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  PREFACE

  Nearly sixty years after the end of World War II, the public’s fascination with the Manhattan Project shows no sign of diminishing. The story of developing, testing, and dropping the atomic bomb is an exciting one, filled with the elements of great novels and high drama. The stakes at the time were huge, the political and moral issues profound, the legacy in the decades that followed lasting.

  The most glaring omission in the vast literature about the Manhattan Project is the personal history of the key person who made it a success, Gen. Leslie R. Groves. Remarkably, there is no scholarly biography of him, of how he helped shape one of the great events of the twentieth century.1 Most histories mention Groves, of course, usually having him appear on the scene in September 1942 to take charge. Sometimes passing reference is made to him having overseen the building of the Pentagon, or that he went to West Point and was an engineer, but not much else. His character remains indistinct and out of focus. While he is described as the chief administrator, he is not shown going about his task or depicted as the indispensable figure, integral to the success of the project. In overlooking Groves’s role we lose valuable perspectives on many interesting debates that continue to surround the bomb. To place Groves back at the center of events, where he was and where he belongs, offers new insights into these important issues.

  The purpose of this book is to provide a fuller picture of the life and career of Leslie Richard Groves, and his role in the beginnings of the atomic age. What did he do the first forty-six years of his life to prepare him for his most important assignment? Why did the leadership of the army pick him to manage the Manhattan Project, and how did he administer it? What influence did he have on the use of the bomb on Japan at the end of the war? Would the bomb have been ready in time for use without him? What did he do after the war?

  Of equal import, and equally neglected, is the question of Groves’s influence in shaping what is sometimes called the national security state. The phrase attempts to define the new governmental departments and agencies that emerged in the aftermath of World War II and evolved throughout the Cold War, and the procedures and practices by which they operated. These features include the widespread concern for security and secrecy, compartmentalization as an organizing scheme, “black” budgets, the reliance on intelligence and counterintelligence, and the interlocking relationship of government, industry, science, and the military. All of them first emerge during the Manhattan Project.2

  At the center of the Cold War—the thing that made it different from all that came before—was the bomb. Though Groves was not alone in recognizing this, he did understand, long before it was used, how important this weapon was going to be in the new world to come.

  I will argue that Groves was the indispensable person in the building of the atomic bomb and was the critical person in determining how, when, and where it was used on Japan. Without Groves’s vision, drive, and administrative ability, it is highly unlikely that the atomic bomb would have been completed when it was. The Manhattan Project did not just happen. It was put together and run in a certain way: Groves’s way. He is a classic case of an individual making a difference. Being in the right place at the right time is the secret of winning a place in history; rarely does a person arrive there by accident.

  Though his perspective was always that of an engineer and an administrator, Groves’s grasp of the pertinent scientific principles was more than enough to get the job done. He displayed a remarkable ability to choose among technical alternatives when it was hard to know which path would deliver results, and he did so quickly. He made many crucial decisions that, had they been the wrong ones, would have resulted in failure or delay. His judgment of whom to choose as his subordinates and whom to rely upon for counsel and advice was uncanny. To get such things right once or twice might be considered a matter of luck. To do so over and over speaks to a person having informed judgment and keen instincts. Of all the participants in the Manhattan Project, he and he alone was indispensable.

  The way Groves has been depicted in the literature about the Manhattan Project is mostly a collage of inaccuracies, caricatures, or superficialities. Supposedly authoritative sources do not get even the most basic facts of his life correct. An example is the entry in Oxford University Press’s American National Biography.3 The author has Groves accompanying his father to Cuba and the Philippines, serving a three-month tour of occupation duty in France with the American Expeditionary Force immediately after World War I, having two daughters, winning the Nicaraguan Medal of Merit for his work there on a canal, spending six million dollars a month constructing military facilities on the eve of the war, and assuming control of the Manhattan Project (MED) on September 7, 1942. We also learn that by the spring of 1945 there was enough plutonium to create several weapons, that “a 400-pound device” nicknamed Little Boy demolished Hiroshima on August 6, and that four days later Nagasaki was bombed. Just about every “fact” cited here is wrong.4

  In fact Groves was a larger-than-life figure, a person of iron will and imposing personality who knew how to get things done. He was ambitious, proud, and resolute. From the moment he was appointed to head the Manhattan Project, he was determined that the atomic bomb should be the instrument to end the war. For that to happen required enormous effort constructing and operating industrial plants of unprecedented size and function, with no moment lost.

  He was brusque, sometimes to the point of rudeness, and cared little what others thought of him. He expected immediate, unquestioning compliance with his orders, and had little patience with abstract ideas, which might distract from the immediate job at hand. He reacted firmly and defensively to those he judged as threats to the attainment of his goals. His detractors often pointed to his corpulence as a sign of his unsuitability for the post he occupied. Exactly why this was the case is never explained, but it reinforced their negative image of him as arbitrary and ignorant. When he was overweight, which was most of the time, he did not look like what we expect a general to look like, but it had no effect on his ability.

  The book is divided into seven parts and is largely chronological. The first three parts—ten chapters in all—cover Groves’s life and career to the point of being chosen to head the Manhattan Project. Groves’s roots are traced back to the mid-seventeenth century. The general’s deep-seated patriotism derives in part from being an eighth-generation American, with special pride reserved for a few military forebears. Son of an army chaplain, Groves grew up on forts and posts all across America amid the military culture and traditions of the early twentieth century. This exposure, plus a highly competitive family situation, set him apart as a self-sufficient and driven young man. For reasons that we will see, his upbringing fostered self-reliance and independent judgment. From an early age he was iron willed and insistent on doing things his way. Self-assured and confident of what he wanted, he had decided by the time he was sixteen that the army would be his calling, and that it was essential to get into West Point. During his years there—abbreviated by the pressure of World War I—Groves earned an excellent record, graduating fourth in his class and choosing the elite Corps of Engineers as his branch.

  Over the next twenty-three years, to mid-1942, Groves gained extensive experience participating in, and at times overseeing, a variety of construction and engineering projects. Along the way he met and worked with scores of army officers, corporation executives, architects, engineers, and contractors, many of whom he would later recruit to help him build the bomb. It is crucially important to examine who these people are and the relationships that Groves had with them. In this period we also see Groves’s personality shaped in fundamental ways by the special mores, traditions, and culture of the interwar army and Corps of Engineers.

  Just before entering Engineer School in 1919, Groves and his classmates went to Europe for a short summer study tour of the battlefields of France and Germany, his developing engineer’s mind soaking in everything he saw. We also see him express his contempt and distrust of European culture and his belief in the superiority of everything American.

  Groves married his longtime sweetheart and started a family. His career advanced steadily as years of hard work increasingly drew the attention of his superiors. A four-year tour in the chief’s office in Washington put him in a small circle of engineers that would have an enormous influence on his career and perspective. Foremost among them was Col. Ernest Graves, the person from whom he probably learned the most. Clearly marked for advancement by senior officers, he was then sent to the Command and General Staff School at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, and later the War College, completing the schooling expected of those who hold high positions in the army.

  The busy three years prior to being chosen to head the Manhattan Project started with an assignment to the General Staff, then to positions with army construction during the mobilization period for World War II. By the spring and summer of 1942 Groves was basically in charge of all army construction in the United States, overseeing hundreds of projects and expending huge sums of money. One of these many projects was to build the Pentagon.

  The core of Groves’s life was the extraordinary experience, beginning in the fall of 1942, of running the Manhattan Project. After the war, one of his aides provided an acute characterization of the different roles that he performed simultaneously: “General Groves planned the project, ran his own construction, his own science, his own army, his own State Department and his own Treasury Department.”

  New insights about the Manhattan Project emerge by sharply focusing on Groves’s expanding responsibilities from 1942 to 1945. At the outset he was engineer and builder, charged with constructing the plants and factories that would make the atomic fuels—highly enriched uranium and plutonium. As the project accelerated, Groves came to oversee a vast security, intelligence, and counterintelligence operation with domestic and foreign branches. Through his final-decision-making power he was ultimately in charge of all scientific research and weapon design and kept close watch on the laboratory at Los Alamos. He was involved in many key high-level domestic policy issues, and in several international ones as well. By 1945, in addition to all else, he effectively became the operational commander of the bomber unit he established to drop the bomb, and was intimately involved in the planning, targeting, and timing of the missions. One is struck, in discovering all of his many activities, by just how much power Groves accrued. As a West Point classmate and friend later observed, “Groves was given as much power in that position as any officer ever has had.”5 A remarkable statement.

  Basically Groves made nearly all of the significant decisions having to do with the bomb, from choosing the three key sites—Oak Ridge, Los Alamos, and Hanford—to selecting the large corporations to build and operate the atomic factories. He chose the key military officers who were his subordinates as well as such important figures as Robert Oppenheimer and William S. Parsons, the weaponeer aboard the Enola Gay in charge of dropping the bomb on Hiroshima. We are fortunate to have an extensive record of his daily activities while he ran the Manhattan Project, kept by his trusted secretary, Jean O’Leary. Groves’s detailed appointment book notes thousands of telephone calls, the visitors to his office, the appointments he had outside the office, and even some of what was discussed in calls he made to Washington when he was traveling. It is a valuable contribution toward our understanding of how Groves managed the project day in and day out. The cast of characters is enormous. Familiarity with who they were and what roles they played in building the bomb is essential to understanding Groves’s centrality.

  Just as important as building the bomb are the complex and controversial questions surrounding its preparation, its use against Japan, and the immediate aftermath. Groves knew from the outset that the factor setting the pace for the entire project was the availability of the atomic fuels. When there was enough highly enriched uranium and/or plutonium, the use of a bomb would soon follow. In an extraordinary coincidence, there were sufficient amounts of each fuel ready at approximately the same time, and within a matter of days after the material was incorporated into the two types of bombs, they were used to destroy two Japanese cities.

  This was essentially Groves’s doing, through his role in the Target and Interim Committees and his supremacy in controlling the test at Trinity and the combat missions to Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In most of the vast literature about the decision to use the bomb and the bomb’s role in ending the war, Groves has been slighted or ignored altogether. In fact, given his commanding position at the center of all the activities having to do with the bomb, he actually was the most influential person of all. It was primarily due to him that usable bombs were ready when they were and were employed immediately afterward. Groves alone knew all the details of the bomb and as a result controlled its testing, production, transport to the Pacific, and delivery on Japan. This of course was his job, and he performed it with a fervor and determination that few, if any, could have matched. He was the right man at the right place for the job. His superiors, civilian and military, were in perfect agreement that the bomb should be used when ready. As project head Groves had created a structure of such magnitude and momentum that it was, by mid-1945, unstoppable. By the summer of 1945 a decision not to drop the bomb would have been almost impossible. The “decision” to use the bomb was inherent in the decision made years before, to build it.

  Groves’s personal feelings about the bomb were not complicated: He never had any moral doubts, at the time or afterward, about using it. From the outset he believed that the bomb could be decisive in ending the war and saving American lives. As it turned out, with regard to the Pacific war it did both.

  Groves never lacked ambition; nor was he modest about his accomplishments. From the outset of war he hoped that his efforts might contribute to winning it. In 1942 he was denied the opportunity to go to the theaters of war overseas. His actions make it clear that after a few moments of disappointment, he decided that building the bomb would be his achievement. Knowing it might end the war was one source of Groves’s extraordinary determination and energy.

  But Hiroshima and Nagasaki were not the end of Groves’s job. When the bomb was no longer a secret, a host of new questions quickly emerged. Groves was instrumental in the preparation of much of the initial information released to the public about where and how the bomb was produced and the interesting personalities that were responsible. He did this through overseeing the writing of the president’s and secretary of war’s statements, press releases, and the Smyth Report, as well as allowing New York Times science reporter William Laurence exclusive access to the Manhattan Project.

  Groves’s final battles centered on the transfer of the Manhattan Project to the civilian Atomic Energy Commission, his involvement in the questions of international control of atomic energy, and his position as chief of the Armed Forces Special Weapons Project. Literally overnight Groves’s situation changed dramatically, and Groves had trouble adjusting to the new rules of the postwar Pentagon and Washington politics. His often high-handed style and treatment of people during the war eventually caught up with him as several of the powerful enemies he made along the way had their revenge. In the end he was forced into early retirement.

  After he left the army in 1948, he worked for Remington Rand (later Sperry Rand) and moved to Darien, Connecticut. He remained a public figure throughout the 1950s, speaking and writing on issues of the day, but from the sidelines. Much time was spent overseeing how his major accomplishment, the Manhattan Project, was being dealt with in histories, biographies, newspaper and magazine articles, films, and television. He wrote his own account, Now It Can Be Told, which was published in 1962. He kept up an extensive correspondence, served as president of West Point’s alumni organization, the Association of Graduates, and took charge of building a retirement home for army widows. He retired from Sperry in 1961, and he and his wife moved back to Washington three years later. In his final years he led a quiet life, occasionally visiting his son and daughter, and enjoyed being a grandfather to his seven grandchildren.

  General Groves left a deep imprint on the nuclear age that followed, one not always appreciated. Along with his broad influences on domestic institutions and international relations, Groves’s hand is more clearly seen in the direct descendants of the Manhattan Engineer District itself. In many respects the practices and culture of the Manhattan Project carried over to the Atomic Energy Commission and its successors, and have lasted to this day. Hanford, Oak Ridge, and the many other facilities in the nuclear complex always have been run on the government owned–contractor operated (GOCO) basis that Groves first implemented. The university-laboratory relationship is intact, with the University of California running Los Alamos and Livermore. The AEC from its inception was largely a nonaccountable bureaucracy shielded from the public and most of Congress by layers of classification and secrecy, and the invocation of “national security.” Arguments to build more and more bombs always took precedence over environmental, health, and safety issues, resulting in a troubling and costly legacy.

  The Manhattan Project is also periodically held up as a model to emulate whenever the nation decides to undertake a large endeavor. It is worth asking what lessons from the Manhattan Project might be transferable to other large projects, and what was unique to the time.

  Counterfactual arguments are popular in the literature about the bomb, and are sometimes useful exercises. One question worth pondering is what would have happened in the decades following World War II if the bomb had never been invented. Would there have been a major conventional war between the Soviet Union and the West? Probably so. As with all counterfactual arguments, however, we will never know. What we do know is that there was not a major war, and the bomb surely had something to do with this. The second half of the twentieth century remained a dangerous time, and the arms race threatened at times to spin out of control, but a major war between the superpowers was averted.

  Two basic ways of attempting to live in a world with nuclear weapons confront us today, just as they did Groves. His way—and it is still the way of most—was the unilateral one. In a dangerous world a nation must depend upon itself, just as an individual has to. Trust and cooperation should not be relied upon given figures such as Hitler, Stalin, or their descendants.

  The contrary path has its advocates, too. Two of the wiser men of the twentieth century saw early on that the bomb might bring a new type of order into the world. In 1943 Niels Bohr asked Robert Oppenheimer, “Is it big enough?” By this he meant, Was the bomb of such destructive power that it would make war impossible? Einstein’s words convey the same thought: “It may intimidate the human race into bringing order into its international affairs, which, without the pressure of fear, it would not do.” Order we do not have. But peace, of a kind, we do—or at least the absence of major wars between great powers following Hiroshima.
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  A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

  A brief word is needed to explain how I became involved in writing this book. The idea of a biography of General Groves started with historian of science Stanley Goldberg, Ph.D. Dr. Goldberg was known for his efforts to demystify science and to explain issues of science and public policy. He was respected among his colleagues for the unusual breadth of his interests and the passion with which he communicated them to professional and lay audiences alike. He devoted many years of enthusiastic research to the subject of General Groves and the Manhattan Project. His industry was prodigious in visiting archives and libraries and accumulating copies of documents and records. He also interviewed many people who knew and worked with Groves, and he published a number of articles about the general and the Manhattan Project (see the notes and works frequently cited sections).

  Stanley died suddenly in October 1996 before he had begun the writing of his book. His death was a great loss to all who knew him. Shortly afterward his family generously agreed to let me make use of the research material he had accumulated. This has been a valuable resource in my writing of the book, and the memory of his friendship sustained me during the long labor of recording Groves’s life and achievement. For their generosity and support I would like to especially thank Susan Galloway Goldberg, Ruth Goldberg, David Goldberg, and Eve Goldberg.

  It is clear that this book is different from the one that Stanley Goldberg might have written in its focus and conclusions. But knowing him as I did I am sure that he would have enjoyed arguing his views with me. All of this would have been done in the spirit of the intellectual exchange that he saw as a scholar’s responsibility to better understand complex issues through debate and dialogue.


  
[image: Half Title of Racing for the Bomb]



  INTRODUCTION

  At the Top of His Game

  There are few cities in the world as beautiful as Washington in springtime.

  The cherry trees around the Tidal Basin have thousands of relatives sprinkled throughout neighborhoods all over the city. Other fruit trees and dogwoods come into bloom as well, adorned by a rainbow of azaleas that prosper on the banks of the Potomac.1 Examples of this bouquet in the spring of 1945 were prolific on Mount Saint Alban, specifically in the 3500 block of Thirty-sixth Street between Ordway and Porter in Northwest Washington. In the shadow of the National Cathedral, at number 3508, the alarm went off at 5:30 A.M., and Maj. Gen. Leslie Richard Groves awoke to prepare for another busy day.

  The eight-room yellowish brown brick house built in 1924 was modest, joined like Siamese twins with its next-door neighbor in a style common in the Cleveland Park neighborhood. On the first floor were a living room, a dining room, a kitchen, and a back room facing a tiny yard in the rear. Upstairs Grace, the general’s wife, slept in the front bedroom, the general occupied the middle bedroom, and their daughter had the bedroom in the back. When their son was home, he used the small fourth bedroom.

  They had found the house and rented it in August 1939, for eighty-five dollars a month, soon after Dick finished his year at the Army War College.2 From there he was assigned to a slot on the War Department’s General Staff. The house was near a good school for their daughter; that was the principal reason why they chose it.

  As they settled into their new home, the war in Europe was intensifying. Over the next two years, especially after Pearl Harbor, Dick’s career accelerated rapidly. Grace did not know exactly what he did with the Army Corps of Engineers, and under his admonition, issued long ago, she never inquired. Now almost six years later in April 1945, this house was where they had lived the longest in their twenty-three years of marriage and nomadic army life.

  Their son Richard was in his final year at West Point and would be graduating in less than six weeks. Sixteen-year-old Gwen was at home and would soon be getting up to go to the National Cathedral School for Girls, on Woodley Road just five blocks away. She was finishing her junior year and beginning to prepare for her College Board examinations. During the summer, she planned to take a typing class downtown at a secretarial school. Her father had always sought the best education for both of his children, even on an army officer’s meager pay. Promoting individual excellence and enhancing intelligence were goals to be supported and fostered. It had been so in Dick’s family growing up in the first two decades of the century, and now these values were being passed on to the next generation.

  The general slept in a long, cotton marine corps T-shirt, a kind of makeshift nightshirt, a habit he had taken up long ago. He washed, shaved, and combed his thick black hair, now increasingly turning to an iron gray. He put on his uniform, noticing that the trousers were a bit tight. At just a shade under six feet, he weighed around 240 pounds. The diets he embarked upon never lasted long, undone in part by a ferocious sweet tooth and the enormous pressures of his job. Sugar gave him energy, and he needed lots of it to get the job done. He finished dressing and came downstairs to the kitchen. He never drank coffee, so breakfast was a quick drill. He fixed his own scrambled eggs, stirred with a fork as they cooked, while his wife and daughter continued to sleep upstairs. At about six-fifteen he emerged out the back door, walked across the concrete path through the small patch of grass that passed for a backyard to the garage, climbed into his 1942 apple-green Dodge four-door sedan, started it up, and maneuvered down the narrow alley to Thirty-sixth Street. He had been fortunate with this car. He had purchased it just days before Pearl Harbor. Very soon afterward, the automobile companies stopped producing passenger cars altogether, switching to tanks and military vehicles. Though now more than three years old, his Dodge was one of the newer cars in town and had less than ten thousand miles on it. Still, Dick was never one for material things. The car served only the utilitarian purpose of transportation, of getting him from point A to point B as quickly as possible. There were only so many hours in the day, and every one of them had to be used efficiently if this job was going to get done. All the better that the car blend in and not draw any attention to him or to what he was doing.

  There were several possible routes he might follow to work. This morning he took a right onto Porter, then a right onto Thirty-fourth Street and a left onto Massachusetts Avenue, past the Naval Observatory and, just beyond it, the British Embassy, descending the long hill across the bridge that spans Rock Creek Park. Past Sheridan Circle, Groves took a right onto Twenty-first Street. He knew Twenty-first Street well. In the early 1930s he had walked almost its entire length with Colonel Ernest “Pot” Graves on their way to work in the Office of the Chief of Engineers in the Munitions Building on the Mall. He had learned a lot from Graves and was now putting it to good use in a job no one could have fathomed even a few years ago. Upon arriving on Virginia Avenue, he drove to the New War Building and parked in his space in the underground lot. The Corps of Engineers had moved into this brand-new building in mid-1941 from the Railroad Retirement Building across town. From those offices, Groves had overseen billions of dollars worth of army construction during the mobilization period and the first ten months of the war. One of his projects was the construction of the Pentagon, just across the river. Over the past two years, given the high level of secrecy of his real work, he presented himself in public as deputy chief, Construction Division, and later assistant to the chief of engineers, occasionally attending ceremonies to open a munitions plant here or a training base there.

  Groves entered the New War Building through the art deco doorway and lobby of yellowish red travertine and black marble, past the security guard, and continued under the fifty-foot-wide mural, America the Mighty, taking one of the eight elevators to the fifth floor. After a short walk down the corridor, he unlocked the door at number 5120 and entered the outer office, where several secretaries and a few army officers would soon arrive. Their gray steel desks sat on the pale green carpet.3 On them were telephones, typewriters, In and Out trays, pencils, paper clips, rubber bands, and huge ashtrays. The general had never smoked but many in his office did, especially his secretary, Jean O’Leary, Colonel Lansdale, his head of counterintelligence, and Gavin Hadden, an aide and engineer who had worked with him since his army construction days. On some of the desks were little racks from which hung rubber ink stamps. Some said SPECIAL DELIVERY or RUSH while others left the imprint CONFIDENTIAL, SECRET, or TOP SECRET on the flood of documents that entered and left this office. The windows had Venetian blinds; there were a few leather chairs and a low, modern magazine table. Through the next door was the general’s office, with two large desks, one for him and one for Mrs. O’Leary. There was an oak conference table, a leather sofa, and a very large safe, where highly secret documents, a pistol, ammunition, and ample supplies of caramels, peanuts, and chocolates were stashed.

  The general’s job was unique. Very few people knew what it was. Two and a half years earlier he had been chosen to oversee the building of an atomic bomb. Those few in the know had no idea then, or even now, if it would work or whether it would be ready in time to be used during the war. From the first hours he had been assigned to the job, he had given it every last bit of his energy. Indeed, he attacked most things he undertook that way, with drive, determination, and a will of steel. It was now all coming together. Tens of thousands of people were working on it, and soon almost two billion dollars would have been spent.4 All of this activity had taken on a momentum of its own. Those to whom he reported and those who reported to him were all in this together when it came to their reputations and careers. Would it work, would it have a role in the war, would members of Congress undertake an investigation (when they found out about it), who would get the praise, or, if it failed, who would be blamed? His goal had always been for the bomb to have a role in ending the war. That is why every day counted, every hour, every minute. Generals in war commit young men to combat to fight and die, a terrible but necessary responsibility. If there was something available that could reduce the loss of American lives and end the war quickly, then it must be used. This new weapon might achieve that end, if it worked and was ready in time.

  It was now clear, and had been for months, that the bomb would not be ready in time to be used against the Nazis. The newspaper headlines that week told of Germany on the verge of surrender. The Red Army had encircled, and was now entering, Berlin: elsewhere, U.S. Army units moving east and Soviet units moving west were about to meet at the Elbe. The front page of the Washington Post that morning had a picture of twenty-seven hundred dead “slave laborers” that American soldiers had discovered at the Nordhausen concentration camp. Italian patriots had captured Mussolini as he attempted to flee. It would not be long now. But the Pacific war ground on. The bomb could still be a factor in that theater, and the general was deeply involved in preparations for using it against Japan. The mechanism for its use had been set in motion long ago and was now inexorably moving at full speed, racing toward the finish.

  To oversee an empire so vast from just a few offices and with such a small staff was the exception in Washington, especially in wartime. But that was the way Groves wanted it. In fact, he would have preferred an even smaller office. Later he said that he took as his model Gen. William T. Sherman, who, during his march to the sea, limited his headquarters to what would fit into an escort wagon.5

  The Washington office almost qualified. A couple of dozen people, including secretaries, oversaw the activities and functions of tens of thousands in the field. A legal staff wrote the contracts with the contractors and vendors. His liaison officers procured anything that was needed at Oak Ridge, Hanford, or elsewhere, using an AAA priority rating if the situation required. One of Groves’s first acts, within days of getting the job, was to make sure that he had the highest priority to obtain scarce materials.

  Others in the office under the direction of Col. William A. Consodine were preparing for the day this secret program would become public knowledge. Groves had begun to plan for it on several fronts, and knew it would be a big story when it happened. Two weeks earlier, he had been to see editors at the New York Times to recruit their science writer, William Laurence, to cover the story. Just the day before, Mrs. O’Leary had spoken with the Princeton physics department chairman, Henry D. Smyth, who said he was working on what he hoped would be the final revision of his report describing the project.6 In addition to informing the public, the always security-conscious Groves saw Dr. Smyth’s report as defining the boundary lines between what could and could not be said by the participants after the bomb had been used.

  The culture and practices of the Corps of Engineers had accustomed Groves to delegating authority and responsibility to trusted aides and subordinates in the field, and this is what he had done. He had worked with many of them on previous projects. Groves chose each of the principals, and he knew what he was looking for. Just a few months before, he had brought Brig. Gen. Thomas E Farrell into the office to be his deputy. Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson had been concerned about what would happen to this two-billion-dollar project if Groves were killed in a plane crash or died suddenly. Groves had thus drawn up a list of about six officers, all from the Corps of Engineers, and decided upon his old colleague. Farrell was a few years older and a fine engineer. He had worked on the Panama Canal, served in France during World War I, and been an instructor at West Point, although he had not attended the academy. They had first met at Fort DuPont in Delaware. A decade later, during the mobilization, Farrell served as Groves’s executive officer in the Construction Division. Most recently he had come from the China-Burma-India theater, where he had been building the Ledo Road.

  Groves ruled his empire through a decentralized structure modeled after the corps, using the district engineer to oversee the area field offices. The Manhattan district engineer was Col. Kenneth D. Nichols, located at Oak Ridge, Tennessee, where the uranium for one type of bomb was being purified. By late April very good-quality uranium, enriched to more than 80 percent U-235, was being produced at a rate of three to four kilograms every two weeks and shipped to Los Alamos. Nichols and Groves had served together in Nicaragua fifteen years before. They knew each other well—sometimes a little too well from Nichols’s perspective.

  To oversee the vast operations at the Hanford Engineer Works in Washington State, Groves chose Col. Franklin Matthias. Matthias had helped Groves build the Pentagon, and now he was in charge of producing plutonium for the other type of bomb. He had plenty of help, of course: Tens of thousands were at the site, Nobel Prize scientists as advisers, and some of the best people that Du Pont could put on the job. Three “piles,” as they were called, were now finally operating, the last of which went “critical” in February. The procedure was to extract the uranium-filled rods from the piles, let them “cool” in water, and then, in a chemical procedure, separate out the plutonium and ship it to Los Alamos for final processing. Groves ordered Du Pont and Matthias to speed up their alchemy. There were three ways to do so: shorten the time the rods were in the pile, shorten the time the rods were in the cooling ponds, and turn up the power level of the piles. Through unrelenting pressure over the past six months Groves had achieved all three; now as May approached, significant amounts of plutonium were about to be shipped to Los Alamos.

  Also reporting to Nichols, and ultimately to Groves, were area offices in New York, Chicago, Boston, Berkeley, Detroit, Los Angeles, Montreal, and elsewhere. Groves visited them from time to time—whenever something was wrong or they needed to be driven to work faster. Much of his job involved dealing with problems that had not been resolved below. If things were running smoothly, only the most serious problems would rise to the top for decision. He spoke to Nichols almost daily and to the other area engineers as frequently as necessary to keep this far-flung empire operating at full speed.

  Groves had an uncanny ability to pick qualified people. Usually in a matter of minutes he could tell if someone measured up or not. The best example was perhaps Robert Oppenheimer, the scientific director of the Los Alamos Laboratory, located on an isolated mesa in northern New Mexico, where the design, testing, and fabrication of the bombs were taking place. Against the advice of almost everyone, Groves chose the theoretical physicist to head the facility, seeing in him qualities that would allow them to reach their common goal. For both of them the bomb could be their route to immortality. The truth was that this odd couple saw in each other the fulfillment of their enormous ambitions. In the chain of command, Groves had Los Alamos report directly to him, not District Engineer Nichols.

  Occasionally the general took time for a quick scan of the newspapers. He preferred the afternoon Evening Star and would try and read it this evening when he got home. But at hand was the morning Washington Post, shrunk to only twelve pages as a result of the wartime campaign to conserve paper. That late April morning Drew Pearson‘s “Washington Merry-Go-Round” column assessed how those who had once dealt with Roosevelt would now have to “learn how to get along with an unknown gentleman in the White House.” Pearson went on to say that Gen. Brehon Somervell “will never become Chief of Staff or rise any higher in the Army.” It was Somervell who had picked Groves for this secret job. There were some movies playing, but not the Marx brothers, his favorites. God Is My Copilot, with Raymond Massey cast as Gen. Claire L. Chennault, was at the Metropolitan on Tenth and F Streets. For Whom the Bell Tolls with Gary Cooper and Ingrid Bergman was at the Columbia on Twelfth and F Streets. But there was no time for movies. Maybe he could listen to the Amos ‘n’ Andy show at ten o’clock on WRC radio.

  The baseball season had just gotten under way, and the eight teams in each league had played less than ten games. The Washington Senators beat the Boston Red Sox the day before 4 to 1 and would next play the Yankees in New York. There was a small article saying that Army would be playing the Hopkins Club in lacrosse the next day in Baltimore. His son Richard had been first-team All-American at the in home position last year and would be expected to score.7 Busy as he was, Groves would take a few hours tomorrow afternoon and attend the game.

  At around seven-thirty Jean O’Leary arrived in the office. She had come to Washington almost four years before from New York City. In 1940 her husband had died of leukemia, leaving her a widow at thirty, with a nine-year old daughter. She had applied for a government job and was called to Washington. Like thousands of other women who came to Washington to work during the mobilization period and then the war, she served in a secretarial pool. Groves, always on the lookout for capable assistants, went through many before choosing Mrs. O’Leary. They worked well together, and now two and half years into the Manhattan Project she was the only other person who knew almost as much about it as Groves himself. Mrs. O’Leary was more an executive officer than a secretary, making decisions herself when they had to be made. At times there were minor problems with some male officers who would not fully respect her or take orders from her. Groves had wanted her to join the WACS—the Woman’s Army Corps—hoping that a uniform and rank might correct the problem, but it never happened.

  The absolute epicenter of the empire was Groves’s desk and, connecting him to those he served and to those who served him, his telephone. Being on the phone for hours a day was wearing out his elbows, and so he decided to use a headset with earphones and a microphone, similar to those used by switchboard operators. While the contraption kept his hands free, he might have startled an unsuspecting visitor who entered the inner office.

  Every day that Jean O’Leary was in the office, she would listen to almost every phone call, transcribing the conversations using Pittman shorthand. She kept track of the general’s busy schedule, which she recorded and then typed neatly in the appointment book. At about 8:00 A.M. the phone calls started in earnest, continuing for the next ten to twelve hours to and from the varied outposts of the general’s suzerainty, which now stretched from the forward edge of the European battlefield to sites in a dozen states and islands in the Pacific Ocean.

  Radiating out from the epicenter were circles upon circles of people at work in their scientific, industrial, military, and political orbits. All of the phone calls and the visits were to keep everyone in those revolving constellations in harmony and in motion.

  In September 1942 his superiors had chosen Groves for this unusual job. There was much evidence in his past that he was the right man for the job. Twenty-five years of Efficiency Reports written by dozens of officers he served under, and who were in part responsible for his career, told a fairly consistent story.8 In the 1920s and 1930s there was Colonel Peterson, Captain Kittrell, Major Schley, Lieutenant Colonel Sultan, Lieutenant Colonel Wilby, Colonel Sturdevant, Colonel Moore, and General DeWitt, among others. More recently Generals Gregory, Somervell, Robins, Styer, and Reybold assessed his performance in terms such as these:

  “A hard driving officer who gets things done.” “Very energetic, very capable and reliable.” “A superior officer, forceful, intelligent, resourceful, loyal, not afraid to assume responsibility and possessing both initiative and a large capacity for work under trying conditions.” “[W]orks rapidly, thoroughly, accurately and methodically.” “[H]as the ability to turn out a tremendous amount of work and to see that undertakings are brought to a successful conclusion.” “[A] good organizer, executive and administrator.” “[N]ot easily diverted from his purpose.” “[E]xcellent command of the English language.” “Takes a definite stand, determined, holds to his convictions, sure of himself.” “[A] mbitious” . . . ”good judgement” . . . ”cool even-tempered disposition” . . . ”conscientious” . . . ”keen mind” . . . ”industrious” . . . “very resourceful in meeting new problems.”

  Of course, Efficiency Reports do not tell everything about a person. Their purpose is to identify qualities sought in military leaders. A fuller report assessing the total man would add that he saw much of the world in black-and-white terms, with gray a rarely used color. Endlessly judgmental, he believed that there were intelligent, competent, and qualified people—maybe 10 percent of the population—and then there were all the rest, which didn’t much interest his pragmatic and instrumental mind. Humility was foreign to him. There was not a humble bone in his body, one of his aides later said of him. There were winners and losers, those who were strong and those who were weak. Tolerance, understanding, and compassion were in short supply when they stood in the way of getting the job done. Life was a pretty tough and harsh passage, and to make it through you had to be tough yourself. Whereas the outer trappings of Presbyterianism, such as churchgoing and the like, never took hold, the inner worldview was there. Deficiencies in people were, more often than not, their own fault. The better ones, the smarter ones, should be able to overcome their defects through fortitude, hard work, and effort.

  Efficiency Reports also do not provide answers about what kind of husband or father a person is, how he plays tennis, or whether he has a sense of humor. By all accounts Dick was a good husband and father, a canny tennis player, with a sense of humor of the dry, sarcastic, and sardonic variety. Some photographs reveal a twinkle in his blue eyes and a smile about to unfold. With his children he would tease and cajole, sometimes a bit harshly to his son, but always out of love and what he thought was in their best interests. With others the sarcasm sometimes cut and left impressions of a stern taskmaster. Once, on a visit to the laboratories at Columbia University, the scientists, who knew he was coming, had put every test tube and beaker neatly in order. The place was spotless. When the general entered he surveyed the immaculate scene, ran his index finger across a table, and asked, “Where do you work?”9

  Groves’s preliminary job description had been to build the special plants where the materials for the new weapon were to be made. From working with private industry throughout the 1930s and during the mobilization of the early 1940s, Groves had built up an extensive list of dependable contacts. Beginning in the fall of 1942, he wasted no time pressing many of them into service. Du Pont, J. A. Jones Construction, Stone & Webster, Tennessee Eastman, Allis-Chalmers, Union Carbide, General Electric, Westinghouse, and Chrysler were some of the larger corporations and firms involved in this uncertain venture.

  While that would have been quite enough to do, soon many other responsibilities were added to his portfolio. At Gen. George C. Marshall’s behest he was put in charge of coordinating foreign intelligence about atomic matters, with the main focus on Germany. After all, it had been feared that the Nazis might be building a bomb. In the spring of 1945 it was now clear, and had been for at least four months, that they were not. Up until D-Day Groves had tried to gather every scrap of intelligence he could about what the Germans might be doing. For the Italian campaign and then after the Normandy invasion, Groves had formed a team of experts, code-named Alsos, to follow the Allied troops eastward across Europe targeting and capturing specific German scientists and locating and securing any uranium ore, equipment, and laboratories.

  He asked that news about Maj. Robert R. Furman be sent to his office. He wanted to know what was happening in southern Germany on the Alsos mission’s progress in rounding up the scientists and impounding their equipment. Furman was an engineering graduate from Princeton who had been with Groves since before the Pentagon project. Furman was not West Point, but he was intelligent and capable, and could keep a secret as well as the general.

  One thing had led to another, and now Groves was deeply involved in military planning and even military operations. Last month he had felt it necessary to destroy a German plant in the Russian zone to prevent the Red Army from seizing it. He informed General Marshall, the chief of staff, who agreed. On March 15 more than six hundred B-17S from the Eighth Air Force got the job done in half an hour, dropping 1,684 tons of bombs on the target.10

  Now, in late April, the military preparations for the testing and delivery of the bomb were proceeding at a fast pace. With the assistance of Gen. Henry Arnold, Groves had several dozen B-29 bombers modified to carry a five-ton bomb. He also directed that special crews be trained. Lt. Col. Paul W. Tibbets was put in charge of the 509th Composite Group, which was training in a desolate part of western Utah known as Wendover Field. To practice, the planes dropped bulbous-shaped test bombs, known as Pumpkins, at Sandy Beach, a naval air station on the eastern side of the Salt on Sea in the California desert.

  Only Tibbets and a few others at Wendover knew what their mission was to be, which was true of the thousands of workers at Oak Ridge and Hanford as well.11 That knowledge would come only when it was over. Groves’s bedrock tenet about security was to compartmentalize everything so that a person only knew what he or she needed to know to get the job done and nothing else. Everyone should “stick to their knitting.” This way of working was even the rule in the small Washington office. Office mates sitting at adjoining desks did not know what the other was working on. The method had the added virtue of being an effective way to rule and manage: In effect, it was the secret of Groves’s power.

  Compartmentalization had a second meaning for Groves. It was the way his mind approached each problem and decision. Part of his success can be attributed to his ability to focus on the matter at hand, to give it full attention, and after its resolution to move on to the next problem or issue. He managed his time with great precision and efficiency. There were few lost minutes in a day. To remain informed on all the many parts of his responsibilities was an extraordinary effort.

  With Wendover the rear training base, the forward operational base, from which the bombers would fly to Japan, was Tinian Island, codenamed Destination, a tiny speck in the Marianas that had been captured in the summer of 1944. Groves had sent Navy Cmdr. Frederick L. Ashworth to the Pacific to find a base. Ashworth recommended Tinian, more specifically a spot next to North Field, and Groves approved. Tinian had been turned into a gigantic airfield, used by the Twentieth Bomber Command to bomb Japan relentlessly. On March 9 and 10 Maj. Gen. Curtis E. LeMay had directed a low-level incendiary attack on Tokyo that resulted in at least eighty thousand and possibly more than one hundred thousand deaths, destroying almost sixteen square miles of the city.12

  Capt. William S. “Deak” Parsons of the U.S. Navy was in charge of final delivery of the bomb. Parsons was head of the Ordnance Division at Los Alamos and an associate director under Oppenheimer. After Oppenheimer, Parsons was probably Groves’s most important choice. In May 1943, after an interview of a few minutes, Groves was sure he was the right man for the job.

  Just a few weeks ago the first personnel of the 509th arrived at Tinian. Other elements were scheduled to arrive in May and June, by ship and plane. At Groves’s direction one of his most trusted aides, Col. Elmer E. Kirkpatrick, had been there for some time supervising a contingent of Navy SeaBees in building Quonset huts, tents, sheds, and mess halls next to North Field. There was also a unique creation that the hundreds of other bombers on Tinian would not need. It was a pit, dug into the ground, where the five-ton atomic bomb would be placed. Then the B-29 would be rolled over it, and the bomb would be raised into its modified bay.

  Precisely where to test the bomb was a question that Groves had dealt with months ago. Various possibilities had been explored in the Southwest; the site finally chosen was a 432-square-mile section of the Alamogordo Bombing Range.13 The site, nicknamed Trinity, offered several advantages: It was already on federal land, it was very desolate, and it was only a few hours from Los Alamos. Groves approved it in the late summer of 1944. Harvard physicist Kenneth T. Bainbridge was in charge of coordinating the test. Under Maj. Wilbur A. Stevens’s direction, the base camp was completed by the end of the year. Now a wide variety of monitoring devices was being constructed to measure the effects of the weapon. The target date for the test was early July, ten weeks away.

  It had been only fifteen days since President Roosevelt had died suddenly, and the nation was still absorbing the loss and adjusting to the new president. Roosevelt had not informed Vice Pres. Harry Truman about the bomb. As an influential senator with his own investigating committee, Truman had heard rumors, and at one stage even planned to look into them. Fortunately, Secretary Stimson intervened and persuaded him to defer. Through this kind of assistance, Groves had been successful in keeping Congress out of his hair. He had had enough trouble with Congress during the mobilization years of 1940—1942, when they had either demanded of him that camps or munitions plants be built in their districts, or criticized him for how much was spent in building the Pentagon. There was another time, in 1944, when certain congressmen were becoming too curious about the project. At this point Stimson, Marshall, and Vannevar Bush, Roosevelt’s science adviser, went to Capitol Hill to speak with the House leadership and ask for their trust and silence. There were no further problems. Now there was a plan to take a small congressional delegation to Oak Ridge in May to show them what they had bought with the hundreds of millions of dollars they had unknowingly appropriated.

  It was important that the new president be properly informed of all of the consequences of the bomb. Groves had been working with Secretary Stimson’s office to prepare a report. Two days ago, on Wednesday morning, they had gone to the White House to describe to the new president the scale and status of the program. Groves had prepared thoroughly for the briefing, writing an extensive memo detailing where matters stood. So as not to attract any attention, he did not arrive with Stimson but was taken in through a back door.

  A little after eight o’clock the general left for an eight-thirty meeting in Gen. Lauris Norstad’s office in the Pentagon. It was the first meeting of the Target Committee, and Groves had chosen the members, the best thing to do if one wishes to control an agenda.14 There were General Farrell and Major Derry from his office, representatives from the Army Air Forces, and Los Alamos scientists to assist with technical advice. After briefing the group, Groves left General Farrell in charge and went to see George L. Harrison at nine-forty-five, then Harvey Bundy at ten-thirty. Harrison and Bundy were Stimson’s aides who worked on the bomb project. General Groves was in touch with them sometimes several times a day.

  After the meetings, he returned to his office for an eleven-thirty appointment with Dr. James Chadwick. Chadwick was the head of the British Mission to the Manhattan Project, all under Groves’s control. A group of some two dozen British scientists was at Los Alamos, with others at Berkeley, Oak Ridge, New York, and Washington.15 Groves was not particularly fond of the British. His Anglophobia was of long standing, inherited from his father. Whereas he had traveled tens of thousands of miles to every corner of the United States, he had very little experience abroad. Some impressions came from a three-month tour of the World War I European battlefields in the summer of 1919 soon after graduating from West Point. He found English “morals to be rather depraved,” he had told his father. The only people worse, in his view, were the French. No, America was the best country in the world. Chadwick was an exception to the rule, and they got on well.16

  At eleven-forty-five there was a phone call from Oppenheimer about different kinds of gauges. He and Groves spoke almost every day. In about ten days there was going to be a rehearsal for the Trinity test.17 The scientists were going to detonate one hundred tons of TNT with a small amount of radioactive material added to check their instruments and calibrate their gauges. In this way the effects of the real test, soon to follow, could be measured more accurately.

  General Groves also had a call that day from James B. Conant, president of Harvard University. Conant, along with Richard C. Tolman of the California Institute of Technology, advised Groves on various scientific matters. Conant was also a member of the Military Policy Committee, the group to which Groves theoretically reported. The other members were Vannevar Bush, Rear Admiral William Purnell, representing the navy, and Lt. Gen. Wilhelm D. Styer, Somervell’s chief of staff. In practice Groves was given wide latitude in making major decisions; more often than not the committee would affirm his actions after he had taken them.

  In the first few days after he was assigned the job, back in September and October 1942, Groves made huge commitments of resources and money. These huge commitments, by accident or design, left Groves’s superiors little choice but to go along with everything he did. Groves never did things by halves. If they wanted this bomb built, then it would be necessary to pull out all the stops. One early projection had been that it would cost $133 million to build the bomb.18 Groves spent that much in the first few weeks, and now more than ten times that amount was behind them with a two-billion-dollar price tag in sight. There were probably private moments when Bush, Conant, and the others became almost short of breath, stunned at the scale of what Groves was doing. Groves’s decisive actions had the inevitable consequence of binding them all together. After the first few months there was no turning back. Groves had tried to see to it that there could be no future criticism; that every last effort had been made. He had given it his all, and now they were coming down the home stretch, charging for the finish line flat out.

  At five-twenty-five the general took a call from K. T. Keller, president of the Chrysler Corporation. Just two years previously Groves, Nichols, and Percival C. “Dobie” Keith had traveled to Detroit to ask Chrysler to design and manufacture diffusers, the containers in which the barriers would be placed in the K-25 plant at Oak Ridge.19 Keller was a no-nonsense executive, the kind Groves liked. He knew every aspect of his company. One of Groves’s rules was to always try and do business with those who could make the binding decisions. When they had first seen Keller, the major problem that needed solving was how to plate the diffusers so that the uranium hexafluoride gas would not corrode them. Keller had put his people to work on it, and in six weeks they had a solution. Now, two years later, the diffusers had been produced, delivered, and installed.

  The day was drawing to a close but the work was not yet done. Often his daughter Gwen would meet him at the office, and they would go out to dinner. Then he would return to do more work, and Gwen would do her homework in the outer office.20 Mrs. Groves kept to a busy schedule, doing volunteer work downtown, chaperoning at the young officers’ dances at the Soldiers and Sailors Canteen, and giving piano lessons. She also worked part time at the Garfmkel’s store in Spring Valley, which brought in some extra money. She was quite the opposite of her husband. She was well read and could speak French, Spanish, Italian, and German, all fluently. Her special love was music; she sang and played the piano. By the same token, she had large gaps in her education and experiences. Like her husband she had been brought up in the army and raised on posts all over the country. But she had been taught by her father, Col. Richard H. Wilson (West Point, class of 1877), a frontier scholar who spoke many languages and knew about the world and history through his extensive reading. As a result, she had been shielded from society in odd ways. She had never attended a real school or taken an exam. This upbringing had produced a woman, a mother, a wife, and a friend whom everyone tried to protect, each in their own way. She was as fragile as her husband was tough. She was known as Boo or Buddha. She did not particularly like the name, and sometimes claimed to be embarrassed by it, but friends and close acquaintances called her by it.

  Grace was in charge of the social life at 3508 Thirty-sixth Street, such as it was. She tried to improve her husband’s social graces, but parties and dinners were not high on the general’s list of favorite activities. Calvinistic currents ran deep, instilled long ago by his chaplain father, questioning the worth of such frivolous things. Out of spousal duty, more so than for enjoyment, the general would accompany his wife to plays, concerts, and operas, and stay awake at least part of the time. But lately he had been traveling so much and working so hard that he would often disappear for days on end, with Grace and Gwen not knowing where he was or when he would be back.

  With all of these comings and goings at 3508, father, mother, and daughter rarely saw one another. To keep track of each other’s schedules messages, orders, and directives were left on the hall table.

  
    Dear Mother,

    Mrs. O’Leary called. DNO won’t be home tonight. I will be at

    Kate’s. I got an A-on the French test, and Mlle Pellet says tres tres O.K. Bon pour moi!!

    Dear Gwen,

    I will be home for supper. Turn the oven to 300° at 4:30.

    DON’T FORGET. And pick up cookies at Taylor’s. There are some bananas on top of the icebox in case you can’t wait.

    Dear Gwen,

    Call Mrs. O’Leary when you get in. DNO wants to play tennis. If you go out to dinner with him, leave a note.21

  

  Though much remained to be done the general put down his work, collected Gwen, and exited the office, locking the door behind him. They drove home quickly, up Twenty-third Street to Massachusetts Avenue, then right onto Thirty-fourth Street, right onto Ordway, and left down the alley and into the garage. It was after ten when they entered the house. As the general climbed into bed he thought of all the things that needed to be done tomorrow. That it was a Saturday made no difference; it was going to be another busy day.
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  CHAPTER ONE

  Family Heritage: The Groveses in America

  Leslie Richard Groves Jr. was born in Albany, New York, on August 17, 1896, a member of the eighth generation of Groveses in America.1 Dick’s earliest American ancestor was Nicholas La Groves, born around 1645 possibly at or near La Rochelle, France. Nicholas was a Huguenot, a French Protestant, and to escape from religious persecution he moved to Jersey, the largest of the Channel Islands, located about fourteen miles off the Normandy coast. Originally he called himself Le Gros, a common name on the Isle of Jersey; later he Anglicized his surname to La Groves.2

  Nicholas’s primary reason for immigrating to America was to better his economic situation. Working out of Jersey as a seaman, he probably jumped ship in Salem, Massachusetts, though it is not clear precisely when he arrived. A group of Channel Islanders had settled in Salem, living on the south side and maintaining a degree of ethnic cohesion and exclusivity for a time. As early as 1660 they were known as good in business and had ongoing commercial relations with their native land. They imported indentured servants from Jersey and married English and French spouses almost equally.

  La Groves’s arrival must have been well before 1668, for by then he had prospered enough to sign a petition against taxes to the General Court of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. On May 16, 1671, he married Hannah Sallows of Salem, a woman whose grandparents had arrived in Massachusetts as early as 1624. Around this time Nicholas moved to Beverly, Massachusetts, on the coast northeast of Boston. He was a seaman at first, later a ship’s captain who earned his living in trade with the West Indies.

  Nicholas La Groves and Hannah Sallows had six children. The first three (Susanna, Nicolas, Hannah) took the surname La Groves; the fourth (Peter) La Grove; the fifth (John) Lagro; and the sixth (Freeborn) Lagroe. The family joined the Beverly First Church and rapidly became Anglicized, adopting English customs. In the next generation, the prefix La was dropped, and from then the name was consistently Groves.3

  The direct line from Nicholas to Leslie Richard Groves Jr. began with Nicholas’s son Peter La Grove (1679—1755), though he was known throughout his life as Peter Groves. He, like his father, earned his living from the sea and was probably a ship’s captain. In 1702 or 1703 Peter married Hannah Winter; a son, Nicholas, was born the following year in Beverly.

  Nicholas Groves married Hannah Corning, also of Beverly, in December 1724 and, after having three children by 1730, moved to Brimfield, Massachusetts, west of Sturbridge, not far from the Connecticut border. There he was a practicing husbandman, landowner, and a prominent man of the town, serving at various times as assessor, selectman, and treasurer. In Brimfield four more children were born, the last of whom was a second Peter Groves, born on August 18, 1739. In July 1774, in response to the Intolerable Acts, Nicholas signed a covenant not to purchase any goods imported from Great Britain.

  Peter Groves participated in the battle of Lake George during the French and Indian Wars and was a veteran of the American Revolution, thereby qualifying all of his descendants to become members of the Sons of the American Revolution or the Daughters of the American Revolution.4 Peter married Lydia Lumbard, and they had nine children between 1768 and 1786. The eldest son, also named Peter, was born in October 1772.

  Peter Groves Jr.—Dick’s great-grandfather—was a farmer who lived and died in Brimfield, though the rest of the family moved to the Utica area around 1803. Peter married Jemima Allen around 1798, and operated the family farm after his parents and younger siblings moved to New York. Peter and Jemima had nine children between 1799 and 1818. Their seventh son, Allen Groves, was born on December 2, 1815, in Brimfield. After Peter died in 1840, Jemima lived until 1881, reaching the age of 107.5

  In about 1850 Allen Groves—Dick’s grandfather—moved to Chuckery, New York, near Clinton and Kirkland, in the vicinity of Utica. On March 31, 1851, Allen married Adeline Jane Beebe of Kirkland. They had four sons and a daughter. The fourth son, Leslie Richard Groves—Dick’s father—was born on June 22, 1856, in Chuckery.6 In April 1863, when Leslie was almost seven, the family moved to a dairy farm in Westmoreland, nine miles from downtown Utica. Allen died on June 6, 1878. Adeline died at age seventy-five, due to “paralysis, with complications and old age” and “nervous prostration” on October 10, 1900, when Dick was four.7

  _______

  Dick’s mother’s roots in America were much more recent. Both sides of her family were Welsh, from the highlands of Caernarvonshire, where the principal business is raising sheep.8 Her grandfather, Owen Griffith, and his family left Wales in search of a better life, sailing to New York City in 1795. Lured by the promise of good, cheap land in the Utica area, they sailed up the Hudson and Mohawk Rivers, first settling in Steuben and then moving to nearby Remsen in about 1798. After his first wife died, Owen married again and had at least two sons. The eldest—Dick’s maternal grandfather, also named Owen—was a first-generation American born in Remsen on January 19, 1823.

  Dick’s maternal grandmother, Jane Owen, was born in Pen-y-Llys, in northern Wales, on March 2, 1827. She was nineteen years old when her family immigrated to the Utica area. Jane Owen and Owen Griffith were married on September 13, 1853.

  In January 1856, with their infant son George Washington Griffith, they left upstate New York to join a Welsh community in Racine, Wisconsin, where Owen took a job as a clerk in a granary and later as a bookkeeper for a general store. His starting wage was $37.50 a month, which he described as a “fair salary.”9 A daughter, Frances, was born in 1856 but did not survive, and a second son, William Morton, was born in 1858.

  When the War Between the States started, Owen Griffith had no intention of enlisting. But under pressure from friends and acquaintances—and, with the growing likelihood that he would be drafted—he signed up on August 9, 1862, with the Twenty-second Regiment, Wisconsin Volunteers. A few weeks later the Twenty-second Wisconsin was inducted into federal service and left for the front.

  The regiment operated in Kentucky and Tennessee.10 Owen felt strongly about the war and the issue of slavery, calling it:

  
    this most wicked rebellion . . . uncalled for . . . on the part of those Southern Slaveholders to overthrow the best government the world ever saw for the avowed purpose of establishing a government whose corner Stone was Slavery.11

  

  Owen was captured by the Confederates at Brentwood, Tennessee, ten miles south of Nashville, on March 25, 1863. He was taken to Richmond, Virginia, and after a month in Libby prison was exchanged at Annapolis, Maryland, in May 1863. He eventually rejoined his regiment, but in April 1864 Captain Griffith resigned, driven out in the course of a bitter controversy involving a senior officer of the Twenty-second Wisconsin.12 Whatever Owen’s wartime difficulties and shortcomings, he was a revered figure within his family, and to successive generations. He became the origin of the family’s military tradition; pictures of him in his Union uniform were cherished.

  At the end of the Civil War, in April 1865, Owen Griffith and his family moved back to Utica. On October 13, 1865, Gwen Griffith—Dick’s mother—was born, and eighteen months later on April 12, 1867, her sister, Jane, came into the world. For about five years, in partnership with his brother-in-law, William M. Owen, Owen Griffith was a dealer in flour and grain. Apparently there was a dispute in 1870 and the partnership dissolved. Owen and the family went to West Winfield, New York, where he operated a general store for nine years, but the depression that began in 1873 caused him to go bankrupt. Owen returned to Utica in 1879 and worked as a bookkeeper for his brother-in-law’s firm, Wm. Owen & Co.13 The years continued to be difficult. His wife, Jane, ran a boardinghouse at their home at 34 Cottage Street, Utica, where daughters Gwen and Jane did much of the work.

  Owen’s wife, Jane Owen Griffith, died on December 3, 1891, after accidentally falling down the stairs at their home and severing her spinal cord. Owen died on June 26, 1892, at age sixty-nine, after being taken ill during a visit to Albany to see his daughter Gwen, her husband Leslie, and their firstborn, Allen.

  Dick’s grandfather, Allen Groves, apparently prospered as a dairy farmer at Westmoreland. He sent his son Leslie Richard to Whitestown Seminary14 and then, in 1877, to Hamilton College in Clinton, New York, three miles from Kirkland.15 It was not, as were many nineteenth-century American colleges and universities, directly affiliated with a particular religion, though the mandatory chapel services were Presbyterian.16 The expressed goals of a college education during this period were less preparation for a career or profession than “training the mind” and establishing the proper moral and religious precepts of a gentleman. Whether by inclination, by his upbringing, or by his Hamilton education, Leslie Groves became a devout Presbyterian, a person whose devotion to his God manifested itself in his daily comportment. Drinking, gambling, and swearing were strictly forbidden, and Sunday was for the Lord.

  When it came to how he would earn a living and keep a family, Leslie Groves exhibited a lifelong pattern of indecision, vacillation, and wanderlust. His Hamilton education, while sound in the classics, the landmarks of Western literature, and moral philosophy, prepared him for no particular calling.17 As we shall see, he tried several vocations: teacher, lawyer, Presbyterian minister, and army chaplain.

  Groves graduated in June 1881 at the age of twenty-five. He taught in country schools prior to and during his college years. The year following his graduation he was the principal of the Fort Covington Academy and Union Free School, in Fort Covington, New York, which meant, apparently, keeping all the school’s administrative records in addition to teaching a full complement of classes.18

  In August 1882 he entered the law office of Charles H. Searle, a prominent Utica lawyer, remaining there for two years; he was admitted to the bar in June 1884. Though he seems to have had some success as a lawyer,19 that profession too did not suit him, for in the fall of 1886 he undertook a three-year course of study at the Auburn Theological Seminary, in Auburn, New York, to prepare for the Presbyterian ministry.20 This new career path seemed more compatible with his moral convictions than the demands of the bar, where he had to deal with and defend people whose actions he detested. Leslie graduated from Auburn Seminary on May 9, 1889,21 was ordained on June 18, and was installed as pastor of a small Presbyterian country church in McGrawville, New York, between Syracuse and Ithaca.

  On April 29, 1890, Leslie Richard Groves married Gwen Griffith of Utica at the home of the bride’s parents.22 Groves’s popularity among his parishioners, his status in the community, and the fact that his marriage was quite sudden and unexpected can be gleaned from the following poem, which was published in a small McGrawville paper soon after they were married:

  
    He was a young man, “smart’s a whip,”

    A minister was he,

    And all the maidens fair avowed

    “He’s nice as he can be.”

    And so they looked their prettiest

    And smiled their sweetest smile,

    And the minister he prayed and praught [sic]

    and was thoughtful all the while.

    They sang their sweetest songs to him,

    And asked him out to tea,

    Sometimes they asked his mamma, too,

    So “very nice” was she.

    All of a sudden—hello,—swish,

    And off to U-T-K [Utica]

    The young man went, my brethren,

    And he wasn’t long away.

    And when he did return—just hark,

    He brought with him a wife;

    ‘Twas the nicest, unexpected move

    We’ve seen in all our life,

    And the prayer meeting room was full

    As full as full could be,

    And he prayed for “all that came to pray

    And for those who came to see.”

    But “all is fair in love or war.”

    May heaven’s blessings glide

    On Leslie Groves, our minister.

    And Gwen, his bonny bride.23

  

  As happened twice in the past, and would happen several times in the future, Leslie appears to have become dissatisfied with his lot. His salary as a minister of a congregation in a small upstate village was no doubt insufficient, especially when early in 1891 he and Gwen learned that they were expecting their first child. In July 1891 he accepted a transfer from McGrawville to Albany to become pastor of the Sixth Presbyterian Church, on Second Street below Lark, at an annual salary of fifteen hundred dollars. The Groveses’ first child, Allen Morton, was born on November 12, 1891; a second son, Owen Griffith, soon followed on May 11, 1893.

  On a salary of $125 a month the family’s financial situation was difficult, and the demands of his parish proved a heavy burden.

  
    When I left the law practice and went to the theological seminary my plan and hope was to serve in a country church. I had seen the need of the country church and, having been brought up in the country, I wished to live and work where I had seen the need. But circumstances had pushed me out of the country and into a city church and a city where life was hard. The church of working people, where a minister tries to hold his own with the churches that can afford a secretary and an assistant and all the machinery, has something to do. So after five years of two or three services and a Bible class in the Sunday School, Christian Endeavor meetings and prayer meetings with the sick and others to visit—no telephone—calls always on foot—my friends saw, and I knew, that my career was to be a short one, unless I changed my work and my residence.24

  

  Ever restless and dissatisfied, Leslie felt it was time for a change. Among his summer parishioners in McGrawville was Daniel S. Lamont. Lamont was the secretary of war in President Cleveland’s second cabinet from March 1893 to March 1897.25 The Groveses and the Lamonts became good friends. Lamont was concerned with his friend’s heavy workload and urged Leslie to become an army chaplain. Lamont painted for Groves an attractive picture of army life, suggesting “a quiet life in a frontier post.”26 At the start of his last year in office, 1896, Lamont sent Groves the forms required to apply for entrance into the military chaplain service and virtually ordered Groves to fill them out and submit them. Groves complied, even though his knowledge of what army life was really like was virtually nil. “It was a plunge into the unknown but I took it,” he said.27 In December 1896 he resigned as pastor of the Albany church and became a U.S. Army chaplain.28

  
    In total ignorance of the Army and all that pertained to it I went to Washington to learn something of what I had gotten into. My knowledge hitherto was built on having seen recruits coming out of stations in ill-fitting blue uniforms, a half hour’s visit into Ft. Niagara and the army stories that pictured frontier post life as of a sort that one would not care to become a part of.29

  

  Having the secretary of war and the secretary’s wife as close friends had its advantages. Lamont sent Groves a list of possible postings and asked him to indicate what part of the country and what climate would best suit him, again painting a very attractive picture.

  
    I think I could assign you to Fort McPherson in the suburbs of Atlanta, possibly to San Francisco or Vancouver a delightful post near Portland Oregon where the climate and surroundings are all that could be desired. Mrs. Lamont thinks you would like one of the Montana posts or a station in Arizona. We were so pleased with the climate and quiet of these latter that she would be quite willing and happy to exchange places with you. At the larger posts first mentioned the quarters are more modern. At any of them you will have a choice little society which I am sure you will enjoy. To your first station you have to pay your own traveling expenses and perhaps you will prefer that I should give you a brief tour of duty at some nearby place and then transfer you a month or two hence. Ordinarily a chaplain must undergo a physical examination but I think we will dispense with that in your case.30

  

  Groves chose the position of post chaplain at Vancouver Barracks, Vancouver, Washington. Lamont wrote on Groves’s behalf to the commanding general of the post, urging that the new chaplain be provided with a “good home.”

  But before beginning the trip west there was one matter that needed attention. Gwen was pregnant with their third child. Leslie requested that his entry into the army be delayed until after the birth of this baby. The request was granted, and so it was that Leslie Richard Groves Jr.—to be known by the family as Dick—entered the world on August 17, 1896, born in the manse of the Sixth Presbyterian Church.31 A few months later the family undertook the arduous weeklong train trip across America to their new home and new life at Vancouver Barracks.


  CHAPTER TWO

  Growing Up in the Army

  • 1897–1913 •

  The Groves family arrived at Vancouver Barracks on February 1, 1897, and was provided with the “good home” that Lamont had arranged.1 Writing much later, Chaplain Groves described the pleasures of his new life in the Pacific Northwest:

  
    One only needs to go from snow and cold of the East and land in Vancouver, Washington about February 7, as we did to be filled with the joy of living. . . . [The] East half of a double home at the East End of the line was assigned. All the East side windows looked out on Mt. Hood . . . . The grass was green, the days mostly fair with just enough rain to keep all fresh and beautiful. Never have I seen nature with so fair a face and for a year and two months the quiet life made good. With Mt. Hood and the other snow-capped peaks and all the accompanying scenery to delight the eyes; with strawberries, cherries, plums, and peaches to delight the taste; and balmy weather, new to those from the rough East, that blew hot and cold, changed without notice; just to be living was joy.2

  

  But for all this, after about a year as post chaplain of Vancouver Barracks, serving the Fourteenth Infantry Regiment that was stationed there, and attending to his family, Groves was growing restless again. His army pay proved adequate to free him of the financial worries that had plagued him, and his duties as post chaplain were far lighter than the burden he bore as pastor of the Sixth Presbyterian Church in Albany. But he was seeking something else; something more, not yet clearly defined in his mind. He was sure, nonetheless, that it lay somewhere beyond the security of the established job, the idyll of the Northwest, and a settled family life that he was now enjoying. And the knowledge that he had not found it made him uneasy, unfulfilled. Suddenly, in the spring of 1898, an opportunity came for him to renew his quest.

  _______

  Throughout the nineteenth century America had been troubled by conditions in Cuba, which occasionally flared up into direct confrontations between the United States and Spain.3 During the 1890s, aggravated by grossly exaggerated yellow press reports of Spanish oppression on the island, differences between the two nations deepened into a major crisis. Then on February 15, 1898, the USS Maine was sunk while on a goodwill visit to Havana, and the crisis spun out of control.4 Within ten weeks war was declared—on April 25—and frantically the United States mobilized to fight what was generally thought to be a first-rate military power. Immediately, calls went out across the land for volunteers to fill the ranks of militia units, and most of the Regular Army’s regiments were ordered to assemble in several southern coastal cities, such as Tampa, New Orleans, and Mobile, as well as other interior camps.5

  On May 17 Chaplain Groves was ordered to join the Eighth Infantry Regiment in Tampa, Florida, part of the expeditionary force that would invade Cuba. The Eighth was a close-knit, proud unit with a long, distinguished record; its old-timers did not readily accept newcomers, like Groves, to their ranks. As the fates would have it, one of those old-timers was Capt. Richard H. Wilson, commanding Company A and the regiment’s Second Battalion. In time, he would become Dick’s father-in-law.6

  Chaplain Groves departed Vancouver by train on May 19; traveled down the West Coast through Oregon and California, then east across Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas to New Orleans; finally arriving in Tampa on the morning of May 27. Every day he wrote to his wife, describing the varied scenery, experiences with his fellow passengers, how hot it was, how frugal he had been (spending less than ten dollars during the journey)7 and expressing hope that she and the boys were getting along in his absence.

  In Tampa Chaplain Groves continued his daily letters, giving his impressions of that busy and chaotic place. He said, “I would prefer to be with the 14th [Regiment], but I may be more needed here. Profanity seems the common speech. I have heard more of it today, I believe, than in the year at Vancouver.”8 “The soldier’s language is simply hideous.”9 “The 71st New York just marched past us to a camp back of ours. A New York City crowd, I judge by their language.”10

  Precisely why Chaplain Groves chose to serve in Cuba is not altogether clear.11 His letters to his wife and children, of which hundreds survive,12 portray an internal conflict that is difficult for most modern Americans to understand.13 His frequent allusions to his family are warm, caring, and loving—causing us to wonder why he so readily left them. The answer is probably found in his devout Presbyterian/Calvinistic beliefs. His most important relationship was to his God. Serving him by doing good works for all of mankind was the highest duty one could perform, coming ahead even of one’s family and personal comfort.

  Of course his family was important. We see in the letters to his three sons an absentee father’s effort to preserve his traditional paternal role. A letter to middle son Owen,14 then five, written shortly after Groves arrived at Tampa is typical:

  
    How is Father’s little boy? I think he is well and happy. Do you and Dick have a nice time playing together out in the back yard? That is a nice back yard for little boys and chickens. . . . Mother wrote to me that Dick hurt his finger. I know little Owen was good to him then. I am very glad you are so kind to Dickey. If Father was home you would be kind to him too. Well sometime he will come home. And perhaps I will bring that pretty little box that you gave me with toothpicks in it. But the toothpicks will be all gone. You know Owen I live in a tent now and there are so many tents all around me, hundreds of them. There are a great many people here and none of them live in houses now. So many soldiers you never saw and so many officers. But they don’t look like officers sometimes for they don’t wear coats much of the time. Do you wear your officer caps now?15

  

  The chaplain’s grandson Richard lived with him for a while and observed the regimen that Groves established for his family. It was highly disciplined and focused on education and religious observance. The grandson’s experience paralleled that of his father:

  
    Sunday at six in the morning you went to church. Come home after service. Read the Bible. Back to church at 11:00, then home to read Shakespeare, back to church at 5:00: a bowl of bread and milk upon return. Read [historian] Francis Parkman and then go to bed. Every Sunday that’s all you did. No funny papers—they sat on the doorstep until Monday morning. That is the way he [Dick Groves] was raised.16

  

  Chaplain Groves’s life was, on Sundays and the rest of the week as well, largely a single-minded exploration of ways to serve his God. On his way to Cuba he told Gwen,

  
    As I get nearer the place of work, I feel more deeply the need of strength from above. Don’t forget that part for a day. The Lord will take care of me, if I am of any use. I long to have Him use me for His glory.17

  

  He saw his service in the army—especially with soldiers going off to war in Cuba—as a unique opportunity to serve his Master. He could bring the word of the Lord to the troops, provide formal services and religious guidance to those few who were already devout and earnest Christian soldiers, and offer salvation to the rest—the drinkers, swearers, gamblers, and hooligans who seemed to make up the majority of those he encountered.18

  Today it appears almost to have been a convenient cover under which his restlessness and wanderlust could find an outlet—perhaps a manifestation of some inner dissatisfaction with the course of his life. Chaplain Groves and his son Dick, as we shall see, were never introspective about what drove them to do the things they did. Occasionally the chaplain’s letters reveal varying degrees of dissatisfaction with himself as a man, as a parent, as a husband. But always, his greatest dissatisfaction is with his performance in serving his Master.

  Some of his acquaintances considered his decisions to go to Cuba and later to the Philippines as the actions of an eccentric. His dogged determination to abandon his family for long periods of time (Cuba, it turned out, was only the beginning of his travels), to journey to distant lands, to live in the field under the less-than-ideal conditions of a bivouacked soldier, often in the line of fire, while his wife struggled at home to maintain the discipline of family life, seemed to many not only peculiar but irresponsible and selfish as well. But within the family there were no feelings of resentment toward him at all. Throughout his extended absences Gwen carried on as best she could, maintaining family discipline in a spirit that reflected his will and his values.

  It wasn’t easy for her. In 1898 a post chaplain received the pay of a first lieutenant, $125 per month or $1,500 a year.19 Under normal conditions, while he was away, Groves kept for his own expenses one paycheck out of three, thus reducing the income for the family to about eighty-three dollars per month. Tithing reduced this to about seventy-five dollars, hardly a living wage for a family with three children. Chaplain Groves was extremely parsimonious, a trait he passed on to his son Dick. Army salaries left them little choice. And adding to Gwen’s difficulties, when Groves joined the Eighth Infantry, he ceased to be post chaplain of Vancouver Barracks, leaving his family, in effect, squatters.20

  It is quite evident that Groves had not bargained for the life of a combat soldier.21 Yet his letters always showed him to be resolute and tough, never taking his eye off his duties as a chaplain. “There is no reason that I know of why I should have an easy, pleasant life. My Master did not and I want nothing better than the faith and courage to endure hardness as a good soldier.”22

  One letter to Gwen written shortly before he embarked for Cuba described life in the Tampa tent camp.

  
    We live in dirt and eat sand. I think we will be ready for the first installment of the rainy season. But they have some lumber and have begun putting in floors. That will help some. This morning I fixed up my tent a little putting up a frame in the end with nails and hooks to hang things on. I am wishing all the time that I were with the 14th [Regiment]. It is a long hard task to get to know the crowd and then I should like the association of the officers of the 14th. . . . The language of the soldiers is simply hideous. Of course they do not know who I am, many of them, and so are more free of speech. . . . We have no place for services in our own camp. I do not know how to arrange for one. The sun and heat are intolerable out of doors till evening. . . . We get absolutely no news here. The papers of the town are just nothing and know nothing.23

  

  After twelve days of dealing with such adversities, Chaplain Groves finally boarded the transport ship Seneca, to which the Eighth was assigned. But once aboard, he went nowhere. Rumors of a Spanish fleet headed for Cuba caused the navy to delay the expedition for eight days—eight long days that seemed interminable to the soldiers packed tightly in the transport’s hold.

  Because of poor planning and a lack of ships there was room for only seventeen thousand of the twenty-five thousand men assembled in Tampa. Even so, horses, wagons, and hospital stores had to be left behind.24 Living conditions aboard ship were extremely unpleasant, and a barrage of profanity constantly assaulted the chaplain’s ears.

  From time to time Chaplain Groves reflected on just how effective he was in his profession. He found:

  
    no sympathy with my work, at all. . . . This is a stiff job. . . . I escape from the profanity down to my stateroom, only the soldiers by the window are sometimes almost as bad as the officers. Oh, how I would like a decent little church! I don’t feel half big enough for this work. I find myself wondering if I ever have done, or ever can do, any good in the world. I go out among the men for a little and talk with a few and come back and crawl into my bed and sigh.25

  

  And he was “disgusted with the total lack of patriotism [he] find[s] in the officers here . . . [and] the swearing beasts . . . opposed to the war . . . mocked the sentiment in it.”26 His feelings were passed on to his son. Of the many who reflected back on Gen. Leslie Groves’s character, decades later, none remembers him ever swearing, and they stressed his unremitting patriotism.

  At last, on June 14, the flotilla of some thirty transport ships got under way. Within a few days they were off the Cuban coast—and then they waited. Groves complained repeatedly that no one knew where or when they would land or what would happen when they did.

  Then, on short notice, the Eighth Infantry Regiment led Shafter’s Fifth Corps ashore in Cuba on the morning of June 22, 1898, at Daiquiri, about twelve miles southeast of Santiago.27 Throughout the next week, the chaplain marched with the Eighth as it worked its way westward and northward toward Santiago.28 July 1, “The day that was to be the last of so many men brought from the far ends of the earth to kill one another dawned bright, hot and cloudless,” wrote Captain Wilson.29 The goal of the Second Division that day was to seize the village of El Caney and cut off the garrison’s escape route to Santiago. As the Eighth marched up the road, the soldiers came under fire for the first time. Many years afterward Chaplain Groves described his feelings:

  
    The first sounds of battle are startling. Following at the rear of our column, the bullets began falling all about us. The Regimental Surgeon said, “Let’s get out of here. We are no use when we are dead.” A wise word, proven good by experience. A non-combatant had best be out of the way when the guns are working.30

  

  And in a letter to Gwen:

  
    The Hospital Corps followed the regiment. At once we were in the fire and fell out to one side. One of the Hospital Corps was wounded at the very first. We got into the dry bed of a stream and lay there till they stopped shooting our way. At once, the wounded were brought back where we were until we had about 30 with us. Then the doctors were called off to a big tree near the wounded and left me in charge of our place. Some were fearfully wounded. Many only slightly. It was horrible. My dread of war increased; I hope not to see any more.31

    In every contest, on the field of battle or in life, some are easily beaten. Even around the wounded, differences of men appear. A sergeant who, with the pioneer corps cutting barbed wire entanglements, had been shot through the shoulder so that he was one-handed, was helpful all day with the wounded—in contrast with others whose duty was to assist. The horrors of war are seen not at the front where men are shooting and being shot. There is the excitement of contest, but at the rear, where the mutilated are gathered, groans replace the cheers. The first shock of it is almost overwhelming. A feeling of helplessness—sickening at the sight and smell of blood, one blunders on and finds, after a little, what he can do to help.32

  

  As he followed his regiment with the doctor and hospital corpsmen, the “road was strewn with the wreckage of battle. Men had been removed, but the bloated bodies of mules and the broken equipment told of the battle.” Burial sometimes had to take place, and Chaplain Groves performed the service “without mourning family, without the usual formal church surroundings—is it less solemn? Rather more solemn. Those who stand by are conscious that their turn may come soon. The sound of death’s messenger is in the air.”33

  Sickness began to overtake the regiment. The medical resources, inadequate to begin with, were no match for the yellow fever, malaria, typhoid, and dysentery that ravaged the troops. Later Chaplain Groves thought that he had caught yellow fever on July 2. Unmistakably a few days later he began to suffer from it. For him, the war was over. Throughout the next few weeks the fever left him weak and dimmed his perceptions. He was sent to a yellow fever hospital in Siboney, a small port west of Daiquiri. Along the way he also contracted malaria. On July 23 he boarded the hospital ship Concho, which sailed up the Atlantic seaboard the following week. On board he was able to write to Gwen for the first time in three weeks, informing her of his sickness. In the commotion he had lost all of his prayer books and told Gwen that he had to conduct from memory the shipboard funerals of other yellow fever victims.34

  The ship arrived in New York City on July 31 and the chaplain was given a month’s sick leave. Partly because of his weakened condition, he chose not to make the train trip across the country. Instead, he convalesced for two weeks in Millbrook, New York, near Poughkeepsie, as a guest of the Lamonts, gaining weight and getting stronger. After a visit to Albany and Utica he spent September and October on sick leave.35

  Meanwhile, Gwen left the house and the two older boys in the charge of her younger sister, Jane, who was a member of the household. Accompanied by two-year-old Dick, Gwen Groves traveled east in mid-August to be with her husband, to spend time in Utica with family, and to accompany him back to Vancouver Barracks. They arrived back on November 4, 1898.

  Even before he landed in Cuba, Chaplain Groves had become so discouraged by the behavior of the troops—the drinking, swearing, and gambling—that he thought he might resign from the army In a letter to Gwen, while still in Tampa Bay, Groves wrote:

  
    Do you know it is a little hard to think of this war as the Lord’s doing as I have been doing, when I meet the men who are in it. Certainly, there is nothing further from their purpose than serving the Lord. But they serve the Devil energetically. I suspect I shall be ready to resign when this war is over, or when I have had a few months’ experience in it.36

  

  But by the time he was shipped home six weeks later—with little encouragement from the few men who praised his efforts to do God’s work—he had changed his mind and decided to remain in the army.

  While Chaplain Groves was off saving the souls of the Eighth Infantry in Cuba, the Fourteenth Infantry had gone with the expeditionary force sent to the Philippines. Soon after returning to Vancouver Barracks, Chaplain Groves was ordered to join them. His enthusiasm about going is somewhat in doubt. A scandal of the day was the number of chaplains who found excuses not to go to the Philippines. But when Chaplain Groves’s turn came and he was ordered to go, he made no excuses, he did his duty, and he went. There was strong objection to his going by the post commander, on the grounds that he had not yet fully recovered from the effects of yellow fever and malaria. But orders were orders and duty was duty.37 And so began another odyssey for Groves—this one lasting almost two years—initially with the Fourteenth Regiment in the Philippines, and later in China.38

  American interests in Asia in the 1890s centered on acquiring markets, winning concessions, establishing bases, and expanding missionary activity. It was a time of dramatic international intervention by the United States, and Chaplain Groves would be at several key interstices to bless the process.

  The Spanish had ruled the Philippines since 1565. In late 1896 nationalist rebels, under the leadership of Emilio Aguinaldo, rose to try to oust them. A truce was arrived at in December 1897, with Aguinaldo given a sum of money and expelled to Hong Kong. At this juncture the United States saw an opportunity. Soon after the April declaration of war against Spain Commo. George Dewey won a decisive naval victory in Manila Bay on May 1, becoming an overnight hero. To take the city, and the island of Luzon, Dewey needed ground forces, and he sent a request to Washington for troops. While awaiting their arrival Dewey encouraged Filipino insurgents to besiege the city and permitted Aguinaldo to return; Aguinaldo in turn declared independence on June 12.

  On July 25 Maj. Gen. Wesley Merritt arrived to assume command of VIII Corps, a U.S. force of 10,800 that had crossed the Pacific to conquer the Philippines.39 Knowing they were beaten, the Spanish were willing to surrender to the Americans, but not to the Filipinos. After a prearranged sham assault on Manila the Spanish surrendered to the Americans on August 13.

  The Treaty of Paris, signed on December 10, 1898, ceded the Philippines (and Puerto Rico and Guam) to the United States, much to the surprise and consternation of the Filipino nationalists. Unwilling to accept their new masters, Aquinaldo and his guerrilla rebels took up arms against the Americans. A two-year period of brutal counterinsurgency warfare ensued, with the movement eventually crushed, Aguinaldo captured in March 1901, rebels imprisoned in camps, and some even executed.40 It was in the midst of this American suppression of the Filipinorebels that Chaplain Groves arrived to fortify the Christian resolve of the American soldier. If his letters are any indication, he never questioned what the United States was doing there—assuming, as did everyone else, that America’s manifest destiny now spanned the Pacific to Asia.

  Chaplain Groves sailed from San Francisco on December 6, 1899, aboard the transport ship Sherman. En route to Hawaii he wrote to Gwen and the boys, conducted services, taught Bible lessons, and led the singing of hymns. He reached Honolulu on December 13 after sailing twenty-one hundred miles, but he was not able to go ashore because “some Chinese had brought in the bubonic plague a few days ago.”41 And so on the next day the Sherman sailed for Guam, arriving on December 27; unfortunately there was no coal available, so it was off once again, this time a six-day sail, before finally dropping anchor in Manila Bay the morning of January 2, 1900.

  At last on land Groves explored the town, marveling at the water buffalo and the little ponies, both pulling carts. He met his superiors and acquaintances from the Fourteenth, whom he had finally caught up with, and finagled his way into being assigned regimental chaplain of the Fourteenth Infantry in Manila. Half of the regiment’s companies were at headquarters, and the other half scattered throughout the city.42 Groves spent fifteen months in the Philippines—from January to July 1900 and from November 1900 to July 1901—paying these companies regular visits. According to his commanding officer, Chaplain Groves

  
    worked with the men in a common-sense, tactful way and won their esteem. His influence was very great, and aided much in bringing the regiment up to a high state of discipline and efficiency.43

  

  Groves seemed to enjoy his time in Manila. He rode horseback and eventually bought a handsome chestnut, Reddy; socialized with the other officers and expatriates; and interacted with his clergy brethren. He performed his religious duties,44 set up a small library for the troops, and faithfully wrote to his family every day. There were some dangers and irritations, of course: The plague threatened, the “Insurrectos” might strike,45 ravenous mosquitoes were ever present, the food was bad and the climate dreadful. And always there was self-doubt; as in Cuba, he questioned whether his efforts were really doing any good.46

  Gwen apparently kept up her side of their correspondence, but unfortunately her letters to him did not survive, apparently destroyed or lost by Chaplain Groves. We get hints of their content in his responses to her about what Allen, Owen, and Dick were doing in Vancouver. In almost every letter Chaplain Groves gave instructions to Gwen about how the boys should be brought up,47 how much time they should spend on schoolwork, and how much time for play. He also spent a great deal of time mulling over the family finances, which were always in short supply.48

  As spring wore on, he began to report that rumors were circulating to the effect that the Fourteenth might be sent off to deal with the growing crisis in China. He repeatedly told his wife that he was not interested: “There is no desire for adventure left in me. My job is good enough.”49 On July 8 rumor became reality: Chaplain Groves was informed that the Fourteenth was going to China, and that he was urged to go with them. With a new destination he was now eager to go, and after boarding the transport ship Indiana on July 14, they sailed the following afternoon, “to settle affairs there.”50 The affairs had to do with a group of Chinese known as the Boxers.

  What we commonly call the Boxer Rebellion was a complex event, a full account of which lies far beyond the scope of this work, though given the influence it had on the chaplain and his youngest son, some of the events and details must be recounted.

  Boxers was the name Westerners gave to members of a Chinese secret society—initially composed of peasants and later of the urban underclass51—which held that the performance of certain martial rites endowed them with supernatural powers. Emerging as a patriotic, nationalistic force, the Boxers’ distinguishing hallmarks were their anti-Christian and antiforeign sentiments.52 In late 1899 and early 1900 dissident elements of the Manchu court, in concert with some provincial governors, aligned themselves with the Boxers in a common policy to rid China of the “foreign devils” who were carving up China (“like a melon”) into spheres of influence for their own benefit.53

  By the spring of 1900 in Shansi and Inner Mongolia, and by June in Peking and Tientsin, Westerners and Chinese converts were being attacked, many fatally, with special targets the missionaries. Of equal concern were the threats to commerce from the ripped-up Western-owned railway tracks and the cut telegraph lines.54 Every one of the affected governments reacted swiftly—not only to protect its own citizens and national interests in China but also to ensure that no other power would gain either military or commercial advantage over it in the process.

  Of the several phases of the “Boxer War” Chaplain Groves participated in two: the march from Tientsin and the freeing of the foreign legation in Peking. In Peking most foreigners lived in a walled compound near the Forbidden City. On June 20, after the Chinese government issued an ultimatum for the foreigners to leave within twenty-four hours, imperial army forces, with some Boxer participation, laid siege to the legation area. The British, Russians, Germans, Japanese, Americans, and others inside put up a hasty defense.55 After a month of fighting there was a brief truce as the court tried to reach a negotiated solution, but full-scale bombardment resumed in early August.56 Urgent help was needed to lift the siege, and a multinational China Relief Expedition was quickly formed from military units already in China and from those in the region. As part of the American contribution, two battalions of the Fourteenth Infantry, including their chaplain, journeyed from the Philippines.57

  Groves’s transport ship sailed, in an odd coincidence, first to Nagasaki, arriving there Saturday morning, July 21. The chaplain was able to manage a quick tour of the city and the nearby countryside, admiring the terraced rice fields and breathing the cool, fresh air. His ship departed Sunday afternoon and sailed across the Yellow Sea, arriving near Taku on July 26. There he took a train to nearby Tientsin, where a savage battle had recently ended a siege, and troops were mustering for an assault on the diplomatic quarter in Peking.58

  After a week of waiting for wagons, mules, horses, and supplies, they finally set off on August 4. Some twenty thousand troops (half of them Japanese) left Tientsin on a grueling eighty-mile march along the Pei Ho River toward Peking.59 There was some fighting against imperial troops, with actions at Peitsang on August 5, and at Yangtsun on the 6th.60 The Fourteenth Infantry suffered the most severe casualties. In four days, Groves recounted, the regiment sustained seven killed and fifty-six wounded, with fifteen of the wounded likely to die.61 Many others were overcome by the oppressive heat, often over a hundred degrees.

  Groves’s devotion to his work is attested to by his commanding officer, Col. Aaron S. Daggett.

  
    During the campaign in China where so many men were prostrated by heat, the Chaplain was constantly with them, helping them in every possible way. His horse was more often ridden by soldiers than by himself. He would arrive at bivouac among the last and late at night, and be ready to move early in the morning. No other Officer worked as hard. After the battle of Yangtsun he was thoughtful enough to put the name of every soldier who was killed, in a bottle, to be buried with his body, for identification. These are only examples showing the manner in which he performed all duties.”62

  

  The relief expedition finally reached Peking. On the morning of August 14 the Fourteenth Infantry Regiment played a key role in lifting the siege, being the first foreign unit to enter the Outer City. Confronting the forty-foot wall near the Tung Pien Men gate, the Fourteenth’s commanding officer, Colonel Daggett, asked for volunteers to scale the wall. Musician Calvin P. Titus, the chaplain’s assistant and bugler of Company E—who would become a lifelong friend—volunteered and was able to accomplish the assignment while under heavy fire.63 About one-half of E Company climbed the wall following Titus. Once over, they opened the gate, and many units forged through. They spent all day fighting to help free the legation. Resistance crumbled, and the fifty-five-day siege was lifted.64

  The British role in the attack that day left a bitter aftertaste with the chaplain, one that would sour his son’s attitudes toward them as well. Sir Claude MacDonald was head of the British legation. On August 8 he sent a message to the commander of British forces (and commanding general of allied forces), Gen. Sir Alfred Gaselee, who was approaching Peking, on how to best enter the legation quarter. The British selfishly decided to keep this information to themselves and not share it with their allies. These secret instructions enabled a British force of some seventy men to use the sluice gate (or water gate) of the canal to enter the legation quarter—to be welcomed by Sir Claude in immaculate tennis flannels—an hour or two before the Fourteenth Infantry arrived.65

  Anglophobia ran deep in the Groves family, and the opportunity to watch the British close up in China did nothing to diminish it. For Groves this was how the British were. Everything they did was for selfish reasons, to gain an advantage for themselves. Whether trying to gain glory by being the first into the legation and jeopardizing the lives of their allies, or by using the knowledge they gained about atomic matters for their own purposes after the war—as his son would conclude—this was just the way they were.

  After the siege was lifted they bivouacked at the Temple of Agriculture, a 275-acre cypress-covered compound in the southern section of Peking. The American forces, under the command of Major General Chaffee, did much to restore order and even provide programs of relief, justice, and public health.66 Nonetheless, there was looting, and Groves strongly disapproved of it, especially that done by the British and the Russians.67 As the only chaplain in Peking for all the American forces, he was kept busy with funerals, performing sixteen by August 19, of which twelve were of the Fourteenth Regiment.68 He resumed Bible classes and services, visited missionaries and the sick and wounded at hospitals—sometimes on his horse Reddy, who made the trip—conducted funerals, toured the Forbidden City,69 Coal Hill, the Temple of Heaven, and the Summer Palace, and wondered where they would be sent next. With the armies of several nations all in Peking he had the opportunity to compare and contrast, praise and critique. While there are things that the U.S. Army could learn from the others, “When it comes to getting there and fighting, our soldiers are out-of-sight of the whole crowd. Only the Japs can equal Americans and I hope we will never have to find out which is better.”70

  Finally, on October 21, Groves and approximately half the Americans of the expedition marched out of Peking with great ceremony. The Fourteenth got a twenty-one-gun salute, and General Chaffee expressed his appreciation for its efforts.71 After an arduous journey back to the coast, marching and camping, the regiment boarded the transport ship Warren on November 3 and sailed for Nagasaki, arriving three days later. Then, despite rumors that it would go on to America, the Fourteenth headed back to Manila.

  Soon after arriving Groves learned that his seventy-five-year-old mother, Adeline, had “gone home,” a phrase he often used to describe dying and death.72 He quickly resumed his routines, some of them astride Reddy, who had returned to Manila with him. These duties, with even a new one proposed—secretary of the Army Temperance Union—dragged on as he anticipated orders to leave and return home. But even after the rebels surrendered and “Augie” (Aguinaldo) was captured, fighting continued.73 Finally, on May 15, he heard that they were leaving in July. On July 20 the transport ship Sheridan left Manila Bay bound for San Francisco, with stops in Nagasaki and Yokohama, arriving at the Presidio in mid-August.

  By the time Groves returned to the United States after a twenty-one-month absence, Allen was almost ten, Owen eight, and Dick five. Dick was slow in learning to talk. According to legend his first word was cheese, at nearly five years old.74 Gwen and her sister, Jane, who was, for all practical purposes, a member of the family, had overseen the children’s day-to-day care and discipline. There is some evidence that in Leslie’s absence the rigid rules that he insisted on were not followed to the letter. Gwen taught the boys card games; they were even allowed to play on Sundays.75 But even from afar Groves exerted an influence on the boys. He wrote frequently, urging them to learn their lessons, to be strong, brave, and honest.76

  According to Richard Groves, his father and the other Groves children were raised in a highly competitive environment. There was tremendous competitiveness within the family and between the family and the rest of the community. From an early age they were taught to excel. “If it is a game, you win it. If there is a class you stand number one, that was how they [Chaplain Groves’s children] were brought up.”77

  These experiences were passed on, for, as we will see, when it came to raising his own children, Dick created the same kind of competitive environment. We see the zest for competition even in the letters that their father wrote the children from the Far East. Near his seventh birthday Owen received the following:

  
    I wonder if you can read this letter yourself. You must learn to read faster or Allen will be so far ahead of you that he will be through College before you get there. That would never do. You know you have money in the big bank in Albany to use when you go to College and bye and bye when Faddy [Groves consistently uses this word for “Daddy” in these letters] gets home you will earn more money to put in the bank. Dick has not so much as you and Allen but Dick will work hard some time when he is a big boy to get some more. So I think he will have enough. But the little boys will have to study for themselves to get to know enough to go to College when the time comes. I hope we will live farther east so that they can go to Hamilton College.78

  

  About two weeks later, Owen was sent the following:

  
    That was a nice little letter you wrote to Faddy, only it made Faddy feel badly that he had not sent you any stamps before. But Allen is the bigger boy and the big boy gets ahead of the little in such things. When you are as old as Allen is now you will have more stamps than he has now . . . . I am going to ask an Englishman here to give me stamps for my little boys and part of them will be for you. Not so many as for Allen though. He will save them more carefully because he can read what is on them. But you shall have some you nice little boy. . . .79

  

  Several months later Chaplain Groves wrote to Owen, from Nagasaki, on his way to China:

  
    You will be a good boy while Faddie is away off in China. Get Allen to show you China on his map and the way we will go from Taku to Peking. He can tell you too how big a city Peking is. He will look it all up in the Encyclopedia. There I may find you some funny thing to send you. There are no monkeys there and I could not send a monkey in a letter any way. He would scratch out or starve before he got there. I think it was Dick who wanted a monkey sent to him. I shall have to tell him why I could not send him one . . . .80

  

  These letters reveal much about the dynamics of the family, dynamics that were to have profound consequences for the life paths of the three sons. Allen, the oldest, was also the favorite and, as is often the case with first sons, the child who embodies the parents’ grandest dreams for their progeny. Chaplain Groves’s advice to Owen, that he consult Allen about China—where it is and what it is like—was not empty advice. Though Allen was only ten years old, he had already shown signs of being an exceptional child. He was not just smart, he was brilliant. He remembered everything he read, was versatile, and was able to quickly master whatever challenge was put before him, be it the playing of a musical instrument, the ability to draw decent illustrations, or any academic subject—classics, language arts, English composition, science and mathematics, or history. He also seemed to have been blessed with a warm and caring personality—someone who made friends easily and was always there to help, within the family or among his friends.

  Though favored by his parents, the attention and the adulation that Allen received did not seem to generate any hostility among the other children. The reasons for this are evident in Chaplain Groves’s letters to his wife and to Owen and Dick. Though Allen was clearly the “number one” son in the family, it was apparent to all that the parents loved Owen and Dick as well. Each of the children was of value in the parents’ eyes, and the children knew it.

  _______

  Being a military family meant being a family always on the move. Between August 1901, when he returned from the Far East, and the spring of 1913, when his wife, Gwen, died, Chaplain Groves moved, under orders, eight times, and the family six times.81 This span of time would be the formative years of Dick’s childhood and adolescence, from age five to completing high school and entering college.

  Dick’s first memories, recorded late in life, were of Vancouver Barracks, probably in 1900 and 1901, involving a close friend of the family, a retired medical officer named Lieutenant Colonel Wolverton, who lived in Vancouver. While stationed there he had become quite wealthy using the Homestead Act to acquire land. Wolverton arranged to take Gwen and the three boys on a camping trip for three or four days by wagon through beautiful countryside. A second memory was from the summer of 1900, when Gwen decided that a vacation was needed. She took them to Fort Canby, right on the ocean at the mouth of the Columbia River, not far from Astoria. Some vacant officers’ quarters were made available to those stationed at Vancouver. The most excitement came as a result of a forest fire that had broken out near the post. As it approached, they were alerted to leave on a few minutes’ notice, but the wind changed and they did not need to evacuate. A third early memory was of Wolverton’s daughter Florence giving Dick a party on his fifth birthday. It was a small and simple affair, but Dick remembered that the refreshments were very good, and that they all paraded around the fenced-in yard carrying small American flags while somebody furnished the marching music by means of a comb and paper.

  Prior to Chaplain Groves’s return to the United States in August 1901, the Fourteenth Infantry—to which he was now permanently assigned—had been ordered to Fort Snelling, Minnesota, a stone fortress located halfway between St. Paul and Minneapolis at the confluence of the Mississippi and Minnesota Rivers. In July Gwen moved the family from Vancouver to Snelling. Then in September she traveled to Utica to join her husband, who was there to settle his mother’s estate. Five-year-old Dick and his father visited the Lamonts’ country estate, with its private bowling alley, and the family farm outside Utica, near Hamilton College. While in Millbrook they traveled to nearby West Point to visit the chaplain’s former assistant in China, Calvin Titus, who was a cadet. Pres. Theodore Roosevelt had appointed Titus to the Military Academy, and the following June awarded him the Medal of Honor for his heroism in climbing the wall at Peking.

  In November they returned to Fort Snelling and Dick started first grade. A memory Dick had of Fort Snelling was of seeing the Seventeenth Infantry marching out in formation, wearing blue flannel shirts with their bedrolls tied horseshoelike over their shoulders.

  In the summer of 1902 the family moved to Fort Wayne,82 Michigan, which was garrisoned by the Fourteenth’s regimental headquarters and one battalion of the Fourteenth Infantry. Dick attended first grade. At Fort Wayne the fourth child, and only daughter, Gwen Griffith Groves, was born on August 7, 1902.

  Soon after Gwen’s birth the Fourteenth Infantry was ordered back to the Philippines. Chaplain Groves wanted to return with his regiment but was ordered by the War Department to exchange places with another chaplain who had not seen foreign service. Thus the family moved in early February 1903 to Fort Hancock, New Jersey, a coastal artillery post on Sandy Hook, protecting New York City, where they would spend two and a half years.

  They lived in a large three-story house, at Number 7 on Officers Line, fronting on the bay, and had a cook and a maid. While there the boys obtained two years of formal schooling in the Fort Hancock area. Dick finished second and third grades in the post’s one-room school, half a mile from the house. The school went only through fourth grade and had a total of thirty to forty children. Allen and Owen went by train to Atlantic Highlands, where Allen completed his first year of high school and Owen attended middle school.83 Dick remembered his grammar school as well run, not least because of the strict discipline.

  
    It was customary for misbehaving children to receive a rather sharp whipping, either with a wooden switch, or with a ruler laid across the palm of their hands. It was also customary never to tell anyone at home that we had been punished for that merely meant that we would be reproved and, if it was bad enough, we might be punished again.84

  

  Dick evidently misbehaved at least once, at home. One morning as punishment for some misdemeanor his mother put him in the small closet under the front staircase, with orders to stay until she told him to come out. As she went about her chores, she forgot where he was and he remained silent, as he had been told. When Chaplain Groves came home for lunch he called out for Dick, with no response. The parents became frightened—perhaps he had wandered to the beach. Search parties of soldiers were sent out. “At long last, the frantic mother remembered the closet and the small prisoner. The door was flung open. There he sat, in the dark, obeying orders to the end. It had been many hours.”85

  After feeling poorly for some time, Chaplain Groves discovered that he had tuberculosis, an affliction that he may have contracted while serving in China or the Philippines. His susceptibility likely had been heightened by the earlier bouts of malaria and yellow fever, which left him tired and weak, just the kind of condition that makes one vulnerable to tuberculosis. In January 1905 Chaplain Groves departed for the Army’s Tuberculosis Hospital at Fort Bayard near Silver City, New Mexico. Once again Gwen was in charge of moving the family. Waiting until the end of the school year in June 1905, with the chaplain still recuperating in New Mexico, Gwen, Jane, and the children traveled by train (with passes for part of the trip supplied by Mr. Lamont) back to Vancouver Barracks to rejoin the Fourteenth Infantry Regiment.

  Once again in familiar surroundings, they occupied half of a double house, with a large backyard. Nine-year-old Dick began fifth grade at the Vancouver school about a mile or so from the post, getting there and back in a mule-drawn wagon that served as the school bus. A few of his school books from this period have remained in the family: The Boys’ Book of Famous Rulers by Lydia Hoyt Farmer, Hero Tales from American History by Henry Cabot Lodge and Theodore Roosevelt, and Stories from English History by Henry P. Warren.

  In the spring of 1906 young Gwen, then three and a half, was diagnosed as having tuberculosis of the spine. Once again it fell to her mother to deal with a serious problem, and she was advised to go to Los Angeles to consult with the leading expert. Before she could leave, an epidemic of the measles hit the post; Dick, and a few days later Owen, came down with the disease. A quarantine period of three weeks delayed Gwen’s departure, and fortunately also caused her to miss being in San Francisco during the earthquake and fire that occurred on April 18 and 19.86

  Young Gwen would spend the next three or four years lying recumbent on a frame shaped to correct the curvature of her spine, being allowed to get up only to bathe. This difficult routine was an additional trial for her mother, who had to take care of the child’s every need.

  Three aspects of the Groveses’ family life seem to have mitigated somewhat the disruptive effects that frequent moves, and the chaplain’s comings and goings, might have had on the children’s upbringing and education.

  The first of these was Chaplain Groves’s decision to establish residence in southern California. By the spring of 1906 his recovery from tuberculosis had progressed to a point where he was released from the hospital at Fort Bayard and granted a yearlong convalescent leave. After investigating several communities in southern California he decided that the Los Angeles area best suited the family’s needs. He initially rented a house on the outskirts of Pasadena. There the boys were introduced to the ordeal of farmwork as pickers of walnuts, peaches, watermelons, prunes, apricots, and grapes, normally working ten hours a day to earn a dollar.

  Just before Christmas 1906 Chaplain Groves bought a comfortable house on three-quarters of an acre, just north of the Pasadena city line, at 969 New York Avenue in Altadena, and the family moved in.87 The purchase of a permanent residence must have come as a welcome relief to Gwen from the nomadic existence the family had experienced up until then.

  Worried about his ability to support his family, Chaplain Groves had been trying for more than a year to be promoted to major—a rank for which he was eligible under a newly enacted law. He wrote to officers under whom he had served, and former patrons such as Lamont, to solicit their support. But the judge advocate general denied his application on the basis that there was no authority to promote him while he was undergoing treatment. Finally, after almost three years as a patient at Fort Bayard, with occasional sick leave, Chaplain Groves returned to active duty.

  The choice of where he was to be posted, given the state of his health, was worked out: He requested Fort Apache, Arizona. In January 1908 he returned to duty, and on March 25 he was promoted major, receiving a welcome pay raise.

  The rest of the family stayed behind in Altadena so that the boys could complete their school year, after which they reunited in Arizona. In May 1908 Gwen, young Gwen, her nurse, Dick, and their dog Othello made the arduous three-day journey to Fort Apache, first by train to Holbrook, Arizona, and then another ninety miles by a stagecoachlike Dougherty wagon, drawn by six mules. Established in 1870, the post had been the main base of military operations against the Coyotero Apache.88 Chaplain Groves’s quarters were a large one-story house with a private stable and a backyard with a small vegetable garden. Twelve-year-old Dick’s responsibilities were to keep the garden, secure the chicken house at night from predatory animals, look after the cow and her calf—and help with the milking—and take care of the two horses, Dr. Gray and Zee. The family would spend the summers together in Arizona, and then Gwen, Jane, and the children would return to California to begin a new school term.89

  A second influence that tempered the effects of the constant changes on the children was Chaplain Groves’s direct approach in shaping the moral and social development of each child. According to his grandson, Richard:

  
    Chaplain Groves believed in one-on-one contact with children during their formative years. In the spring of 1937, I became the object of his close scrutiny when he made a special trip to Deerfield [Academy, in western Massachusetts] where he spent a week with me, probing all the time my beliefs and my manners—an awesome experience for a thirteen year old, which I shall never forget. In like manner, in mid-1911, Chaplain Groves seems to have decided that his third son [Dick] needed his personal attention. Until this time, whatever interaction they had was always in the presence of others. Now they would be alone together for several months. And, like me, [Dick] came away deeply impressed. He had always respected his father from afar; after this encounter, they really knew each other—and they developed a mutual admiration, which endured through their lives.90

  

  Allen and Owen had had their turns. Dick’s came in the summer of 1911, just before his fifteenth birthday. As soon as school was out, he journeyed from Pasadena to spend the summer with his father at Fort Apache. Most days, while his father tended to his duties at the fort, Dick played tennis at the Indian Agency, often not leaving until after dark. He excelled at tennis and developed a passion for the game that continued throughout his life. Many years later, even after he had gained a great deal of weight, Dick was able to hold his own against much younger, more agile opponents. Even those who knew him well were surprised to find out just how good a tennis player he was.

  Dick handled many of the responsibilities in the household: cooking meals, cleaning, filling the oil lamps, tending the vegetable garden and the chickens. Father and son spent many days together. They would pack a lunch and go off on horseback for daylong rides, beginning before dawn and not returning until dusk. Sometimes they would ride to the east fork of the White River and fish for speckled brook trout. Sometimes they would just find a comfortable place to sit and talk. In these direct ways Chaplain Groves passed on to his sons the essence of his own wisdom, values, and beliefs. This was the first of two extended periods of time that Dick would have with his father. At the end of the summer, Dick returned to Pasadena to begin tenth grade.

  The third aspect of Groves family life, the influence of Gwen on the children, is probably the most important, but the most difficult to assess and describe. With the chaplain away for extended periods of time, in Cuba, the Far East, or Arizona recovering from tuberculosis, it was really Gwen who raised the children. Her influence seems to have been profound. We see from the hundreds of his letters that survive a portrait of an outwardly moral, upstanding clergyman trying to do what is best for his family, often from afar. His many changes in vocation, his wanderlust, and his long absences from his kin reveal a man and father who is indecisive and confused, though he is able to keep it hidden from everyone, even himself. Gwen must have seen these qualities, too, but could say little in protest. In response, she decided to be the formative influence on her children, giving them the essential daily direction and guidance they needed. To try to do this through letters from afar or sporadically in person was just not enough. From the limited written record that does survive, Gwen’s strong character, stronger than her husband’s, rings through.

  In the fall of 1911 Allen began his junior year at Hamilton College. The money that had been put away for this purpose “in the big bank in Albany” was supplemented by scholarships from Hamilton. As an entering freshman in 1909, Allen had won the Fayerweather Entrance Scholarship and the Maynard Entrance Prize.91

  Allen’s career at Hamilton was one prize or award after another. In 1911 he won the sophomore essay prize on the subject “How Far Is the Newspaper Subsidized,” and in 1912 he took the junior essay prize for “Nemesis in Greek Tragedy and in Shakespeare.” But literature was not the only field in which he excelled. He had a photographic memory and total recall:

  
    He could recite the names and batting averages of every player in the major leagues; he could repeat the census figures of all the cities and larger towns of the United States—these were but tours de force, stunts which he set himself for fun. This faculty was of the utmost value to him in those linguistic studies in which he chiefly excelled. The facility with which he could master a page of difficult Latin or Greek on the way up the Hill to morning chapel was a mystery to those who did not understand that the secret of his rapidity lay in his unusual power of concentration.92

  

  He won essay prizes in three of his four years at Hamilton and prizes in American history and mathematics as well. He was valedictorian and Phi Beta Kappa. In high school he had studied for geometry exams by casually scanning the material as the streetcar carried him to school.93 His high school essay, “On Moderate Drinking,” took city, county, state, and national awards. Allen was an excellent basketball player, won second place in the tennis tournament in his senior year, and was a superb debater.94

  In the fall of 1912 Owen (class of 1916) joined Allen at Hamilton, now beginning his senior year. Though Owen did not have Allen’s brilliance or powers of recall, he was an excellent student nonetheless, majoring in English literature. Following in Allen’s footsteps, Owen won the junior essay contest and was published frequently in the Hamilton Literary Magazine, eventually becoming its editor.95

  Gwen Groves kept in close touch with her boys, writing often. In a series of letters that survive—from the summer of 1912 to her death, a year later—we see her firm pressure on them to excel at everything they did. To Allen, entering his senior year at Hamilton, and to Owen, just starting as a freshman, she inquired about how they were faring academically, socially, and athletically. She also informed them of Dick’s behavior at home.

  To Owen, who had just graduated from high school in June, she offered congratulations on his English honors:

  
    I am very glad indeed that you have second, if the judge wouldn’t give you first. Second best in class is good. Next year we will try hard for first . . . . Your Father in all his letters tells me he is immensely pleased with you and all your work and that’s no faint praise.

    Richard should be trimmed in tennis, in mind, manners and in everything. And A[llen] isn’t going to be equal to the job. R[ichard] does play a smashing McLoughlin sort of tennis game. His return drives are awful sometimes. I am always afraid he will kill someone with them, and he reaches all over the court, and never tires, or hurries. Everyone likes him, which makes him unmanageable at home. I can only rule him by strategy.”96

  

  In October she told Owen of life at Fort William Henry Harrison. She and Chaplain Groves held a dinner for Colonel and Mrs. Wilson and three other couples. Richard and the Wilson daughter, who had apparently been feuding, now “speak as they pass by.” Some political opinions were expressed, Gwen asking, “Don’t you think Taft’s chances are growing brighter every day. Richard assures me that Montana is for Taft.”97

  Over the next month in weekly letters she hoped Owen would make the Press Club, and perhaps the following year, the choir and glee club.98 She advised him that a typewriter

  
    may help you to better marks in English. Your writing and your work is often carelessly done . . . . What is this about your German and why don’t you put it out of your way? I thought your Pasadena credits were good in everything except Latin.99

  

  She fussed and fretted that the two older boys might be injured in football:

  
    Dick is more interested in your football practice than in anything that has happened to either of you boys. Every few minutes he wants to know what I am going to do about [it]. . . . I noticed in the Hobart game Stone was injured and some boy had his nose spoiled. As I have often said you boys were a heap of trouble and expense to bring up, and I don’t want any spoiled boys. Does the football management pay all damages? I personally hate the game. And you can’t say I am no sport. Baseball and tennis are quite as good. Did you notice that Devore is out of the West Point game? One of the best tackles in the country. I never pick up the paper without reading of football injuries. 100

  

  And she lectured them on politics. After the Democratic landslide on November 5, she wrote:

  
    I am glad election is over tho it was distressing—and in it all the Roosevelt party is to blame [for Woodrow Wilson’s victory]. Think of old Bill Sulger as Gov. of NY State. You keep away from so called progressive influences. Let A[llen] take care of all the freak politics of the family.101

  

  But always, she returns to the main point of the exercise: achieving excellence in a competitive environment:

  
    Are you going to write for prize this year and on what subject? Do your best, I expect you to win.102

    You must practice your signature. Make it larger, as a man of your importance in the world ought to.103

    Now I wish you really would cultivate your handwriting. It is funny—so tiny you make your letters. Be a little more dashing.104

  

  She commented on and promoted the competition between Allen and Owen:

  
    I am sorry the typewriter was in such demand the last day that you did not beat it with yours to have it well done. After all I am disappointed in Allen. So many times I’ve written to him to look over your work, and at the last there seems to have been only blunders, disappointment, and misunderstandings. Never mind, we know you both and love you both, and it’s the way many brothers have. We are tremendously pleased with your work just the same, and I think you’ll win . . . next year you will have a typewriter and will be yourself an accomplished typist—and depending entirely upon yourself will be easier in many ways. So cheer up dear Owen. If this year you do not win, there are other years.105

  

  In December 1911 Chaplain Groves was ordered to rejoin the Fourteenth Infantry, now garrisoned at Fort William Henry Harrison, about four miles outside Helena, Montana. Before reporting to his old regiment, he took a short leave in Pasadena, and when he left by train for Fort Harrison shortly after Christmas, Dick accompanied him.106

  For a second time then, Chaplain Groves would focus his attention on his youngest son’s moral and intellectual development. But Dick’s year in Montana would also be significant on two other counts: He came under the influence of Lt. Edmund B. Gregory, and he met his future wife.

  Lieutenant Gregory taught courses at the post for enlisted men interested in preparing for the entrance examination to West Point.107

  
    Although [Dick] would have been too young to attend Gregory’s classes at this time [he] discussed his future with the Lieutenant and seems to have formed some idea of how he would proceed.108

  

  Dick was beginning to sort out his career and to take his education into his own hands, a process that would gather momentum and crystallize over the next two years. Gaining admission to West Point was the first big goal that he set for himself, and once he set it, he was determined to accomplish it.

  When Dick discussed going to West Point with his parents, they advised against it, though they did not forbid it. His overburdened mother could hardly be expected to recommend the military life. His father, too, had been unprepared for the brutality of combat and the rigors of foreign duty, and he was frustrated by his inability to reach the large numbers of soldiers who were in his care, whose penchant for swearing, drinking, gambling, and fast women he found so abhorrent. Chaplain Groves would rather Dick follow his brothers to Hamilton College, but neither parent ever firmly insisted that he not go into the army.

  The second important event during Dick’s time in Montana was that he met a fourteen-year-old girl who would become his wife. Grace Wilson, known to family and friends as Boo, was the daughter of Col. Richard Hulbert Wilson. Colonel Wilson was born in Hillsdale, Michigan, on June 10, 1853, the son of a prominent attorney and later circuit judge.109 From 1869 to 1871 he attended Hillsdale College, after which he entered West Point in July 1873. He ranked twenty-sixth (of seventy-six cadets) in the class of 1877.110 For the next twenty-nine years he served with the Eighth Infantry Regiment pacifying Indian tribes at almost a dozen western frontier posts in New Mexico, Arizona, California, Nevada, Nebraska, and Wyoming, some very isolated.111 On June 26, 1895, while detailed as agent112 to the Arapahoe and Shoshone Indian tribes near Fort Washakie, Wyoming, Wilson, then forty-two, married twenty-one-year-old Grace Arents Chaffin of Cheyenne. Their daughter Grace Hulbert Wilson was born at Fort Washakie on May 25, 1897.113

  As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, Captain Wilson and Chaplain Groves served together in Cuba during the Spanish-American War with the Eighth Infantry Regiment. At that time Captain Wilson commanded the regiment’s Second Battalion, landing at Daiquiri on July 22 with the main invasion forces. He served with distinction, showing initiative that later won him the Silver Star for gallantry in action. Like the chaplain, he kept a diary and came down with fever, although he refused to be evacuated.

  Grace, as part of a military family, moved from post to post throughout her childhood, growing up in the army. The list is long and varied: Huntsville, Alabama; Cheyenne, Wyoming (while Wilson was in Cuba the second time); Fort Logan, Denver, Colorado; Presidio of San Francisco; Fort St. Michael, territory of Alaska; Fort Slocum, New Rochelle, New York; Fort McKinley, Manila, Philippines (via Hawaii, Guam, and Nagasaki); Fort McKinley, San Juan, Puerto Rico; Fort Crook, Omaha, Nebraska; and Fort Logan A. Roots, Little Rock, Arkansas.114 In June 1910 Wilson was promoted to colonel and appointed commanding officer of the Fourteenth Infantry Regiment, with headquarters at Fort William Henry Harrison.115

  Dick’s memoirs make no reference to the initial meeting with fourteen-year-old Grace, which occurred at the colonel’s New Year’s eggnog party. Nor does he supply any information about their ten-year courtship and subsequent marriage. This was in keeping with his reserve about private matters. Dick had a lifelong reticence about revealing himself, especially about such personal matters as his wife. Fortunately, Grace Wilson did record some memories of these events. About that first meeting she wrote:

  
    During the second winter [1911—1912], the Regimental Chaplain joined the Regiment. He had been ill and sent to Arizona for his health. He arrived at Ft. Harrison with only one member of his family, his youngest son Dick. The Chaplain alluded to him as “my little boy Dick”, but he was anything but little. They were just in time for the New Years’ Day eggnog party at the Colonel’s house. The 14th Infantry was proud of its regimental punch bowl, a huge basin made of silver “looted” by the regiment during the Boxer fighting in China . . . . I’m sure that our Chaplain didn’t approve of the refreshments. There must have been something less strong for him and his little boy, Dick, who was fifteen, to drink.116

  

  Dick and Grace soon became fast friends. Later in the year Grace composed short poems about those at Fort Harrison, among them:

  
    This is Dick and this is fudge

    From it little Dick won’t budge117

  

  In just thirteen words Grace had fathomed two of Dick’s most fundamental characteristics, his passion for chocolate and his stubbornness.

  Grace Wilson also provides us with a perspective of life in Chaplain Groves’s household:

  
    [In the summer of 1912 the] Groves family lived next door to us—brilliant Allen; plodding, silent Owen: “little boy” Dick; Tudy [the family nickname for young Gwen]; Mrs. Groves; and the aunt, “Dada” [pronounced DAY-Dee, the family name for Jane Griffith, Gwen’s sister]. The bandstand was located in front of the Commanding Officer’s quarters and the band concerts every Sunday were, I’m sure, hard to take for the strict Presbyterians whose children could not even go out to play on Sundays. They stayed indoors, reading religious books, while “Faust” and “Poet and Peasant” were blaring outside.118

  

  Shortly after New Year’s Day, 1913, the Fourteenth Regiment moved again, this time from Fort Harrison to Fort Lawton, on the outskirts of Seattle, Washington.119

  It was during this period that Allen began to show the first serious symptoms of the congenital heart trouble that would cut short his life. More than fifty years later, Owen explained the circumstances to his brother Dick, who at the time had been in Pasadena. Owen began by pointing out how competitive Allen had always been. “On the Sunday of the last chapel of the semester,” in January 1913, Allen and Owen had gone to visit Uncle George Griffith, who lived near Hamilton. The trolley bringing them back was late. This left them less than fifteen minutes to run the mile and a half, with the last half up a rather steep hill. Allen made it, even though once he was there he had to climb up a balcony to sneak in. For what reason is not clear, since, according to Owen, there was “no reason for our having to get to the chapel on time.” Apparently, even this challenge was not one that Allen could pass up. Owen, who described himself as “having shorter legs and less interest” followed behind by several minutes. Examination week followed, and

  
    between sessions of cramming we played basketball and Allen not needing to cram, I am sure, was in the game frequently. The attack and diagnosis were during or just after the exams; and as you know he was excused from classes for several months and spent the time in bed or just sitting at Uncle George’s reading through the Encyclopedia Britannica. . . . A strong will (of which Allen and you [LRG Jr.] had a great supply) is very important but in matters physical it should not always be obeyed.120

  

  It is fairly clear that the brothers conspired to keep the seriousness and extent of Allen’s illness from the family. About two weeks after Allen’s attack, Gwen wrote to Owen:

  
    Allen’s letter yesterday was very disturbing—and yet I was glad to have the suspense over. I knew you were keeping back something. Any details we know not yet. Simply A[llen]’s cheerful letter, telling us “No more athletics”—and “no organic trouble,” “not to worry,” and a statement to the effect that he was feeling well and would be careful.121

  

  She urged Owen to take care of himself, counseled him that if his liver were “off” he should take “sodium phos.[phate] every day for a little” and to “give it up and come home” if he could find no respite from exhaustion. She begged him not to overwork.

  
    Go to a good Dr. and find out what’s the matter with your “mind when it won’t work.” Get your sleep in, 9 hrs every night, and don’t go into any athletics unless you are fit . . . . Why don’t you draw out some of your savings [and use it for relaxation]? Why haven’t you during this time of great distress just to have a little for the things you want awfully to do, and don’t want to spend Pa’s money for? You were lucky to get the scholarship . . . . Never mind about that essay—if you are bothered about the work. And keep A[llen] from that Bowdoin-Wesleyan debate—unless he is well. How much does he weigh? How much do you weigh?122

  

  Three days later his mother asked Owen to

  
    . . . please take the best possible care of Owen Griffith Groves. Don’t keep things back. We were perhaps unduly anxious about A[llen] when we did not know, only guessed. This is sad business but a mental strain is worse than muscular, isn’t it—and that was what we feared at first. In what way did the warning come to him? Quite likely his nervousness was due to this heart strain. Before you go in to any athletics at all, will you be examined, please?123

  

  In her letters to Allen we get an even clearer sense of how the boys had kept the full story of his illness from her. With obvious relief in her voice, she reflected back to Allen such phrases as, “You were in fine health,” “walking as fast as usual—without hurry and feeling no ill effects.”124 In the meantime the chaplain was investigating the possibility of Allen returning to Seattle for the coming year, teaching high school and living at home.125

  Gwen Groves’s letters also reflect her concerns and misgivings about Dick. Dick never talked about his status in the family or his boyhood relationships to his parents or his siblings. Still, Gwen’s letters to her children give us some insights into Dick’s social and intellectual position within the family.

  When Dick entered Queen Anne High School on January 24, 1913, to begin the second semester of his junior year, she wrote to Owen:

  
    Speaking of Richard, in Math he is way up, a shark I understand, in German and Latin he is good, he might be but if he will work. But his English is childish, his writing of English crude and careless. He won’t read the text in Lit and insists upon it.”It is all because of Miss Frye.” He needs another year in English at least before going to Hamilton. I don’t want the family disgraced in H by Dick’s foolish writing, and absurd contrariness, and contradictions, and he never could be made to appear in chapel.126

  

  In mid-March:

  
    Dick is home [from school] this week and he is sad today because weather interferes with 8 hrs of tennis. So he is playing with stamps and teasing [his sister] Gwen. Boo [Wilson] is learning to play tennis, but she persists in wearing a tight skirt and won’t or can’t run at all. Richard [that is, Dick] is also playing chess with Capt. Harvey getting ready as you might suspect to trim Allen. He still talks about West Point and Annapolis, but will go to the University [of Washington] next year, and that may put some sense in his head. Who knows—He will have to make two credits this summer. But he thinks that’s easy. Dick thinks he has a bean [a brain]—I sometimes wonder if he has.127

  

  Allen’s graduation from Hamilton was scheduled to take place in June 1913, and Chaplain Groves was busy making plans to attend. As was his custom, he planned to use the opportunity for more extensive travel. He arranged for a three-month leave from the regiment to begin about April 15 and planned to visit family and friends in upstate New York before arriving for Hamilton’s commencement and attending a reunion of his own class.128 As Gwen wrote to Allen:

  
    He [Chaplain Groves] is going to have, as Owen says, the time of his life. I am so glad he will be with you to share your honors which are many. I hope you will make for home as soon as you can and tell me all about it. It will be lonely without Pa—without a man in the house, for Richard [that is, Dick] don’t count as you well know.129

  

  It is not clear what his mother meant by this. Was it that Dick was too young (at seventeen) to be viewed (even temporarily) as the man of the house, or was it that he did not willingly contribute much to the day-to-day management of the house? Whatever she meant, there was no doubt about Gwen’s feelings about his plans to attend West Point:

  
    Richard [that is, Dick] is full of plans for the University next year. Mr. McCameron says he will make Dick a Sergeant of a [ROTC] company at once. I suppose D[ick], with his military spirit and bearing will enjoy that. It is to be hoped that a year or two in the University will cause him to change his mind about West Point.130

  

  As it turned out, Dick’s military spirit and bearing were reliable barometers of his firm and unwavering commitment to pursue a military career. As fate would have it, however, his mother would never know. After a sudden, intense, and short illness, Gwen Griffith Groves died on Monday, June 30, 1913, at the age of forty-seven.

  Many years later, almost as an afterthought to a description of his years at Fort Lawton, Dick described the circumstances of her death as follows:

  
    My mother died in June of 1913. She had been far from well, and had had considerable heart difficulty, which in the present day, could have been taken care of easily. The immediate cause of her death was apparently ptomaine poisoning. She went to a party in Seattle one afternoon and became sick that night. She died a couple of days later from various complications, including kidney and heart. Father was in the East at the time for Allen’s graduation from college and Owen was also there finishing his Freshman year. At home there were only my aunt, my sister and I . . . . Because of the travel time involved, Father was not present at Mother’s funeral. I do not recall whether Allen got back or not; I believe he had already started for the West while Father was visiting places in the East with Owen.131

  

  Whether or not ptomaine poisoning was a factor is not clear, according to Dr. Robert M. Hardaway, the attending physician. He determined the cause of death was a “cerebral hemorrhage.”132 “Nephritis” was cited as a contributory cause, though he did not know how long Gwen had been afflicted with it. Dick was overcome with gratitude by the thoughtfulness of the regiment’s officers who, among other things, insisted that he accept an offer of money to cover expenses until his father’s return.

  As Dick noted, Aunt Jane was present. She had only recently returned from California. In a letter to Owen, Jane said that they had thought of waiting for Chaplain Groves to return before having the funeral and burial but, “[I]t was better not to wait . . . although we did miss him so.” We also learn from Jane that Allen did get back before his mother died. “He came when the attack was just becoming violent and I think felt that his coming had made her worse. It most certainly did not and we were thankful he came in time. She spoke with him Saturday evening for a few minutes.” The doctor had given her heavy doses of morphine, “to quiet her.” She dozed most of Saturday and Sunday, but sometime Sunday night she suffered a “hemorrhage of the brain.” She was not conscious Monday; the end came quietly at 11 A.M.133

  Jane described the funeral:

  
    Everyone has been so thoughtful and kind. . . . So many messages came in the back door from the cooks and non-com families. . . . The officers and ladies sent a beautiful blanket of sweet peas and lilies and it covered the white casket. . . . Capt. Ferguson took Tudy and me in the Col’s carriage and the boys. . . . Everyone went down with us [to the cemetery]. . . . It was like one big family. . . . Dick has been a wonder of thoughtfulness and ability, and has tried to save all of us from anything harrowing.134

  

  Photographs of Gwen Griffith Groves provide visual evidence of how her responsibilities and labors on behalf of the family had aged her over twenty-three years of marriage. Raising three active boys, taking care of a sick daughter, moving the family, and having her husband away for years at a time all took their toll, making her look older than her years. Grace’s sister Mary described her as a “frail gray-haired woman with very blue eyes, fiercely loyal” to her husband, “and critical of locals who did not attend the Chaplain’s Sunday services”135 In the last photograph, taken shortly before her death, she looks tired and worn out, not overjoyed with her lot in life—some might even think her bitter. But she had fulfilled her marriage vows to love and obey her husband; she had faithfully executed his wishes in raising their children, and could be proud of what she had wrought. Dick for one was everlastingly grateful for her efforts. Although he rarely spoke of her, her portrait always hung alone on the wall above his dresser.

  When Chaplain Groves returned to Fort Lawton from the East he found that his carefree youngest son had undergone a remarkable transformation. Dick, just about to turn seventeen, was focused and determined; he had mapped out clearly and with great assurance his life’s trajectory. His immediate goal was to do everything necessary to get accepted as a cadet to West Point, in the shortest time possible. Nothing his father might say, about Hamilton, about family traditions, or about the drawbacks of an army career, could make any difference now.


  CHAPTER THREE

  Dick Defines His Future

  • Summer 1913–June 1916 •

  During the spring of 1913, as Dick was finishing his junior year at Queen Anne High School, he took advantage of an opportunity to speed up achieving the first major goal of his life: gaining admission to West Point. He planned to enroll the following fall as a senior at Queen Anne, and, simultaneously, as a college freshman at the University of Washington, an opportunity available to any enterprising student. To help qualify for this arrangement Dick took extra courses over the summer, and got high marks.

  Habits and patterns formed during childhood and adolescence were beginning to manifest themselves in adult behavior. Certain distinguishing personality traits of Leslie Richard Groves were becoming visible. His campaign to get into West Point was representative of how he would approach many problems, large and small, personal and professional. This strategy to achieve a goal, usually in a reduced period of time, would be a lifelong characteristic of Dick’s. Perseverance would usually win out. If there were no alternatives, he would sometimes simply push and push until he achieved success. Brute force, wearing the problem down until it yielded, often worked. If there were really serious impediments, or failure appeared certain, new tactics would be tried. He would back off and try another approach, and another and another, until he got what he wanted. If none of this worked, he would redefine the problem and begin all over again.

  As Dick went about this process, he was often judged to be impatient, brusque, intolerant, and irascible, all appropriate adjectives that were used by many to describe Groves during the Manhattan Project.

  And yet while there is truth in all of them, they mask opposite traits as well. Groves was patient, focusing on a goal and trying strategy after strategy to accomplish it, until it was achieved. If something was in his way, he might have to knock it over, or he might have to go over, under, or around it. Often many would be bruised in the process. So it would be in his drive and determination to get accepted as a West Point cadet, and so it would be that the atomic bomb would be produced and used before the end of World War II.

  In order to enter the University of Washington’s College of Science on September 15, 1913, Dick had to complete a couple of prerequisite courses during the summer. He studied independently, cramming a year’s worth of college Spanish and a semester’s worth of government and civics into twelve weeks, getting high marks in both subjects. His performance in spoken Spanish was not as good as his written exam, as might be expected of a person studying the language on his own, but the instructor passed him.

  The final hurdle he faced before attending the university was to convince his father. Chaplain Groves initially objected on the grounds that a major’s salary was not sufficient to support a third child in college. How, with the two older boys in college—Allen at graduate school at Johns Hopkins (on a scholarship) and Owen a sophomore at Hamilton—could he afford to pay Dick’s tuition? The family had been generous with the first two boys in supporting their education unswervingly, and Dick might have felt some bitterness about being slighted, but if he did it is not evident.1 There was always deep respect for his father, and in this instance, he assured him that “I would limit my expenditures to what I had incurred in high school.”2

  At the university he had a busy course schedule, taking English composition, French, and advanced German. But to fit the German course into his schedule, he had to take a special session of it, for two hours on Saturday morning, organized for the benefit of local high school teachers.

  
    I was very much impressed by their lack of mental quickness and general intelligence. Towards the end of the term my instructor told me that I could not continue in that class as it was too easy for me and he felt that I wasn’t really earning my four hours of credit. He also said that I was embarrassing the teachers in the class.3

  

  Dick also took mathematics courses. The algebra class was taught by

  
    a Scotsman and decided eccentric named Bell. He had apparently wandered all over the world as a merchant seaman, and had engaged in many of the vices encountered in the worst of our seaport towns. It was said that he had been an opium user and had generally been down and out in various ports, such as Shanghai. By the time that I met him, I believe he had reformed. His only eccentricity was a little fingernail, which was about an inch long.4

  

  Dick also took a course in analytical geometry and calculus that had only four students: Dick and three girls. The instructor expected them to work every problem in the book. When Dick would complain to his father about this, his answer was, “You wouldn’t want to let those girls beat you out.”5 The chaplain never passed up any opportunity to instill competition in his sons.

  Dick also took military drill in ROTC at the university, but did not engage in any outside activities or join a fraternity. Instead, for recreation and exercise he played tennis and rode horseback along the peninsula where Fort Lawton was situated, sometimes with his father.

  Dick’s academic performance at Washington was not of the highest caliber,6 but then he was taking a full course load at Queen Anne as well, with the goal one of acceleration rather than academic excellence. In this regard, unlike his brothers, when forced to choose between standing number one and finishing ahead of schedule (in an acceptable manner), he always chose to accelerate. This too would become a lifelong pattern of behavior. During the Manhattan Project his goal was to produce a usable bomb in time, rather than a better bomb too late.

  He took a few regular courses at Queen Anne and arranged for some special ones during the year and a half he spent there.7 He persuaded the Latin teacher to let him study the second semester of third-year Latin by himself, and to pass the course by examination. Overall his grades were slightly better than average, and in June 1914 he was awarded a high school diploma.8

  During years 1914 through 1916 there were several routes for an aspiring young man to reach the U.S. Military Academy at West Point: congressional appointments, at-large presidential appointments, by being an honor graduate from certain “honor schools,” or by being a soldier in the Regular Army.9 Once he had been appointed, there was a second step in the process: The candidate had to pass a difficult academic examination and a physical.

  The most common appointments by far were those made by congressmen and senators. At that time every member of the House of Representatives was entitled to have two cadets from his congressional district at the academy; each senator could have four from his state.10 This meant in practice that a member of Congress could appoint on average a new candidate every other year. Whenever a vacancy occurred, the member nominated three candidates—one as the principal, one as a first alternate, and one as a second alternate. The nominees would undergo a rigorous entrance examination. If the principal was not acceptable, then the first alternate was considered, and so on until a candidate was found acceptable for admission. The presidential appointments, far fewer in number, were reserved mainly for the sons of army officers, soldiers, and others whose service to the nation made it difficult to obtain political patronage. Presidential appointments were based upon the results of an extremely rigorous mental examination. Regardless of the source of the appointment, when the candidate arrived at West Point he signed a form agreeing to serve in the army of the United States for eight years, took an oath of allegiance, and was admitted.

  Dick made two efforts to get into West Point, the first in 1914, then again in 1916. His most obvious paths were to get either a congressional appointment or a presidential at-large nomination. Dick initiated the process in the month before he started his double academic year at Queen Anne and the university. On August 14, 1913, Chaplain Groves wrote to the acting secretary of war requesting an appointment for his son to the USMA.11 The letter was forwarded to the president, who replied to the acting secretary of war designating an appointment at large, allowing him to compete to fill a vacancy. In further support of his application, on August 19, 1913, Maj. Gen. Thomas Henry Barry recommended Dick for appointment.12 On February 21, 1914, the Hon. Charles Webster Bell, representative of the Ninth District of California, nominated Dick as first or second alternate for one of his appointments. On March 17, 1914, Dick took the examination competing for a presidential appointment, but did not achieve a high enough score.13 Apparently, Mr. Bell’s principal nominee accepted, so Dick wound up with nothing.

  Dick was not discouraged by this initial failure to gain entry to West Point. If at first you don’t succeed, try again. What was needed was an alternative plan, and he had one. He would go to Boston and become a full-time student at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (then generally known as Boston Tech), the best undergraduate engineering school in the country. He believed that taking courses in science and engineering, and even getting a degree, would give him an advantage over his competitors the next time he got an appointment and took the examination for West Point.

  Dick passed the entrance examination, and with everything in place, he set out in September 1914 on a seven-day, trans-Canadian train trip to the East Coast. His tourist-class accommodation on the Canadian Pacific saved him some money, but it was not a comfortable trip. The weather was extremely hot—more than one hundred degrees in Manitoba and Ontario—and the cars were crowded. “The cars were designed for immigrants and had a cooking stove in the compartment next to the men’s washroom.” War had broken out in Europe the month before, and Englishmen were trying to get back home to join the armed forces. They filled every space.

  In the fall of 1914 MIT was located on Boylston Street, near Copley Square in Boston’s Back Bay section.14 After consulting a hotel directory during the train ride, he decided to stay at the Copley Plaza on Copley Square, the hotel closest to MIT. Upon taking the subway the motorman, sizing up Dick’s limited circumstances, advised him to stay at the much cheaper Copley Square, just up the street, “where all the ball teams stay.”

  The next day Dick registered at MIT and looked for a place to live. Using a list of people who had registered rooms with the institute, Dick, on the tightest of budgets, chose the cheapest he could find, a room on West Rutland Square for $2.50 a week. It was far from satisfactory; the room was large, but its only source of light was from open gas jets overhead.

  The neighborhood was “in the center of a most disreputable district.” He had hardly reached his room when he was accosted by his next-door neighbor, a woman “who was most friendly indeed.” Dick spotted “her at once as a professional prostitute.” Upon questioning her Dick learned that she was not alone in the surroundings of West Rutland Square. It was time to move. The following day he found a rooming house on St. Botolph Street for three dollars a week, about three-quarters of a mile from campus. His new apartment, a fourth-floor walk-up, was in the house of a skilled leather worker and his wife.

  
    St. Botolph Street did not enjoy a savory reputation either but it was far better than West Rutland Square. It was known as a street where some female residents were of easy virtue but were discreet about it. Personally, I never saw any signs of them, but all Bostonians of that era were inclined to raise their eyebrows slightly when its name was mentioned.15
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