by his retiring wife, Bess, finally emerged flashing the V sign. He broadcast remarks to the crowd: “This is a great day, the day we have been waiting for.” He asked everyone to help him make a lasting peace. He then approached the high iron fence bordering the White House lawn, waving until his arm grew tired.


In New York the cork popped, and animal spirits foamed up. A laughing, screaming, yelling, dancing, singing, drinking, kissing crowd of more than 750,000 people packed Times Square. By Wednesday it would grow to 2 million—the largest since the 4 million people who had welcomed home General Eisenhower, hero of the Normandy invasion. The din became earsplitting, the air torn by car horns, whistles, and the throaty boom of the Queen Elizabeth’s horn. The city had shuttered bars for the day, but people carrying bottles were ubiquitous, drinking their way to the “biggest hangover in history,” wrote Yank’s New York reporter. A Brooklyn war wife described the scene:




First of all the [streets] were jammed with people, mostly servicemen, packed in tightly from curb to curb—some walking eight and ten abreast, singing, laughing and blowing horns. Confetti and streamers were ankle deep and were being sold at every street corner. . . . Policemen and M.P.s . . . took no heed of the goings on like the sailors and soldiers . . . grabbing every woman and girl in their arms and passionately kissing them in spite of kicking, screaming, and protesting. People sat on the curbs of Broadway and Times Square right in front of the cops and necked—but most violently!





A nurse named Edith Shain heard the official announcement on the radio while on duty at Doctors Hospital on the Upper East Side. Without changing out of her white uniform, she and a coworker hurried to Times Square.


She didn’t get very far down Broadway before a sailor grabbed her and mashed his lips on hers while bowing her back in a dance-floor dip. A week later she saw her picture on the cover of Life magazine, locked with the sailor in the famous photograph by Alfred Eisenstaedt.


Shain never saw the sailor again. Fifty years later, some publicists and New York officials staged a “reunion” between her and a man who had been arbitrarily designated her kisser, out of more than twenty claimants to the title.


The photo recorded traditional male dominance, but many women were as aggressive as the guys. Wilding bands of women planted smacks on the lips of surprised men. A Boston reporter described a “kissing fest” in that city, in which servicemen were kissed so often their faces were smeared with lipstick. A young flyer named Robert Billian, who came to Times Square with some buddies, described the scene:




The girls were grabbing the service men and kissing them, you know, and all this business. And we were kind of standoffish on this, to be honest with you. And so, I guess, this group saw us and they thought, well, they’d have some fun with us. So, a couple of good looking gals came up to us, and they said, “Now close your eyes we want to give you something that . . .” you know. So, we closed them, expecting to be kissed, and with this, they grabbed our hand and stuck some screws in our hand and closed our hand around them and ran.





There were reports, none fit to print in the New York Times, of couples doing it in the road. Simon Greco, a religious CO, had expected “some great religious feeling to take over” the city on VJ Day. Instead, “a bunch of people gathered in Times Square, some gals getting laid.”


Times Square on VJ Day saw an orgy that far surpassed New Year’s Eve’s traditional revelry. But it was not only sex that broke out; it was also an orgy of good feeling, a communion of release and happiness, an expression of unity. It was as if the young, who had borne the risk of death in this war, were celebrating in primal ways their own and others’ emergence from the Shadow, cheering the victory of Eros over Thanatos in the most public of squares.


In Washington the reckless, orgiastic mood swept through a crowd swollen to five hundred thousand revelers. Thomas Emerson, a sober New Deal lawyer who had just taken over as general counsel of the Office of War Mobilization and Reconversion, which was charged with planning the nation’s transition to a peace economy, caught a streetcar downtown, where he witnessed mass hysteria on a scale such as he had never seen before or would ever see again: “Ordinary manners were completely abandoned, at times the scene approached a sort of orgy. A girl stripped off all her clothes on the corner of 14th and F streets. . . . Another girl and man stripped off all their clothes and exchanged clothing . . . some people engaged in public acts of sexual intercourse.”


Four years of war had transformed the slow-moving pre-war capital into a boomtown of brass hats, dollar-a-year men (businessmen who donated their services to wartime economic agencies), civil servants, and government girls. They all joined soldiers and sailors in a “screaming, drinking, paper-tearing, free-kissing demonstration.” People passed around bottles. Officers shared them with enlisted men. “We’re all civilians now!” cried a soldier, extolling the spirit of fraternization after years when some 14 million men and women in uniform had lived under the military caste system.


One block from the White House, at the venerable Willard Hotel, Washington’s grandest hostelry, the marble-columned lobby was chock-ablock with generals and admirals, lobbyists and dollar-a-year men. A bald-headed man tried to slide down the grand main staircase but fell off and tumbled down the stairs ass over teacup.


There were islands of sobriety in the turbulent sea. A solemn group sang “The Star-Spangled Banner.” A man told a Yank correspondent, “You know, soldier, it’s a nice celebration, but I lost two sons—two sons. It might be a joke to some . . .” He shook his head sadly and walked away, head bowed.


Down in pleasure-loving New Orleans, there were premature celebrations all through Tuesday afternoon, with office workers throwing confetti from windows. When five o’clock came without official word, the crowd along Canal Street was still waiting for a sign that the big one could begin. At last, the Times-Picayune’s extra announcing peace hit the streets. All copies were gone in three minutes.


“No Mardis Gras was ever as gay or as wild as the celebration that followed,” a Yank reporter claimed. Ironically, Bourbon Street, the epicenter of Mardis Gras, was quiet. That was because the police had ordered all bars closed for twenty-four hours. But the drinkers had armed themselves with portable potables, and the party snaked through the cars on Canal Street, the city’s broadest thoroughfare. As it became packed, traffic slowed to a glacial ooze. Men clambered up the sides of streetcars to kiss women inside. One gang hijacked a stalled truck loaded with watermelons and tossed them to the crowd. Amid the pandemonium other New Orleanians crammed the Jesuit cathedral, crossed themselves, and knelt to say their prayers.


In San Francisco, officials may have regretted not closing the bars. Soldiers and sailors broke into liquor stores, liberating bottles of whiskey. The mixture of booze with the exuberance of young soldiers and sailors released from the prospect of death was highly volatile.


Initially, the mood was mellow. A sybaritic Chronicle columnist reveled in the thought of the end of wartime shortages and the return of peacetime pleasures: nylon stockings, Oxford cloth shirts, joy rides in the country, voyages to faraway places on a tramp steamer, Scotch whiskey, cartons of cigarettes. In keeping with the jubilant public mood, the police early in the day received orders to “let the people do anything within reason and keep property damage down.” Firecrackers hoarded by residents of Chinatown exploded like a firefight. Soldiers and sailors held a tug-of-war with a fire hose and climbed on top of the streetcars. A voluptuous redhead danced naked at the base of the Native Sons fountain. Two young women stripped off their clothes and frolicked in the lily pond near the Civic Center. A sailor offered his coat to the redhead and escorted her to parts unknown; soldiers offered towels to the two naiads to shield their emergence on dry land.


As the day reeled by, Market Street became littered with bottles. Groups turned into mobs, and the celebration exploded in a wild melee, as aggressive instincts were released. Many of the drunk soldiers and sailors were slated to ship out to the Pacific theater. Some 1.6 million troops passed through the ports around San Francisco during the war. Now the last wave had been reprieved. They went wild.


“A looting, smashing crowd” stampeded into the streets, wrote a Chronicle reporter. Nothing, he said, could stop them but tear gas or fire hoses. But the police were unprepared, and the mob raced around smashing windows. The rioters—a quarter of them “falling down drunk”—rampaged along Market Street, attacking women, smashing windows, wrecking thirty of those famous streetcars before the night was out.


Finally, at 11 p.m., the cops moved in. Deputy chief Michael Riordan, in a booming voice, ordered the mob to disperse. No one heeded him. It would take police two days to get the city buttoned down.


When it was over, there was a grim tally: eleven dead, more than one thousand hurt. Among the dead was Marine Pfc. James Prim, thirty-four, who’d survived the brutal South Pacific campaign. He died of a fractured skull after falling down stairs. A couple of newlyweds, Stella and John Morris, died the same day, smashed by a drunk driver.


Not everyone welcomed the noise. Lt. Thomas Richard Mathews, who’d survived hard fighting in Italy, was aboard a packed troop train heading to California. When it stopped in Helper, Utah, to pick up a booster locomotive, VJ celebrants in the streets were firing every weapon they had. The combat-jangled GIs hit the floor in unison.


For many, though, the celebration meant gathering quietly with friends to have a few drinks. The churches were open and well attended by people who offered up prayers of thanks. Those who had drifted away from religion returned to pay their respects. A woman in Salisbury, Connecticut, who called herself “not much of a churchgoer,” said the church bells rang and everyone dropped what they were doing and “went to whatever their church was. And those who didn’t have a church went to any church. They came in overalls, they brought children and babies. Some just came to say a few words and sing a hymn . . . it was one of the most moving, simplest services I ever heard.”


In Red Oak, Iowa, about 900 folk crowded into a memorial church service. Hundreds of others gravitated to town or jumped in their tired jalopies, said goodbye to gas rationing and barreled around the town square honking their horns. People leaned out their windows, waving and shouting at the drivers, who waved back.


In neighboring Villisca, people hurried downtown. A fire alarm blared for half an hour and church and school bells rang. The Methodist church’s PA system broadcast patriotic airs, and American Legion vets led the townspeople in a parade, accompanied by noisemakers of all description. This was followed by community singing, a flag-raising, and an ecumenical service of thanksgiving held at the church.


These two towns had been hard hit by the war. National news organizations reported that Red Oak (population 5,763) and surrounding Montgomery County (15,698) suffered the highest number of casualties per capita of any place in the nation. This sad distinction made Red Oak the subject of myriad stories in national publications. The Saturday Evening Post, which published one of them, calculated that if New York City had suffered proportionately to Red Oak, it would have lost more than 70,000 instead of the 16,106 it ultimately did. New York City (population 7.4 million) sent 850,000 young men and women into service.


To Red Oak people it seemed only yesterday that Companies F (Villisca boys) and M (Red Oak boys) of the Iowa National Guard had marched in uniform around the town square and on to the Burlington Northern station. There they formed up and boarded a train that took them to basic training at Camp Claiborne, Louisiana.


After completion they shipped out, becoming among the first American troops to fight the Nazis in the 1943 invasion of North Africa. Capt. Bob Moore of Villisca won a Silver Star for rallying his men when they hit the shore and came under fire. The landing was a farrago of muddled leadership and bad planning. Matters didn’t improve in the ensuing campaign. Slammed hard by Gen. Erwin Rommel’s seasoned, well-equipped, and armed tank divisions, the under-armed and poorly led Iowa National Guard units suffered heavy casualties. Some 900 troops from the 168th Battalion were trapped by the Germans, including many of the Iowa boys. Moore, now a major and second in command, led them out of the trap, marching silently through the German lines at night until a sentry challenged them and they broke and ran as Moore had told them to do. Many, however, were shot or captured. On February 16, the exhausted remnants straggled into American lines. A count showed that of the original 900, fewer than half came through. Moore, who was among them, would win a Distinguished Service Medal for his bold escape. But as Rick Atkinson writes in his Pulitzer Prize–winning An Army at Dawn, “For all ordinary intents and purposes, the 168th Infantry Regiment—Iowa’s finest—had been obliterated.” The survivors of Companies F and M (whose origins dated back to the Civil and Spanish American wars) would be reassigned to other units.


The news hit Red Oak like a tornado. Telegrams from the War Department began arriving at the Western Union office in Red Oak, Iowa, early on March 8, 1943. Rex Holmes, the regular delivery boy, was alone in the office when suddenly he heard the teleprinter urgently dinging. This was a signal that the Des Moines office had traffic for Red Oak. He flipped the switch and told them to go ahead. The clattering machine began spewing out tape that piled up in the basket like spaghetti in a bowl. They all carried the same message: “The Secretary of War desires me to express his deep regret that your son _______ has been missing in action in the North African area since February __. Additional information will be sent you when received.” Each was signed by the adjutant general of the Army.


Rex telephoned his boss, who had gone out for coffee, then hopped on his bike and started pedaling around town. His recollection is that he delivered sixty telegrams over the next few days. He knows for sure he was on the go mornings, nights, and weekends, pedaling down streets lined with trees stippled with hazy green, climbing up steps onto front porches, knocking on doors with blue star service flags. In a day or so, after the news had ricocheted through the town, the women began to dread his arrival. With shaking hands they tore open the envelopes, extracted the rectangles of yellow paper, and read the message. Some collapsed in hysterics. Rex or a family member would help them to a chair. Some were considerate with the young boy in his olive green cap with the brass WU insignia, as though trying to protect him from this adult tragedy.


On that first day one delivery took him only as far as the next door, where he handed Mae Stifle separate wires informing her that her sons, Dean and Frank, were missing. Mrs. Stifle was a widow who worked as a housekeeper at the Hotel Johnson, where the telegraph office was located. For fourteen years she had made beds and cleaned toilets at the hotel while raising eight children. She fainted when she read the news, and Rex called a doctor. Later the same day, another message arrived announcing that her son-in-law Sgt. Darrell Wolfe was also missing. Rex couldn’t go back and asked his boss to take it.


“It was hard to call on people,” he recalled. “I knew damn near all of them. I got to the point where I hated to go up to a house, but somebody had to do it.” Those first days townspeople congregated on the wide, pillared veranda of the Hotel Johnson and waited for the casualty lists to be read. Typical of small towns, everyone knew the boys named, at least by sight or reputation.


The Red Oak Express published on its front page daily reports of casualties and pictures of every one of the missing soldiers as a rivulet of details steadily flowed in, ready or not:




“Missing in Action!”


Those were the crisp words that the telegraphic ticker carried to the homes of seventeen Montgomery county homes today


BULLETIN


At four o’clock this afternoon nine additional Red Oak boys were listed as missing in action in Africa.


Red Oak’s List Advances to 25


None Officially Reported Dead; S.W. Iowa Is Hit Hard


Summary of County’s Casualties Shows


56 Missing, Prisoners, Dead


War consciousness mounted hourly in Red Oak, stunned by the flood of telegrams this week informing nearest of kin of the national guard soldiers missing in action on the Tunisian front.





Rosie Nelson, who grew up on a farm outside Red Oak, remembered the day the telegrams arrived. She was teaching school at a nearby town. The superintendent opened the door of her classroom and motioned to her. Out in the hall he told her, “Your brother is missing in action. I’ll take over your class. You go home.” When she reached her parents’ house, the table was already laden with covered dishes of food brought by the neighbors. “The whole town was in mourning,” she said. People anxiously exchanged scraps of news: “What did you hear?” She had said goodbye to her brother at the depot with the other members of Company M, including the young man she would marry.


Wilma Palmquist remembered her future mother-in-law telephoning her and saying, “There’s good news and bad news.” Her fiancé, Bernard, was alive, but he had been wounded.


Months later, letters started trickling in from the missing men being held in German POW camps. Most asked their folks to send food or chocolate. On Mother’s Day the War Department confirmed to Mae Stifle that her missing sons were in one of the camps. “Never once did I give up hope,” she told a reporter. “Maybe it was just intuition.” Even though they were POWs, it was the “happiest day of her life.”


Dorothy Schrage, who lived in town while her husband, Gil, was away in the Navy, remembered the casualty lists being read out on the white-pillared veranda of the Hotel Johnson. After the bad news struck, she said, “a pall settled over the town. The news made you realize what war was about. People were very stoic. But they were bewildered, they couldn’t really believe it. It was hard, but the town pulled together.”


These were “stoic but hopeful” people, wrote a reporter from the New York Herald Tribune who came to town to do a story on how Red Oak was taking the news. At that moment, by chance and bad luck, Red Oak had the painful distinction of coming “as close to any town in America to knowing what the war was all about,” a local historian said.


To the generation that fought the war, the dream that it would be followed by a lasting peace became palpable on VJ Day—an entitlement, almost, or a reward for their uneven sacrifices, like the return of steaks, nylons, and Scotch whiskey. A social worker named Eileen Barth spoke for many: “I was hopeful. I thought that democracy and progress could be endless. The good times would come and there would be lasting peace. I really believed it.” She knew that most people of her generation looked forward only to material progress, she later reflected, but “these were people who lived through the Depression. . . . Perhaps they concentrated a little too much on the material life. The war did it. The hope was there: the end of all wars.”


Many felt suspended between two worlds—the blessedly receding war and the nebulous future. Mary Irwin wondered what the postwar world held for her. She decided: “People would be free to go on with their lives, though I had no idea what that would mean. It was sort of like being in a state of suspension. . . . The war was always a big part of my life. It shaped me in a lot of ways.”


Some who survived took satisfaction in their role in the war effort, large or small, whether as an atomic scientist working on the Manhattan Project in New Mexico or as an air raid warden in Manhattan. One of those Los Alamos scientists, Robert Wilson, looked back on the national effort: “It was a good time in America. It was a good time to be an American. It was a time when the whole country was pulling together.” A time when common enemies gave people a collective purpose.


A few days after VJ Day, Marjorie Haselton wrote her husband, John, that she’d been to church and the pastor had spoken movingly of world peace and inner peace. But she wrestled with questions about the meaning of all the sacrifice. Some had done more in the war than John had, some less, but “I know I would rather feel in my heart and I know you would too— that you did more than your share rather than less.” This was a moment “when we can be truly great. . . . It isn’t easy to be great, but therein lies the greatness and the beauty of your character, in facing the hard things.”
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A SOCIOLOGICAL STUDY published as Children of the Great Depression by University of North Carolina professor Glen H. Elder Jr. analyzed the generation that lived through both the Great Depression and World War II, drawing on a survey of 167 Oakland, California, children born in 1920 and 1921, with data from other studies for comparison. The cohort Elder analyzed could be called the “crisis generation,” which spent its formative years in the Great Depression, then entered World War II. Elder found that his subjects were “drawn into the nation’s struggle for survival in both crises; the struggle became their civic obligation and their personal hardships part of the nation’s experience.” They were faced with “nation-saving” challenges, exhorted by their government to submerge their own identities in the larger group, to make sacrifices for the common good. The central message was “the forging of national solidarity through appeals and coercion which subordinated personal and group interests to the higher cause, mass mobilization of citizen talents and contributions in the national effort, and the pride that came from participation in a collective effort that eventually prevailed.”


The lives of these Depression-raised kids were marked by what the historian Caroline Bird calls “the invisible scar” of the economic crisis. The shrinking economy had narrowed the life choices of many—who didn’t start out with any great expectations. College was still pretty much for the rich, impossible for the overwhelming majority. The years in high school could be cut short by the need to work to help out a family whose father was sick or laid off. Securing a steady long-term job was a long shot. Marrying and buying a home had to be postponed. Having children was on hold or their number limited. The birthrate during the Depression was the lowest in US history.


This generation had been raised on the language of wars, even in peacetime. Roosevelt had used martial rhetoric in mobilizing the country against the invading Depression.


Many young men joined the Civilian Conservation Corps for lack of regular jobs. In Red Oak this was not uncommon. In the CCC you got paid a dollar a day planting trees and conserving soil. Many a young man “got his first pair of shoes,” as the saying went, in the CCC. The Corps became accustomed to a military command structure. In the late forties it expanded military training among its “tree army.” The CCC provided the virtues of military service without the evils of war, its forms of cooperation without its ugly substance.


The CCC also bolstered the country’s war readiness by taking on the refurbishing of crumbling arsenals, army camps, naval stations, and other military facilities, restoring them at a time when defense spending was parsimonious. In addition, the workers on these projects were a source of trained labor for the war effort.


The Corps drew on World War I precedents in fighting the Depression (as did the National Recovery Administration). According to Elder, “Mobilization under the New Deal developed techniques and resources that prepared America for the emerging fascist threat in Europe.” One of the objectives of the Civilian Conservation Corps was to instill “martial virtues in the nation’s youth. . . . CCC recruits convened at army recruiting stations; traveled to an army camp where they were outfitted in World War I clothing; were transported to the woods by troop-train; fell asleep in army tents to the strain of ‘Taps’ and woke to ‘Reveille.’” After the draft was started in 1940, the CCC was phased out.


During the Depression a goodly number of young men from Montgomery County joined Iowa’s National Guard in order to collect the pay for weekend drills and two weeks’ training every summer. Still, money wasn’t the only reason to sign up. Some enjoyed the socializing the Guard offered.


New Deal programs and the Popular Front produced a culture based on respect for the needs and aspirations of the common people that went beyond the party-lining proletarian novels of the day. Morris Dickstein catches a sense of its ubiquity in the lives of ordinary Americans in his history of the Depression, Dancing in the Dark: “For my parents who had come to the United States as immigrants when they were young, the Depression and the New Deal remained daily facts of life, fueling their anxieties and influencing their life choices.” Americans living through the Great Recession of 2008 got a taste of what it was like back then—how a paralysis of fear gripped the nation as the stock market crash widened and deepened, as one-quarter of the labor force was unemployed and without hope. The programs identified with the New Deal—some frankly improvised and experimental, a few boondoggles, most more enduring—provided a social safety net where once had been an abyss of despair, raised morale, and put the country on a path toward economic recovery and full employment, though those did not fully arrive until the hyper-Keynesianism of World War II spending kicked in.


The Works Progress Administration (renamed the Works Project Administration in 1939), attacked as a giant boondoggle, was, in retrospect, a valuable and effective pump-priming program. According to Nick Taylor’s history of the WPA, American Made, the agency built “650,000 miles of roads, 78,000 bridges, 125,000 civilian and military buildings, 800 airports (built or improved), and 700 miles of airport runways. It also served almost 900 million hot lunches to school children, and operated 1,500 nursery schools. It presented 225,000 concerts to audiences totaling 150 million people, performed plays and circuses before another 30 million, and created 475,000 works of art.” When FDR declared WPA’s termination on December 4, 1942, he said,




By building airports, schools, highways and parks; by making huge quantities of clothing for the unfortunate; by serving millions of lunches to school children; by almost immeasurable kinds and quantities of services the Works Project Administration has reached a creative hand into every county in this nation. It has added to the national wealth, has repaired the wastage of depression and has strengthened the country to bear the burden of war. By employing eight millions of Americans, with thirty millions of dependents it has brought to these people renewed hope and courage. It has maintained and increased their working skills; and it has enabled them once more to take their rightful places in public or in private employment.





The government-sponsored cultural initiatives primed the pump of historical writing and reporting, and fed and clothed numerous artists who might otherwise have gone under. Popular Front culture of the time inspired a burst of art—murals, sculpture, photography, architecture, movies, books, and plays.


The heartbeat of the WPA’s muse was a documentary impulse that inspired writers, photographers, artists, playwrights, and historians, each in ways appropriate to his or her medium. Collectively, writes Alfred Kazin, it unleashed “a thundering flood of national consciousness and self-celebration . . . a swelling chorus of national affirmation and praise” that strengthened the nation’s sense of identity on the eve of World War II.


In the novels of the period, there was another motif that could be called the “democracy of suffering.” In John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath, the outcast Joads are granted their dignity as human beings deserving of decent treatment. And so too were the Tennessee mountain people celebrated in James Agee and Walker Evans’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.


That spirit of equality of sacrifice instilled by New Deal culture would become a national ideal during the war, appealed to through propaganda, however far from that spirit were real life and a war effort that unequally apportioned sacrifices with its for-profit, cost-plus economy. As radio bard Norman Corwin and other propagandists chorused, it was a war that would be won by teamwork, collective effort, mass production—men, women, and minorities working together on the line, backing up the selfless service of the common soldier, sailor, or marine (or WAC, WAVE, SPAR, or nurse) at or behind the front. The central theme of the Office of War Information (OWI) was that this was “a people’s army, fighting a people’s war.” The universal name for the common American soldier became “GI,” standing for government issue, as if the men and women comprising the armed services were a standardized product. GI Joe became the generic hero of the time; this image rationalized the process by which the military die-cast civilians into interchangeable parts. His plainspoken Homer was Ernie Pyle; The Story of GI Joe, based on Pyle’s columns from the front, was the best “war movie” of the 1940s.


Elder writes that in their postwar lives many of the children of the Depression “did better than expected from the perspective of their social origins.” Those who’d grown up poor and lacking in self-confidence turned their lives around after the war. The novelist Clancy Sigal recalled the war’s impact on families:




Suddenly, in the army, what Eleanor Roosevelt called her “lost generation” of depression kids had enough to eat, clothes that were replaced when torn, free of charge, a bed to sleep in, a job with a military occupation specialty number (mine was 745). . . . The great depression drilled us in a different sort of courage, cowardice and stoicism. You shrug off what’s happening around you, keep your mouth shut, move ahead one step at a time, don’t ask questions or make waves, just do it, and keep repeating the proto-infantryman’s mantra, “Better you than me.”


For the men in the unit I later joined, the Fourth Division, scaling the heights of Normandy’s Point du Hoc cliffs under intense fire was a nasty but logical extension of what they’d experienced as “economic casualties” back home. My boyhood friend, Jack, who spent 112 days in frontline combat with the 103rd in wartime Europe, said it best:


“They call us guys the ‘greatest generation’. So much crap. Your mother and mine spent more time on a combat line than any soldier, only it was an undeclared war in our homes. You and me, too, we’ve been at war all our lives.”





The most pressing postwar question for the members of the Crisis Generation was, Would peace bring prosperity or another depression? The scars were still too fresh. A Gallup poll showed two-thirds of the respondents cautiously optimistic. But they were willing to forecast only five to seven good years down the road. They hoped for such bounties of better times as a steady job, a family, and a new house (15 million said they planned or hoped to spend $5,000 on one).


A vague internationalism mingled with hopes for peace floating about in the zeitgeist. Most Americans invested tentative hopes in the embryonic United Nations. In July 1945 a plurality of 44 percent answered yes and 36.4 percent no to the question “Do you think it will be possible for the UN to work out a peace that will last at least 50 years?”


Still, people did not entirely believe that the destruction of imperial Japan and Nazi Germany would bring peace. A 1947 Gallup poll showed 60 percent still feared Germany would start another war. As late as 1949, 36 percent thought Japan would fight against the United States in the next war. As for the Soviet Union . . .


Wartime propaganda movies planted in American minds two ideas, write Clayton Koppes and Gregory Black in their book Hollywood Goes to War. One was the “division of the world into slave and free” representing either the forces of evil or those of righteousness. And the other was a “universalized version of the idea of regeneration through war,” which united Americans in patriotic oneness, unmarred by class, race, or other social barriers. War would bring “internal and international harmony,” the films taught. This propaganda “coincidentally helped prepare America for the cold war” (as we’ll see in future chapters).


The nation’s war aims, beyond defeating the enemy, were never clearly defined, making “victory” (which usually connoted military supremacy and unconditional surrender of the Axis powers) an end in itself rather than a stepping-stone to a new political order in the war-torn areas replacing the fascist and imperial ones.


Bruce Catton, later a Pulitzer Prize–winning historian, complained in a 1948 memoir about his public relations work with the War Production Board that the nation’s war aims were too narrowly focused on military victory rather than on the challenge of defining and building a better world. “This was to be a purely military war, a straight exercise in strategy, tactics, and logistics, a strictly military war in place of the all-out people’s war we thought we were fighting.”


The closest the government came to giving “victory” some political content was the OWI’s “people’s war,” which, as the historian Gerald D. Nash summarizes, was “a war to create a brave new world. An Allied victory would bring the peoples of the world jobs, better health and housing and social insurance. It would benefit minorities, and also women around the world.” A global New Deal, with TVAs rising everywhere, was a model for some—including President Truman, who evoked it as an inspiration for his Point Four program of technical assistance.


Catton’s complaint was that people would emerge from the war with little sense of what their GIs had fought against or for: What was the nature of fascism? Was it confined to a few aberrant nations in the Old World? Did it have homegrown equivalents? What was the antidote-ideology? How could it be nurtured and expanded at home and abroad? How could a durable peace be secured? What would be America’s geopolitical and military role in securing the peace? The nation faced those questions whether it wanted to or not.


President Roosevelt seemed wary about setting up Americans for the disillusionment that followed World War I and the failure of Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points. The farthest he would go in enunciating the nation’s war aims was to call World War II a “war of survival.” He conspicuously refused to issue any blueprints as detailed as Wilson’s. Mainly FDR invoked the Four Freedoms, which he had identified in his third inaugural address in January 1941, and the concept of a United Nations organization, which would punish future aggressors before their conflicts metastasized into World War III.


As the pundit Max Lerner wrote, “Roosevelt had committed himself only to conservative formulations of war ideals. . . . Wilson was largely martyred by creating expectations he could not fulfill. . . . Roosevelt, on the other hand, has let others do the talking about postwar ideals—[Vice President Henry A.] Wallace, [Wendell L.] Willkie, [Sumner] Welles, [Cordell] Hull—he himself has stuck close to the need of inter-Allied cooperation for the war itself and the immediate transition period. . . . In short, where Wilson tried to create the new world, Roosevelt has been content to stand by and help midwife it.”


FDR’s liberal supporters might have recalled World War I, when prominent progressives like the philosopher John Dewey endorsed Wilson’s aims and assurances that American entry into the war would advance progressive goals. From the betrayal of these aims, they might have— should have—learned the lesson that wars can thwart the advance of undesirable ideological visions (e.g., Nazism ruling Europe), but they do not bring into being any better alternative vision of government. Wars in themselves accomplished nothing positive; whatever gains were made were achieved at the peace table or by democratic legislatures implementing a postwar agenda. Or by citizens demonstrating against racism, an incarnation of Nazi doctrines of “Aryan” (white) supremacy, which the war effort had tacitly endorsed by maintaining segregation in the Armed Forces and which the New Deal coalition had tolerated in the South.


Willkie wrote a best-selling book envisioning the postwar era called One World. The title was widely adopted as a shorthand expression for a more peaceful globe. (Unfortunately, the world was far from one.) Willkie, a utilities lawyer and 1940 GOP presidential candidate, had rejected the isolationist wing of his party, led by Senator Robert Taft, to embrace the Roosevelt administration’s internationalist program. In 1942 he toured the world on a special mission for Roosevelt (who privately entertained the idea of making Willkie his 1944 running mate on a national unity ticket—which, of course, he did not do, choosing Harry Truman and dumping the incumbent, Henry Wallace, to the dismay of hard-core New Dealers and the delight of Democratic bosses, who had been reading polls saying Americans wanted a middle-of-the-roader like Postmaster General and former Democratic Party chief Jim Farley as his next running mate). Willkie’s One World told Americans that they must choose among three courses after the war: “narrow nationalism,” “international imperialism,” and “a world in which there shall be an equality of opportunity for every race and every nation.” (He preferred number three.)


These sentiments were too heady for most Americans, but they appealed to a lot of idealistic folks who were imbued with a vision of a world in which those thirty-three allied nations—and the emerging new ones casting off the shackles of colonialism—would live peacefully ever after. They bought Willkie’s message that internationalism guaranteed peace, without thinking much about the concessions America and other nations would have to make to achieve it.


Vice President Wallace shouldered the New Deal guidon and preached the necessity of a program to rebuild the postwar world. His earliest utterances on the subject were aimed at Time chief Henry Luce (a critic of the New Deal), who had proclaimed an “American century” that envisioned a world dominated by American capitalism. Wallace called instead for a “century of the common man,” which entailed an international New Deal administering programs designed to solve the age-old problems of hunger and economic development. “The object of this war,” he famously said, “is to make sure that everybody in the world has the privilege of drinking a quart of milk a day. . . . Peace must mean a better standard of living for the common man.” Aside from milk being considered the sine qua non of a healthy diet, Wallace’s dream was anticolonialist and antifascist: “No nation will have the God-given right to exploit other nations.”


Conservatives like James Witherow, president of the National Association of Manufacturers, mocked Wallace’s program as “milk for Hottentots and TVAs on the Danube,” while Connecticut representative Clare Boothe Luce, Henry Luce’s beautiful, acid-tongued spouse, labeled it “globaloney.” Even within the administration, there was opposition to Wallace’s rhetoric. Secretary of State Cordell Hull chastised Wallace and OWI chief Elmer Davis, propagator of “people’s war” ideals, for stirring up “worldwide revolution even at the danger of producing revolution in the United States.” When Wallace suggested to Commerce Secretary Jesse Jones that part of the higher prices the United States was paying for Bolivian tin could go to feeding hungry miners there, Jones told him, “We ought to avoid any action that would make people think that we were engaged in social reforms of any kind.”


Roosevelt also feared that specific plans would be politically divisive. Sumner Welles, a close foreign policy adviser, explained that if Roosevelt “spoke to the American people . . . of postwar problems, they might be distracted from the cardinal objective of victory and controversy might develop which would jeopardize national unity.”


Lacking any higher motivations, let alone a vision of a postwar world order beyond FDR’s sketchy picture of the United Nations, most Americans reverted to the personal and parochial. What many of these Depression-and war-scarred people wanted was “security” at home, in terms of jobs and prosperity, and abroad, in terms of safety from future aggressors. This priority held for soldiers as well. A Fortune poll reported, “The American soldier is depression conscious and . . . worried sick about postwar joblessness.” President Roosevelt addressed Americans’ economic anxieties in his 1944 State of the Union address, in which he called for a “Second Bill of Rights.” His fireside chat on January 11 of that year celebrated the concept of security: “The one supreme objective for the future, which we discussed for each nation individually and for all the United Nations can be summed up in one word: security. And that means not only physical security, which provides safety from attacks by aggressors. It means also economic security, social security, moral security—in a family of nations.”


Two popular films of 1946, Blue Skies and The Blue Dahlia, similar in titles but opposing in genre, caught the ambivalent public mood of the times, which more or less oscillated between faith in the future and worry about problems that lay ahead. Blue Skies, a musical, was realistic in its way. The plot hinged on marital troubles vaguely reflecting the real-life ones of returning vets. Jed (Fred Astaire) and Johnny (Bing Crosby) are song-and-dance men who vie for the love of Mary (Joan Caulfield, a placidly beautiful blonde). Crosby wins her, but they have marital problems. It seems he has an allergy to settling down and a penchant for opening nightclubs in faraway places like Cleveland, selling them and moving on. They reunite after he returns from the war service with the USO. To women of the time, Johnny symbolized the abandoning male—all their servicemen who went away. The characters face the same marital readjustments that contemporary women were going through.


A grimmer take on this theme was The Blue Dahlia, definitely not a musical but one of a series of crime dramas in which returning veterans figure as killers or righteous avengers. In the script by crime novelist Raymond Chandler, Lt. Cmdr. Johnny Morrison (Alan Ladd) comes home angry and violence-prone to find his wife has been cheating on him. When he calls her out on her infidelities, she shrugs, reminding him that the war’s over, soldier.


Blue Skies, The Blue Dahlia: two films that offered an almost manic-depressive vision—one, skies of blue (following a light rain); the other, stormy weather. They were templates of the ideology of the postwar cinema, but The Blue Dahlia presaged a series of crime films, later dubbed films noir, that would more deeply echo the American unconscious between 1945 and 1950.





Voices




It was while wandering through the many graves, away from noise and distracting thoughts, that I began to really sense the dead. They spoke in a soft, almost undetectable manner, like gentle ocean swells that pass beneath a vessel at sea.


—MICHAEL SLEDGE, SOLDIER DEAD (2005)


If a country is worth living in, it’s worth dying for.


—EUGENE SLEDGE, WITH THE OLD BREED AT PELELIU AND OKINAWA (1981)


Because hope and possibility and illusion had begun even then to vanish and more and more he had let the idea of his own extinction become part of the way he lived and part of the way he felt and all the values he put on everything were part of the knowledge and certainty that he would occupy such a grave as he had passed himself so many times since: earth no higher than the surrounding earth and the crossed sticks planted in the earth and a helmet on the crossed sticks, and under the helmet the dog tags, hanging, and the rain falling on all of it.


—ALFRED HAYES, THE GIRL ON THE VIA FLAMINIA (1949)


“What did the lieutenant do before he got out of the Army?” . . .


“He was a businessman. He worked in an office.”


“You kill me. He’ll be a businessman in 1958 when we’re fighting the Battle of Tibet. I got the facts down cold. They put him on a nice hospital ship and take him home and give him his walking papers. Then he’ll go back to business while we fight the Battle of Tibet.”


“Maybe he’ll die.”


“Nobody dies.”


—HARRY BROWN, A WALK IN THE SUN (1944)


There are some things so bad and so careless that you wish to God they didn’t pretend to be good-intentioned so you couldn’t [put] in a holler without making a heel of yourself. I’ve felt pretty much the same way looking at newsreels of ceremonies at the tomb of the Unknown Soldier. The bands playing and the people singing, all in their own way, the right way, and the generals, the statesmen, and the club ladies all speaking a little piece for themselves. And they all mean so goddamn well—I guess—and no one is responsible any more than I was responsible for her.


—JIM THOMPSON, NOTHING MORE THAN MURDER (1949)


“You’re telling me I am dead. You’re explaining my life away. I don’t even know you. You’re crazy.”


“I don’t think you fully understand, Mr. Bigelow. You’ve been murdered.”


—D.O.A. (1950)
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