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Praise for


RENDEZVOUS WITH DEATH


“This is the most mesmerizing book about World War I that I have read in a long time. It is the saga of American idealism’s first confrontation with the tragedy of the Great War. Best of all it is a story that has never been told, much less understood. David Hanna has written a book to be read and remembered when we try to understand America’s role in a chaotic world.”


                  —Thomas Fleming, author of The Illusion of Victory: America in World War I


“A brilliantly researched book that is a moving tribute to the American citizens of 1914 who fought in the French military for freedom and liberty. David Hanna gives the reader keys to better understand them and who they were. Their deeds, their achievement, and their spirit are living in this book—lest we forget them.”


                  —Yves Fohlen, lecturer and guide at the Musée du Chemin des Dames–Caverne du Dragon in Chemin des Dames, France


“As in his previous book, Knights of the Sea, David Hanna is drawn to men and causes of a chivalrous nature. In Rendezvous with Death he writes of intrepid American men—black and white, rich and poor—who, in the early stages of World War I, are compelled to fight for ideas and values and not be passive spectators at the demise of European civilization.


        “Hanna leads the reader on a journey to a pivotal moment in history when great European armies and divergent ideologies clashed, locked in a desperate and drawn out struggle. August 1914 also brought together a mix of idealistic Americans in Paris who decided to make a stand for a cause they also saw as their own. The Americans Hanna introduces are a disparate group, but all are noble in spirit and deed and will make any reader reflect on those harrowing four years—and even on the challenges of our current age.


        “The research is meticulous, including on-site visits to European battlegrounds, interviews with modern pilots of World War I aircraft, and even a conversation with an American veteran of the French Foreign Legion. Hanna’s World War I book—part gripping world history and part collection of inspiring personal life stories—is a fully engaging read. Indeed, any American will feel proud reading this seldom-told story of his fellow countrymen’s spirit and sacrifice in the bloody fields of France.”


                  —Nicholas Valldejuli, 1er Régiment étranger de cavalerie, 1er Régiment étranger, Légion Etrangère (ret.)
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. . . fighting, dying, not only for Christianity, but for civilization. On the result of this clash . . . depends the preservation of the world.


—Jack Bowe, 1918


I do not consider that I am fighting for France alone, but for the cause of humanity, the most noble of all causes.


—Kiffin Rockwell, 1914


And on the tangled wires


The last wild rally staggers, crumbles, stops.


Withered beneath the shrapnel’s iron showers:


Now heaven be thanked, we gave a few brave drops;


Now heaven be thanked, a few brave drops were ours.


—Alan Seeger, 1916
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PROLOGUE


What would you risk your life for? For most of us, fortunately, this is a purely hypothetical question. One’s family and friends come immediately to mind. For some of us, our hometown or neighborhood might, as well. The patriotism that motivates a relative few to serve in our country’s armed forces fell out of fashion with the great majority of citizens long ago. What about an idea? Would you risk your life to defend something not linked to you by ties of blood or friendship, community or country? As the last days of July 1914 were swept into the past and the first frantic days of August hurried Europe and the world into an uncertain future, a group of Americans volunteered their services to the French government. The Légion étrangère—the Foreign Legion—would be their vehicle. These men were inspired by what they saw as a clear case of democratic values, culture, and civilization itself under attack from the forces of autocracy and a modern barbarism embodied by Kaiser Wilhelm’s Germany. With rare exception absolute amateurs, they chose to risk their lives for an idea. To see it protected, many of them would make the ultimate sacrifice.


These American citizens left behind promising careers and their families to join in combat with a foreign army and defend a country some of them had never even been to. For many of them, though, their previous experiences in France were a deep part of what motivated them to enter the fight. This was a country and a culture they identified with and believed was worth dying to defend. Their service would take them to the battlefields of Artois, Champagne, and Verdun. Their sacrifices preceded by nearly three years the eventual commitment by President Wilson to take America into the fight and finish what these men started.


This is not just the tale of the conventionally glamorous Lafayette Escadrille. Some of the men whose stories appear in this book would indeed go on to found that all-American air squadron. But the experience of fighting the Germans on the ground, both before and after the squadron’s creation, has been largely ignored in other accounts. While the Lafayette Escadrille has an undeniable appeal, the overwhelming majority of the Americans who volunteered in those first few giddy and terrifying months of the war would serve on the ground, in the army, and in the trenches. They asked for no special considerations, only the honor of helping defend France in her hour of greatest need.


Among those Americans were a number of individuals whose motivations and experiences set them apart. Their stories are the richest and the most revealing: men such as poet Alan Seeger; Southern gentleman and knight errant Kiffin Rockwell; blue bloods David King, William Thaw, and Victor Chapman; African-American boxer Bob Scanlon; and Spanish-American War veteran Jack Bowe. They represented a cross-section of American society at that time. What set them apart was either a heightened sense of idealism, a thirst for action, or both. Added to this was smoldering rage against imperial Germany—and everything they perceived it stood for. For the most part they carried it all off with remarkable sangfroid and bonhomie. They knew how to enjoy themselves. And with rare exception, they didn’t regret the decision they had made, even once the realities of war were thrust upon them. They were exceptional men.


It was not simply the bravery and idealism of the original American volunteers that was exceptional, it was the degree to which they stood out from their fellow citizens back home. Most Americans were willing to sit on the sidelines, even after credible reports of German atrocities in Belgium and France reached the public. It was “not our fight.” And yet there were those boys over there fighting in the Foreign Legion—a number of them writing columns for newspapers back home. What they had seen with their own eyes couldn’t be so easily dismissed. The risks they were taking could not be trivialized. Barely perceptible at first, the slow and steady shift in American public opinion towards intervention owed much to the efforts of a handful of Americans holding the line in a trench in Champagne. America entered the war in 1917; Americans entered it in 1914. This was a case of the people leading the government to act by the force of their example and their words.


[image: ]


Both on account of the available source material and for the sake of the narrative, I have chosen to focus on some of the American volunteers of 1914 more than others. Some are mentioned only briefly. A number who volunteered in 1914 are not mentioned at all. However, all of them chose to risk all for a country, and an ideal. This demands respect. I would recommend Paul Rockwell’s book, American Fighters in the Foreign Legion, published in 1930, for those who wish to pursue their stories in more detail. To those with a special interest in the aviators, I would recommend Herbert Molloy Mason Jr.’s excellent book, The Lafayette Escadrille, published in 1964. Mason was a pilot himself, as well as a fine writer.


I also recognize that a number of the American volunteers are perhaps deserving of a full-length biographical treatment of their own (Alan Seeger certainly comes to mind). This book, however, is about the group, not any one individual. They were comrades-in-arms in the truest sense. This is also an American story. Those like-minded men from other lands that volunteered in 1914 as well are largely absent. But their story, too, is one worth telling. And finally, the year is important. All the Americans featured here volunteered in 1914—when the world, or at least the world as it existed before August 1914, was turned upside down.









CHAPTER 1


BELLE ÉPOQUE


One winter day when he was about eight years old, Alan Seeger and his older brother Charles were sledding with some neighborhood children. As they sped down the hill, a delivery wagon pulled by two horses appeared in front of them. All of the other boys veered off and piled into nearby snow drifts, but Alan raced on through the horses’ legs, earning a scolding from the frightened driver. Charles hurried down the hill with the others to see if he was all right. Later, Charles recounted Alan explaining his actions as a sort of test: “It’s hard to explain, Charlie. But I couldn’t turn away. Don’t you get it? I had to prove to myself that I had the nerve. You know what I mean?”1 Charlie felt there was something prophetic about the incident: “That was Alan. Tilting against windmills. As a boy, he was a leader, always dreaming up games. His favorite one was where he played a knight on a predoomed quest against impossible odds. Alan’s knight always died nobly. . . .”2


Alan Seeger was born on Friday, June 22, 1888, at his family’s home on East 73rd Street in New York.3 He was fortunate—not only were his parents and older brother loving people, their station in life was comfortable. And to have a lifestyle that was comfortable, if not opulent, in that era provided the young boy with a sense of security and possibility that is now largely lost to us. The year 1888 marked not quite the halfway point of an historical period known as the Belle Époque, or “beautiful time,” which stretched from the close of the Franco-Prussian War in 1871 through midsummer 1914. It was a confident age full of technological wonders and increasing trade and communication across the globe. For the overwhelming majority of people in Europe and America, the standard of living exceeded anything experienced in previous centuries. The characteristic sentiment of the age was optimism—confidence that science equaled progress, that progress was irresistible, and that mankind itself was constantly improving.


In the two decades just before Alan Seeger’s birth, America had seen the completion of the first transcontinental railroad, the advent of the telephone and the incandescent light bulb, and the electrification of much of the country, beginning with New York. The internal combustion engine, automobiles, recorded sound, motion pictures, X-ray machines, airplanes, and radio would all be introduced in Seeger’s brief lifetime. The Panama Canal would be completed in 1914. Already in his childhood, with refrigerated boxcars and refrigerated compartments in the holds of steamships, Alan Seeger and his family could eat a much wider variety of foods throughout the year than previous generations. The United States was experiencing an unprecedented industrial, technological, and financial revolution. Wealth was unevenly distributed, with “robber barons” such as steel magnate Andrew Carnegie, oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller, and above all banker J. P. Morgan dominating the nation’s affairs. Still, the middle class was expanding and living a lifestyle that even European nobility could not have hoped to enjoy just a few generations earlier. In America the Belle Époque was actually two separate but linked historical periods. The first was known as the “Gilded Age,” lasting from approximately the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln in 1865 until the assassination of William McKinley, the last Civil War veteran to serve as president, in 1901. The age acquired its sobriquet from a book by Mark Twain that insinuated that the era’s glossy exterior hid cheaper substances beneath (corruption, poverty, culture without taste, knowledge without wisdom). The advent of McKinley’s vice president, Theodore Roosevelt, to the White House in 1901 heralded a new age, the “Progressive era,” of which this accidental president was a vocal champion. For Alan Seeger, Theodore Roosevelt would come to embody the ideals of American democracy and America’s special role in the world.


The Seeger family lived an interesting as well as a comfortable life. Alan’s father was a partner in an export-import firm with significant business interests in Mexico. Described as “tall and handsome” with “a ready laugh, a quick wit” and “some talent as an artist,”4 Charles Seeger Sr. had a passion for music. His wife Elsie was noted for her beauty and her vitality. In 1890 they moved their young family to a stately home atop Tompkins Hill on Staten Island overlooking New York’s Upper and Lower Bays and the Narrows between. Alan’s younger sister Elsie was born there. It was in this idyllic setting that Alan Seeger first manifested the character traits that would bring him to his destiny across the Atlantic.


As much as he was a reckless daredevil, there was also a side to Alan Seeger that was very sensitive to romance and beauty. An early biographer described how from the window of the children’s nursery one could see vessels of various descriptions entering New York’s Upper Bay and “the outgoing stream which carried the imagination seaward. . . . The children did not look without curious eyes upon this stirring scene.”5 Where were the ships going? What exotic destinations might lie ahead? What perils, hardships, and beautiful sights might they encounter? The children were moved sufficiently to cover the walls of their nursery with drawings of the ships they observed. In addition, from his own room Alan had a fine view of lower Manhattan. He treasured the visits the children made to the great metropolis with their mother. “Everything about them excited him: the shops, theaters, restaurants, the bustle and the noise.”6


In 1898, the Seegers had to give up their home on Staten Island when the family business began to founder. They moved back to New York. The magic city seen from afar was now home. As Alan Seeger grew he appreciated that New York was not only all he had imagined it to be but also something more: a city with hundreds of thousands of immigrants living in poverty and squalid conditions. He missed the hill back at home on Staten Island. This element of perspective would become one of the defining elements of the poetry he would write as a young man. The family fortunes did not improve, and Alan’s father decided to make a bold move to Mexico City, taking the entire family along with him. This new setting provided Alan Seeger with raw material for his first works of verse. He found himself tremendously moved by the twin smoking volcanoes of Popocatépetl and Ixtaccihuatl looking down at the Valley of Mexico, the whiteness of sunbaked adobe, the vivid greens of the tropics interspersed with occasional reds, blues, and yellows. The antiquity of the valley and the people who lived there also moved him to write:


              Here, among trees whose overhanging shade


              Strews petals on the little dives below,


              Pattering townward in the morning weighed


              With greens from many an upland garden-row,


              Runs an old wall; long centuries have frayed


              Its scalloped edge, and passers to and fro


              Heard never from beyond its crumbling height


              Sweet laughter ring at noon or plaintive song at night.7


In a time of technological wonders, Alan Seeger was trying to capture the essence of a deserted garden in Mexico. It is important to remember that as much as this age was one of science and progress, it also embraced color, emotion, and expression. By the time he was sent off to boarding school in 1902, Alan Seeger was a being transformed. Many awkward moments still lay ahead, but his sensitive nature had borne fruit, and his path was to be that of the poet.
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Feelings like those stirring in the youthful Alan Seeger were already being expressed in truly breathtaking scope in France. The composer Claude Debussy had made his reputation in the Paris avant-garde in the 1890s with compositions such as Deux Arabesques and Claire de Lune. These pieces departed from the understood order of things in the musical world of the time in a fashion that mirrored the style of the Impressionist and Post-Impressionist painters, such as Claude Monet, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Vincent van Gogh, and Paul Cezanne. Monet found a smoky and noisy symbol of the modern age such as the Gare Saint-Lazare railway station worthy of study; rather than painting a realistic picture of a train arriving at a station, he depicted it in a gauzy amorphous manner that captured the essence of the age of steam. By 1900, Monet and his peers in the Impressionist Movement had found a degree of acceptance in French society and officialdom. They had come a long way from being described—in Le Figaro in 1875—as monkeys who had gotten hold of a box of paints. Paris, and France as a whole, had come a long way since the early 1870s, the decade that saw the birth of both the Impressionist Movement and the Third Republic.
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Claude Monet, La Gare Saint-Lazare, oil on canvas, 1877.


Eighteen years before Alan Seeger was born, France had undergone one of the most difficult episodes in its history. In 1870, provoked by the clever diplomacy of Otto von Bismarck, France declared war on Prussia. Bismarck hoped to use this war to rally the other German states around Prussia’s leadership and form a unified German Reich. France’s leader, the Emperor Napoleon III (Louis Napoleon, the nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte) hoped to use the war to revive the lagging support for his regime inside France. The result, chronicled in Émile Zola’s novel La Débâcle, was a series of devastating French military defeats at Sedan and Metz, followed by a lengthy siege of Paris and finally a humiliating peace. The worst occurred, however, after the Germans stopped firing. Angered by what they perceived to be the capitulation of a conservative government to German demands and resentful of socio-economic inequality, ordinary Parisians rose up in class revolt and established the “Paris Commune.” Before it was all over, nothing less than pitched battles had occurred in the streets of Paris between opposing armies of Frenchmen. The Communards’ reign in the city was bloody, but the government’s crackdown was worse still. The hilltop village of Montmartre had been the site of the initial rising, and it was there that the rising’s final defenders were executed. The schisms in French society ran deep, and few believed that the Third Republic, established in the wake of the crisis, would live very long. Yet it did live. Neither France’s conservative elements nor its leftists could agree on a future that was inclusive of the other, and therefore both permitted the Third Republic to survive as a temporary solution; in fact it would last for nearly seven decades—from 1871 to 1940.




[image: View of the...]





View of the Eiffel Tower and the grounds of the Exposition Universelle on the Champs de Mars with the Seine and the Pont d’Iena in the foreground, 1889.


Bismarck’s Reich was proclaimed in the Hall of Mirrors in Louis XIV’s palace at Versailles. The Prussian army marched in triumph down the Champs-Élysées, while France was forced to pay an indemnity of 5 billion francs (an enormous sum in 1871). Most of Alsace and a large portion of Lorraine were annexed by the new Germany, with little consideration for the sentiments of their inhabitants. This defeat was a shock to the psyche of France, which had been accustomed to treating the German states as political pawns for centuries. But out of this collective national trauma emerged a society perhaps more central to the cultural and intellectual life of Western Civilization than any that had preceded it. Germany had won on the battlefield, but as would become evident in the decades ahead, France would win in its contributions to the arts, theater, science, literature, fashion, and culture. This rejuvenation of France, and of Paris specifically, was on display for all to see at the 1889 Paris Exposition Universelle—especially in the giant wrought iron tower erected by Gustave Eiffel to commemorate the beginning of the French Revolution one hundred years before. It was the tallest man-made structure in the world, surpassing the Washington Monument in America, a distinction it maintained until the completion of the Chrysler Building in New York in 1930. To be sure, the “temporary” structure was derided by many of the Exposition’s critics as a monstrosity, but it quickly gained popular favor and permanence in the city’s vision of itself. Plans to dismantle it after the Exposition ended were quietly dropped.


Beaming a set of powerful searchlights into the night from its spire, the Tower came to represent France’s rebirth from the ashes of 1871. Moreover, there was nothing in Berlin that could match it in daring of conception, audacity of design, or the effect it had on the international consciousness. Soon after its completion, American inventor Thomas Edison met with Eiffel in his personal apartment at the top of the Tower. The Wizard of Menlo Park presented the Magician of Iron with a fresh copy of one of his new phonograph records. It was a moment that encapsulated the dizzying and intoxicating heights of the modern age and all its possibilities.


Something quite different, however, was intoxicating the German people and their leaders. The new Kaiser, Wilhelm II, had come to power the year before the Exposition Universelle, following the untimely death of his father. Germany’s new leader was vain, thrusting, and colossally arrogant. One of his first important decisions was to dismiss the very man who had created the empire he had inherited. Otto von Bismarck understood how crucial France’s diplomatic isolation was to German security. In a few short years, Wilhelm had reversed this situation—isolating Germany diplomatically and driving Russia’s Czar into an alliance with the French republic. But with Germany’s industry and military the envy of Europe, its population the best educated and paid in the world, and its universities the most widely admired, the Kaiser felt he had little to worry about. By the end of the 1890s he had decided to construct a navy as well: one that would rival and alarm his British cousins. And for the most part his people—the most industrious and obedient in Europe—were with him. Even before Wilhelm’s ascension to power, the mood in Germany had changed. Historian Barbara Tuchman remarked how “the banker Edgar Speyer, returning to his birthplace . . . after twenty-seven years in England, found that three victorious wars and the establishment of the Empire had created a changed atmosphere in Germany that was ‘intolerable’ to him. German nationalism had replaced German liberalism. Great prosperity and self-satisfaction had acted, it seemed to him, like a narcotic on the people, leaving them content to forgo their liberty under a rampant militarism and a servility to Army and Kaiser that were ‘unbelievable.’”8


Germany was now exercising its right, as it saw it, to become the preeminent world power. The nineteenth-century writings of naturalist Charles Darwin, historian Heinrich von Treitschke, and philosopher Friedrich Neitzsche all seemingly pointed to a struggle in which Germany had no choice but to assert itself. In fact it was the “right and duty of the nobler, stronger, superior race to extend its rule over inferior peoples, which, in the German view, meant over the world.”9 The half-mad Neitzsche became the unwitting seer of this new Darwinian understanding of international relations: “The sap was rising in Germany and Germans responded eagerly” to Nietzsche’s “theory of the rights of the strong over the weak.”10


And it was not just in Germany that nationalism and a new readiness to strive for mastery were on the rise. From his eyrie atop Tompkins Hill, ten-year-old Alan Seeger had been able to observe the mighty new vessels of the U.S. Navy in the hurried weeks of the summer of 1898 as the United States itself looked to impose its vision of a new order on the Western Hemisphere and in Asia. The Spanish-American War signaled a turn towards a more robust international role for the United States, with significant implications for the new century that was about to dawn.
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John “Jack” Bowe was to play a part in this imperial drama. In many respects he was an unusual volunteer; even by the time he saw action in the Spanish-American War he was already an unlikely candidate for service on account of his age and responsibilities. Born in England in 1869, Bowe had settled on the edge of the Great Prairie in Canby, Minnesota, married a local widow, and put down roots. Yet he was there with the 13th Minnesota Regiment when it embarked from San Francisco on June 26, 1898, and when it arrived at its destination halfway across the globe in the Philippines on July 31.


The Filipinos (like the Cubans, whose aspirations were the original cause of the war) wanted to gain their independence from Spain. President McKinley, however, wanted the island nation as a base to project American economic power onto the Asian mainland. Jack Bowe and his comrades first fought the Spanish in the Battle of Manila on August 13, 1898, seizing the city;11 they then fought the Filipinos in the insurgency that followed. Once the Filipinos realized America’s true intentions, they became grimly determined to expel their erstwhile liberators. The Filipino Insurrection of 1899 to 1902 was one of the ugliest conflicts in U.S. military history. Fighting an asymmetrical war thousands of miles from home was not a simple matter. The ruthlessness of the struggle on both sides shocked observer and participant alike. Torture, mutilation, and—most distressingly of all—reprisals involving atrocities perpetrated against unarmed civilians characterized the fight. When word of what was occurring reached home, a debate ensued in the press and Congress over whether America was discarding its most cherished ideals for the allure of riches and power abroad. For his part, Theodore Roosevelt, campaigning as William McKinley’s vice presidential running mate in the 1900 election, emphasized the absurdity of these claims by pointing out the treatment of Native Americans and the seizure of their lands. Would anyone seriously consider giving Arizona back to the Apaches, he queried?12 No. In the end, the U.S. asserted its control over the Philippines; Jack Bowe returned to Minnesota, wrote a book about his experiences in the war, and was elected mayor of Canby. He fathered four children and appeared to be a man whose greatest adventures were behind him.


One unintended consequence of the Spanish-American War was the first genuine reconciliation between the states of the old Confederacy and the rest of the Union. For the first time since the War with Mexico in 1846–1848, officers and enlisted men from both sides of the Mason-Dixon Line served together against a common foe. In fact, the overall commander of the force that liberated or invaded Cuba (depending on one’s point of view) was an ex-Confederate officer, General Joseph Wheeler. The South had suffered terribly during the Civil War and was just now beginning to reemerge and participate in the dynamic changes occurring in the rest of the country, something the Cotton States and International Exposition of 1895 in Atlanta was meant to celebrate.


Two of the young men who would grow up in the “New South” heralded at the Exposition were Paul Rockwell and his brother Kiffin. Born four years apart, in 1888 and 1892, the two boys had lost their father to typhoid in 1893, and subsequently had been raised mostly by their maternal grandfather, Enoch Shaw Ayres. Ayres owned a large tobacco plantation in the lowlands of South Carolina, with wooded areas and rivers nearby full of wild game. The boys’ characters took shape in a rich natural and historical environment. Ayres regaled his two admiring grandsons with tales of his service in the Confederate Army under Robert E. Lee. Their grandfather was proud of the fact that when news reached him of the substance of the meeting between Lee and Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox Courthouse he had simply, “ridden away to his South Carolina home without waiting to be paroled, and therefore “had never surrendered to the ‘Yankees.’”13 The stories of the “Lost Cause” made an especially strong impression on the youthful Kiffin Rockwell. His brother Paul was steady and studious. Kiffin was a more restless soul. In his memoir of his brother, Paul captured the essence of Kiffin Rockwell in these formative years: “He was accounted a good shot, and was an excellent fisherman. . . . For his books he did not especially care, although he learned his lessons well and quickly, having a keen and clever mind. His favorite reading books were books of travel and adventure. . . . But his best hours were those spent out in the open; he was a good swimmer and an excellent horseman. . . .”14


These pursuits would provide an ideal foundation for the life that Kiffin Rockwell would one day lead. In 1909 he entered the Virginia Military Institute, the school where Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson had once taught. But he didn’t stick. He next wangled an appointment to the Naval Academy at Annapolis, in the hope that the sea would be a more direct route to actual action, but he soon grew disillusioned with this line of thinking and instead wound up at his brother’s college, Washington & Lee, located near VMI in Lexington, Virginia. Kiffin Rockwell’s years there proved to be largely pleasant ones. He was described as tall, graceful, blue-eyed, and handsome, and “much sought after by the girls.”15 In his studies, only history seemed to make any impression. Years later Paul remarked on this time in his brother’s life: “As I look back, it is clear to me that Kiffin was all this while only unconsciously marking time. He was in school more from family habit and tradition than from a real desire to follow classical studies. He usually had a far-away, dreamy look in his eyes, and often seemed to be living in another world from that surrounding him.”16


Kiffin Rockwell had all the makings of the knight errant, but without a quest worthy of his abilities and temperament. For him the Belle Époque was seemingly too serene and self-satisfied. The next few years would find him restlessly moving from one place to another, trying on occupations, until at last he found himself back in the South, in Atlanta, working in an advertising agency and sharing an apartment on West Peachtree Street with his brother Paul, waiting for . . . what? He couldn’t explain.
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For Bob Scanlon, the “New South” looked a lot like the “Old South.” Growing up African-American—or, in the parlance of the time “Negro” or “colored”—in the South in the 1890s and early 1900s made one an object of both derision and suspicion. If one was male, the threat of mob violence was never far from the surface. It was during this period that lynching reached epidemic proportions in the South, with nearly two thousand African-Americans losing their lives in this manner.17 Bob Scanlon of Mobile, Alabama, had limited options. The one thing he did have going for him was an athletic physique. The first decade of the twentieth century witnessed the rise of the first black sports hero in American history: the heavyweight boxing champion of the world, Jack Johnson. Johnson’s rise to the top of the ranks generated fear and anger in many whites. For blacks such as young Bob Scanlon, Johnson represented hope and racial pride. It was no surprise, then, that Scanlon himself used boxing to change his stars. He followed in Johnson’s historical wake and eventually found himself in what was, for him, a new world: Europe.


Between 1907 and 1910, Bob Scanlon fought thirteen bouts in the United Kingdom and France, primarily as a light heavyweight but also as a welterweight. London and Paris were a revelation to the young American. The venues for his fights were in some of the most notorious enclaves of these two cities: primarily London’s Whitechapel district and the village of Montmartre in Paris. The Moulin Rouge, the Hippodrome, and the “Élysée Montmartre” drew the paying crowds to see the cards Scanlon boxed on in Paris. But there was much more, oh so much more, going on in Montmartre than merely boxing. The site of Scanlon’s first bout, the Moulin Rouge, with its eponymous windmill decorated with bright red lights, had become an icon of the Paris demi-monde (literally the “half-world,” a term coined in the nineteenth century to describe the less reputable side of society inhabited by actors, gamblers, courtesans, artists, and addicts). Artist Henri Toulouse-Lautrec had immortalized a number of the cabaret’s top performers in mass-produced promotional posters in the years before his death in 1901. High-kicking red-headed can-can dancer Jane Avril and black-gloved night club singer Yvette Guilbert drew both starving artists and wealthy aristocrats to the Moulin Rouge, the Chat Noir (Black Cat), and the Lapin Agile (Agile Rabbit). The latter was favored by Pablo Picasso, who had arrived in Paris from Barcelona in 1900 and like so many other artists had been drawn to Montmartre for its cheap rents and unapologetically Bohemian lifestyle.


Sex drove most of the cabarets’ business, or rather sex mixed with art, alcohol, and drugs. Of these the most fashionable, and the most dangerous, was absinthe. First developed in the eighteenth century, the green-colored liquor was incredibly potent, with a distinctive taste as a result of the anise and wormwood used in its production. Pernod was the preferred brand of connoisseurs, though many labels competed for the French market. The addictive, deleterious, and hallucinogenic effects of absinthe made it an object of criticism from social conservatives who feared it would corrode the health and morals of French society. But the socio-political divide between the right and left in France extended beyond the bottle. It had its roots, arguably, as far back as the French Revolution. One party believed they represented tradition against radicalism; the other was sure they represented progress in the face of reaction.


In the years prior to Bob Scanlon’s debut as a professional fighter at the Moulin Rouge, France had nearly torn itself apart over the conviction of a captain of artillery on charges of espionage. The tremendous strides that had been made since the debacle of 1870–1871, put on such glorious display at the Expedition Universelle in 1889, were jeopardized by l’affaire Dreyfus (the Dreyfus affair), which had begun in 1894 with the discovery that someone in the French Army was passing secrets to the Germans. Dreyfus, a Jew from Alsace, was wrongly accused and convicted. When he was sent to the French penal colony in South America, it seemed a closed matter. But over time the truth of what had happened came to light. Dreyfus’s Jewish background became a source of some of the most poisonous invective France had ever witnessed. The army and its anti-Dreyfusard supporters saw this as a struggle ultimately more significant than one man’s guilt or innocence—as nothing less than a battle for the soul of France. They believed the Dreyfusards were undermining France when it was in a vulnerable and dangerous situation—by attacking the army as it stared down the Kaiser and his generals. But the Left had one significant advantage going for it in this instance: the truth. In the end, as a result of tireless efforts on his behalf by his brother, the novelist Émile Zola, and others, Dreyfus secured his release and eventual reinstatement in the army. But l’affaire Dreyfus had forced France to decide what it stood for—and, in the end, what it stood for was the rights of the individual and the rule of law. One other thing that l’affaire Dreyfus brought attention to was just how paranoid the French High Command was regarding Germany. It was all the Kaiser and his top officials could do not to snicker as France turned itself upside down and inside out. But as the second decade of the new century began, Frenchmen, of whatever political persuasion, had begun to rally around a common national identity. As subsequent events would demonstrate, it would prove to be none too soon.
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The Moulin Rouge, Montmartre, Paris, 1900.
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For David King and Victor Chapman, Paris meant the pursuit of artistic improvement and accomplishment, as well as personal freedom. Both had been raised in wealthy cocoons, never experiencing physical deprivation, accustomed to all doors being open to them because of who they were. Both men attended Harvard soon after that hallowed institution had undergone significant change brought about by university president Charles William Eliot. It was still largely a preserve of the wealthy. But the modern university with its emphasis on research and professional schools—of which Harvard is now the premier example in the popular mind—had its genesis during Eliot’s time as president. There’s nothing to suggest that either King or Chapman was an especially gifted or promising student at Harvard. In certain respects, like their future brother-in-arms Kiffin Rockwell at Washington & Lee, they seemed to be in college because it was the usual thing for someone of their station to do at that period in their lives. In fact, both men possessed artistic souls and looked across the Atlantic to Paris, as so many Americans had done before them—author James Fenimore Cooper, painters Samuel F. B. Morse and Mary Cassatt, sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens, and arbiter of the avant garde Gertrude Stein, to name but a notable handful—to find an outlet for artistic expression: one with a notebook and pen and typewriter; the other with a sketchpad, a piece of charcoal, and a box of paints.


Considering their social backgrounds, these young men were refreshingly lacking in snobbery. They enjoyed sharing a table, a bottle, and a laugh with anyone who shared their passion for life, and for life in Paris in particular. Diminutive and easy-going, David King did not write the great American novel, or much else, during this period, but he did develop a fondness for Pernod and the demimonde.18 Victor Chapman was a handsome, gregarious giant with the build of a lumberjack and the generous nature of a child. His youth had been marked by loss—first when his beloved mother died when he was six years old; then when his brother drowned in front of him. There is no doubt that his inability to save his brother affected him deeply. For the rest of his life he would never shirk from putting himself at risk to aid others. Children liked him; so did dogs. On the other hand, his father remarked that there was “something about him of silence, mystery” and “part of the Middle Ages in his piety.”19 Yet, he “could eat anything, sleep on anything, lift anything, endure anything.”20 Chapman graduated from Harvard in 1913 and soon thereafter embarked for Paris to study at the atelier of a noted French architect. But true to form, the young man always had his box of watercolors with him: ready to paint any scene that captured his attention.


The year before Chapman arrived in Paris, Alan Seeger had found his way to the city as well. He had graduated from Harvard in 1910, in the same class with David King, having followed his brother Charles, who was studying music there, to the Ivy League school. Seeger had distinguished himself to a certain degree with the publication of some poems in the Harvard Monthly. But he was a social misanthrope. His reputation was that of an intelligent yet immature young man. To some degree his social awkwardness and literary posturing continued on his return from Harvard to New York. Taking to the Bohemian lifestyle of Greenwich Village, Seeger worried both family and friends with his brooding nature, lack of hygiene, and obvious penury. Finally, in the spring of 1912, with the assistance of a generous and loving father, Alan Seeger booked passage to the city of his desires, to start over.


Settling in Paris’s Latin Quarter, he rented a small studio at 17 Rue Sommerard in the city’s 5th arrondissement. Soon after taking the apartment he confided to a friend that he “chose it for the view.” He was particularly fond of the towers of Notre Dame Cathedral just across the Seine. Seeger wrote that he could see them “even from pillow, gray and spectral against the lustre of the city lights as I go to bed at night.”21 It was here that he would find his voice as a poet, with the city itself as his muse. Few have ever absorbed Paris as Seeger did. The free-flowing wine of the cafés aside, he was drunk on it.


              Oh, go to Paris . . . In the midday gloom


              Of some old quarter take a little room


              That looks off over Paris and its towers


              From Saint Gervais round to the Emperor’s Tomb


              . . . And looking out over the domes and towers


              That chime the fleeting quarters and hours,


              While the bright clouds banked eastward back of them


              Blush in the sunset, pink as hawthorn flowers


              You cannot fail to think, as I have done,


              Some of life’s ends attained, so you be one


              Who measures life’s attainment by the hours


              That Joy has rescued from oblivion.


To Seeger, Paris was a universe in itself. When his brooding nature threatened to take possession of him he enjoyed “walking for hours along the Seine or through the winding streets of Montmartre; then carousing with friends, making the rounds of Left Bank cafés.” At dawn they would head to Les Halles, the city’s great open-air market, to “a stall where steaming onion soup and hunks of still-warm bread could be bought for a few centimes.”22 The conversation, running the gamut from the passionate to the ridiculous, never lagged until the morning sun rising into the sky forced them “home to a garret room or studio, to sleep a few hours and awaken ready for work, play, or love.”23 And Seeger was tasting his first modest literary success since his Harvard days. His posturing, haughty, and defensive demeanor gave way to a more mature, lighter, confident, and humble personality. With this new more agreeable disposition, Seeger made friends easily and widely. His social circle reached out beyond the Parisian literary scene to include old classmates like David King and painters and composers as well. He crossed social, ethnic, and racial lines to form new bonds.


Among his friends was a working class Brooklyn native named Herman Chatkoff. Chatkoff had had a falling out with his parents and subsequently signed on as a deck hand aboard a cattle boat to work his way across the Atlantic to France. He was currently employed at a garage washing cars. On the side he “painted bad Parisian street scenes” occasionally selling one “to an American tourist with more money than taste.”24 Bob Scanlon, the African-American boxer from Mobile, Alabama, also became one of Seeger’s good friends. Scanlon had returned to the United States in 1910 and again in 1912 to fight in New York and Milwaukee, but he always found his way back to Europe. He won more than he lost,25 and he was game. People wanted to see him. As a sort of poor man’s Jack Johnson, Scanlon enjoyed personal freedom abroad that would have been all but unthinkable for a “colored” man back home. France in particular had been very good to him. It was an exciting place. It was a hopeful time. And ultimately it was worth fighting for.


Paris was at its very best in the years just before the outbreak of war in 1914. Some, it is true, saw in the Belle Époque an over-ripe decadence. As early as the 1890s, Max Nordau had written with near hysteria of “Anarchism, Socialism, women’s dress, madness, suicide, nervous diseases, drug addiction, dancing, sexual license, all of which were combining to produce a society without self-control, discipline or shame which was ‘marching to its certain ruin.’”26 What, then, would he have thought of Pablo Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon? This painting shocked the Parisian art community when it was first given a private showing in 1907. It heralded Cubism, the new method adopted by Picasso and his collaborator the French painter Georges Braque. It also heralded new notions about art, beauty, and meaning. Picasso’s great rival Henri Matisse had initially made light of the painting, but then moved even more boldly in the radical direction it pointed to. Instead of representing the inevitable devolution of Western Civilization, the work of Picasso and Matisse demonstrated in no uncertain terms the vitality and continued evolution of Belle Époque society.


And it was not just in art that this vitality was evident in the Paris of the time.
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Alan Seeger in Paris, 1912.


The changes in fashion, particularly in women’s clothing, were also quite bold and imaginative. The days of wasp-waisted ladies being tied into constricting corsets was at an end. Coco Chanel, a girl from the provinces who had gotten her start designing hats, had begun a revolution in French haute couture. Her women’s styles were “inspired by menswear, and all modeled on the simplicity of design that suited her and (in her own estimation) enhanced the youthfulness of the wearer.”27 François Coty was in turn revolutionizing the perfume industry while funding the creation of works of art by René Lalique in the design of bottles for his ever more subtle and complex scents. In the automobile industry, Louis Renault and André Citroën were on the cutting edge of innovation in both design and production.28 Marcel Proust was nearing completion of the first volume of his great work In Search of Lost Time. In the laboratory Pierre and Marie Curie were discovering polonium and eventually, at great personal risk, radium. As Mary McAuliffe has pointed out, “Instead of patenting the technique that Marie had developed to isolate it, they decided to publish the results of their work in accord with the scientific spirit.”29 It was far from a decadent age.


Then what was it? It was all these things, and something more. Barbara Tuchman in her great work The Proud Tower, written at a time when the Belle Époque was still a living memory for tens of millions of people, described it as “an edifice of grandeur and passion, of riches and beauty and dark cellars. Its inhabitants lived, as compared to a later time, with more self-reliance, more confidence, more hope; greater magnificence, extravagance and elegance; more careless ease, more gaiety, more pleasure in each other’s company and conversation, more injustice and hypocrisy, more misery and want, more sentiment including false sentiment, less sufferance of mediocrity, more dignity in work, more delight in nature, more zest.”30


There were few passions pursued with “more zest” during this era than flight. Aviation had taken hold of the popular imagination as nothing else had or could, given its ancient, even dreamlike, connotations. But unlike Icarus, these new men in their flying machines would not be defeated by the elements. It had all started in 1901 at the less-successful sequel to the 1889 Exposition Universelle, when the fair’s promoters had offered a prize to the first person to successfully pilot an airship around the Eiffel Tower. A Brazilian inventor named Alberto Santos Dumont was the first to successfully do so, in a motor-powered dirigible of his own design. He claimed the 125,000-franc prize and became the toast of Paris. But two years later, on the other side of the Atlantic, brothers Orville and Wilbur Wright outdid Santos Dumont by inventing the first functioning airplane. Their successful test at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, on December 17, 1903, was nothing less than revolutionary in its implications for both travel and warfare. Interestingly enough, the Wright brothers’ work was not appreciated in their home country to nearly the same degree that it was in Europe—and, above all, in France. Within six years of the Wright brothers’ first flight, Louis Blériot had piloted a monoplane of his own design across the English Channel, capturing first laurels for France in international aviation prestige. His fellow Frenchmen Henri and Maurice Farman, Gabriel Voisin, and Roland Garros followed on the trail Blériot had blazed. Again, Belle Époque France was in the vanguard.


Back in the United States, a daring few also took the skies, most notably motorcycle innovator and racer Glenn Curtis. A fair number of the early pilots had previous experience as either motorcycle or automobile racers. Flying certainly called to the daredevil streak in certain people. Broken limbs, burns, and death were always one critical miscalculation, one crucial malfunction away. It wasn’t for everyone. Though the masses were fascinated by flight, only an elite group of pilots actually experienced the exhilaration and the dangers. At Yale in the years before the war, one of those aspiring to this elite of the skies was a student from Pittsburgh named William Thaw. Thaw came from a different branch of the same family that produced the notorious Harry Thaw, who had married show-girl Evelyn Nesbit, the former teen mistress of architect Stanford White, in 1905 and in a fit of jealous rage shot and killed White while he was dining on the roof of Madison Square Garden. Harry Thaw was a drug addict and sadist who pleaded “temporary insanity” in his defense. He won at the trial, but had his personal life dragged through the muck of the sensationalist press. His kinsman William enjoyed the high life as well. His name was seen in the gossip pages of the press of the day with claims that, if even partly true, were impressive indeed. One article claimed that he had once drunk “68 brandies at one sitting at a country club,” lost “$200,000 . . . in a poker game,” and given “a dinner at the Waldorf for twenty stage beauties” with the “sky as the limit.”31 Bill Thaw knew how to have a good time. But there was more to him than this. He loved beautiful women and consuming large amounts of alcohol, but he loved flying more.


William Thaw had dropped his studies at Yale altogether in 1913 to pursue a full-time career in aviation, both in design and as a pilot. In one of the most daring achievements of the early age of flight, William Thaw and his partner Steve MacGordon flew their flying boat underneath the four main bridges (as they then existed: the Brooklyn, Manhattan, Williamsburg, and Queensboro Bridges, respectively) spanning the East River, connecting Manhattan to Long Island. It was audacious—and dangerous—and intended to make New Yorkers, and Americans in general, sit up and take notice.32 Within a few months, Thaw found himself in France trying to convince the French to purchase his brother Alexander’s idea for a stabilizing device. He and his brother eagerly anticipated word from the government: a $100,000 prize was at stake. Meanwhile, he entered the Schneider Trophy Race held in Monaco Bay in April 1914, but failed to place.33 In France, spring turned to summer.


[image: ]


The previous spring, a new performance by the Ballets Russes dance company had premiered at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées in Paris. The music for the ballet, Le Sacre du printemps (The Rite of Spring), was written by composer Igor Stravinsky to evoke pagan rites. As a virgin danced herself to death in a fertility ritual, the strains of Stravinsky’s music filled the hall with a sense of unease, mixed with excitement and anger. The crowd in attendance that night was split between the exhilarated and the outraged; a riot broke out and spread into the nearby streets and cafés. It was as if something both deeply ancient and disturbingly new had been birthed that evening. Its roots were in Nietzsche’s writings, in the plays of Gabriele D’Annunzio, and perhaps most significantly in Sigmund Freud’s pioneering work in psychoanalysis. Freud’s “id,” fully unrestrained, seemed to be on display that night in Paris. The conjuration of pre-Christian pagan rites suggested something unnerving. For all of the dismissive vitriol leveled by the Left at the Catholic Church and its conservative supporters, the civility and respect for the rule of law that all enjoyed and took for granted had its foundation in Christianity. If Western Civilization became unmoored from the Christian religion, the future began to look potentially as ferocious as the unrecorded past. With the removal of the moral constraints Judeo-Christian civilization had imposed on itself, the use of power—exponentially enhanced by the new technology—in pursuit of national, racial, or ideological goals was now unlimited. In Germany, this mindset found fertile ground.
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Those magnificent men in their flying machines—William Thaw (at right) after successfully flying under the four bridges spanning the East River, New York, 1913.


Germans had been late to form a national identity in a defined political and geographic form. Once it was securely in place, however, it superseded all other loyalties. When Nietzsche had proclaimed that God was dead, he was hoping that religion would be replaced by his Superman. But, as Barbara Tuchman explained, “ordinary people substituted patriotism. As faith in God retreated before the advance of science, love of country began to fill the empty spaces in the heart. Nationalism absorbed the strength once belonging to religion.”34 And this new religion had its own high priests—the Kaiser and his coterie of Junker generals (Prussian noblemen, with large agrarian estates) and sycophantic advisors. In their effort to hold German society and Germany’s political institutions firmly under their control, they looked to exploit the country’s vast industrial capacity to create a war machine unlike any the world had yet seen. To be fair, they were not alone in inciting nationalistic hysteria or building ever more—and ever more powerful—armaments. Many nations used the government-funded public education systems (seen as a great advance by progressive reformers in the nineteenth century) to inculcate a belief in their people’s special place in the world, to nurse old grudges, and to justify future aggression. The business community did its part, but was also looking to exploit other markets: “Krupp, the colossus of Essen, was the largest single business in Europe. Skoda, Schneider-Creusot, Vickers-maxim, the distended combines of many mergers with harsh names that grated on the ear, had interests in every camp.”35


Yet Germany held special place in this circle of rivals. While its militarism and growing industry (particularly in the Ruhr basin) and the political tone-deafness of its Kaiser threatened its neighbors, Germany itself suffered from the dangerous delusion that it was being threatened. The “encirclement” by Russia to the East and France to the west, aided at sea by Britain’s Royal Navy since the Entente Cordiale—a diplomatic “understanding” (with military implications) between longtime rivals France and Britain, aimed at restraining Germany—had been made public in 1904, made Germany’s leaders not only powerful and potentially unrestrained, but paranoid. This was a toxic combination. Russia in particular made German generals nervous. As early as December 1912, Helmuth von Moltke, the chief of staff of the German Army, stated, “In my opinion war is inevitable, and the sooner the better.”36 He subsequently ordered a premeditated publicity campaign to prepare public opinion for war against Russia. Because of the Franco-Russian alliance, however, war with Russia meant war with France—and finishing the unfinished business of 1871. For Germany to break out of its self-perceived “encirclement” and achieve its goal of world supremacy, France must be broken. For France to be broken, Paris must be captured. The French, for their part, had erected a statue of a female figure representing “Strasbourg,” the capital of the lost province of Alsace, in the Place de la Concorde and kept it draped in a black cloak in mourning.


And what of the calls for an international court to settle conflicts through arbitration, a view fervently espoused by American captain of industry Andrew Carnegie, and more disingenuously by Kaiser Wilhelm’s own cousin, Czar Nicholas II of Russia? The Kaiser answered this question for himself, and for his countrymen: “I shit on all their decisions.”37
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