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“And So It Is Over”


APRIL 18, 1945

ERNIE PYLE’S BODY LAY ALONE FOR A LONG TIME IN THE DITCH AT THE side of the road. Men waited at a safe distance, looking for a chance to pull the body away. But the machine gunner, still hidden in the coral ridge, sprayed the area whenever anyone moved. The sun climbed high over the little Pacific island. Finally, after four hours, a combat photographer crawled out along the road, pushing his heavy Speed Graphic camera ahead of him. Reaching the body, he held up the camera and snapped the shutter.

The lens captured a face at rest. The only sign of violence was a thin stream of blood running down the left cheek. Otherwise he might have been sleeping.1 His appearance was what people in the 1930s and ’40s called “common.” He had often been described as the quintessential “little guy,” but he was not unusually short. In fact, at five feet eight inches, his frame precisely matched the average height of the millions of American soldiers serving in the U.S. Army. It was his build that provoked constant references to his size—a build that once was compared accurately to the shape of a sword. His silver identification bracelet, inscribed “Ernie Pyle, War Correspondent,” could have fit the wrist of a child. The face too was very thin, with skin “the color and texture of sand.” Under the combat helmet, a wrinkled forehead sloped into a long, bald skull fringed by sandy-red hair gone gray. The nose dipped low. The teeth went off at odd angles. Upon meeting Pyle a few months earlier, the playwright Arthur Miller had thought “he might have been the nightwatchman at a deserted track crossing.”2 In death his hands were crossed at the waist, still holding the cloth fatigue cap he had worn through battles in North Africa, Italy, France, and now here in the far western Pacific, a few hundred miles from Japan.

A moment later the regimental chaplain and four non-commissioned officers crawled up with a cloth litter. They pulled the body out of the machine gunner’s line of fire and lifted it into an open truck, then drove the quarter-mile back to the command post on the beach. An Associated Press man was there. He already had sent the first bulletin:

COMMAND POST, IE SHIMA, April 18, (AP)—Ernie Pyle, war correspondent beloved by his co-workers, G.I.’s and generals alike, was killed by a Japanese machine-gun bullet through his left temple this morning.

The bulletin went via radio to a ship nearby, then to the United States and on to Europe. Radio picked it up. Reporters rushed to gather comment. In Germany General Omar Bradley heard the news and could not speak. In Italy General Mark Clark said, “He helped our soldiers to victory.” Bill Mauldin, the young soldier-cartoonist whose war-worn G.I.’s matched the pictures Pyle had drawn with words, said, “The only difference between Ernie’s death and that of any other good guy is that the other guy is mourned by his company. Ernie is mourned by the Army.” At the White House, still in mourning only six days after the death of Franklin Roosevelt, President Harry Truman said, “The nation is quickly saddened again by the death of Ernie Pyle.”3

One of Pyle’s editors at the Scripps-Howard newspapers, George Parker, spoke on the radio. “He went into war as a newspaper correspondent among many correspondents,” Parker said. “He came back a figure as great as the greatest—as Eisenhower or MacArthur or Nimitz.” Parker spoke of “that strange and almost inexplainably intimate way” in which Pyle’s readers had known him.4 Indeed, people called newspaper offices all day to be sure Ernie Pyle was really dead. He had seemed so alive to them. Americans in great numbers had shared his life all through the war—his energy and exhaustion; his giddy enjoyments and attacks of nerves; his exhilarations and fears. Through Pyle’s eyes they had watched their “boys” go to distant wars and become soldiers—green and eager at the start, haggard and worn at the end. Through his eyes they had glimpsed great vistas of battle at sea and they had stared into the faces of men in a French field who thought they were about to die. So no one thought it strange for President Truman to equate the deaths of Franklin Roosevelt and a newspaper reporter. For Pyle had become far more than an ordinary reporter, more even than the most popular journalist of his generation. He was America’s eyewitness to the twentieth century’s supreme ordeal.

The job of sorting and shipping Pyle’s personal effects fell to Edwin Waltz, a personable and efficient Navy man who had been working as the correspondent’s personal secretary at Pacific Fleet headquarters at Guam. There wasn’t much to go through—a few clothes and toilet articles; books; receipts; some snapshots and letters. Here was Pyle’s passport, stamped with the names of places he had passed through on his journeys to war—Belfast and London; Casablanca and Algiers; and on the last page, “Pacific Area.” Waltz also found a little pocket notebook filled with cryptic jottings in a curlecue script—notes Pyle had made during his last weeks in France in 1944.

9 killed & 10 wounded out of 33 from D-Day to July 25 …

… drove beyond lines … saw orange flame & smoke—shell hit hood—wrecked jeep—dug hole … with hands—our shells & their firing terrible—being alone was worst….

Blowing holes to bury cows—stench everywhere.

Waltz also found a handwritten draft of a newspaper column. Knowing the war in Europe could end any day, Pyle had collected his thoughts on two sheets of paper, then marked up the sentences with arrows and crossings out and rewordings.

“And so it is over,” the draft began. “The catastrophe on one side of the world has run its course. The day that had so long seemed would never come has come at last.” He was writing this in waters near Japan, he said, “but my heart is still in Europe … For the companionship of two and a half years of death and misery is a spouse that tolerates no divorce.” He hoped Americans would celebrate the victory in Europe with a sense of relief rather than elation, for

in the joyousness of high spirits it is easy for us to forget the dead.

… there are so many of the living who have burned into their brains forever the unnatural sight of cold dead men scattered over the hillsides and in the ditches along the high rows of hedge throughout the world. Dead men by mass production—in one country after another—month after month and year after year. Dead men in winter and dead men in summer. Dead men in such familiar promiscuity that they become monotonous. Dead men in such monstrous infinity that you come almost to hate them. Those are the things that you at home need not even try to understand. To you at home they are columns of figures, or he is a near one who went away and just didn’t come back. You didn’t see him lying so grotesque and pasty beside the gravel road in France. We saw him. Saw him by the multiple thousands. That’s the difference.5

For unknown reasons Scripps-Howard’s editors chose not to release the column draft, though V-E Day followed Ernie’s death by just three weeks. Perhaps they guessed it would have puzzled his readers, even hurt them. Certainly it was a darker valedictory than they would have expected from him. The war had been a harsh mistress to Ernie. First it had offered him the means of escaping personal despair. Then, while his star rose to public heights he had never imagined, the war had slowly driven him downward again into “flat black depression.” But he kept this mostly to himself. Instead he had offered readers a way of seeing the war that skirted despair and stopped short of horror. His published version of World War II had become the nation’s version. And if Ernie Pyle himself had not won the war, America’s mental picture of the soldiers who had won it was largely Pyle’s creation. He and his grimy G.I.’s, frightened but enduring, had become the heroic symbols of what the soldiers and their children would remember as “the Good War.”
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“I Wanted to Get Out …”


ROOTS AND RISING, 1900-1935

OUTSIDE THE LITTLE TOWN OF DANA, THE TABLE-FLAT PLAIN OF WESTERN Indiana rises ever so slightly to form what natives still call “the mound farm,” a small cluster of white buildings on eighty acres of grain. The thin boy who lived atop this modest elevation in the early 1900s gazed over fields whose peaceful monotony was interrupted only by the little oasis of Dana a mile to the northwest. Only one image would have captured his attention—the tiny silhouette of a wagon or an automobile traversing the horizon on State Highway 36. In other words, the landscape’s most notable feature was the means to escape it. In one way this seems fitting, for the goal of escape possessed the boy from an early age. In another way he never escaped this place.

“That long, sad wind …”

Sadness verging on bitterness always colored Ernie Pyle’s memories of his early years. When he was a traveling newspaper columnist in the 1930s, he once found himself on a remote country road where he felt the dry breeze of his childhood brush his face, awakening a haunting mental picture of small men straining against circumstance and time.“I don’t know whether you know that long, sad wind that blows so steadily across the hundreds of miles of Midwest flat lands in the summertime….” he wrote in his column. “To me [it] is one of the most melancholy things in all life. It comes from so far, and it blows so gently and yet so relentlessly; it rustles the leaves and the branches of the maple trees in a sort of symphony of sadness, and it doesn’t pass on and leave them still. It just keeps coming…. You could—and you do—wear out your lifetime on the dusty plains with that wind of futility blowing in your face. And when you are worn out and gone, the wind, still saying nothing, still so gentle and sad and timeless, is still blowing across the prairies, and will blow in the faces of the little men who follow you, forever.” This was “just one of those small impressions that will form in a child’s mind, and grow and stay with him through a lifetime, even playing its part in his character and his way of thinking, and he can never explain it.”1

“Melancholy … worn out … gentle and sad … little men”—this was a description of Pyle’s father, a carpenter at heart, who farmed because he could not make a steady living from his true vocation. “He’s very meek and no trouble,” Will Pyle’s son once told friends. He might have been summing up Will’s life.2 Ernie depicted him in later writings as a kind but hapless figure, “the man who put oil on his brakes when they were squeaking, then drove to Dana and ran over the curb and through a plate-glass window and right into a dry-good store.” Will’s face would break into a brilliant, sparkling smile when he was pleased or amused. But he spoke little, even to his family. “He has never said a great deal to me all his life, and yet I feel we have been very good friends,” Ernie once told his readers. “He never gave me much advice, or told me to do this or that, or not to.”3

The formidable Maria Taylor Pyle, not Will, filled the role of family protector and leader. Always called Marie, she stood no taller than her husband, but she gave the impression of being much the bigger of the two. She was a woman of ferocious dedication to the practical tasks at hand—raising chickens and produce, caring for her family, serving her neighbors. She “thrived on action,” her son remembered. “She would rather milk than sew; rather plow than bake.” Ernie’s closest boyhood friend recalled her as “a woman of unusual character—she was husky of build, [with] red hair and florid complexion, an unusually hard worker, even for a farm woman, a strict disciplinarian, very considerate of other people.”4 Devout and abstemious, she liked a joke and laughed easily and heartily. She could doctor a horse and play the violin. When the neighbors’ children were born she always attended their mothers, and those children grew up to obey her as readily as their parents. With adults she could be devastatingly blunt. “Marie Pyle didn’t wait to tell my dad what she thought of him,” recalled Nellie Kuhns Hendrix, who grew up next door and was close to the Pyles for many years. “If he done something she didn’t like, she’d tell him about it.”5 No one doubted that, as Ed Goforth, another neighbor, put it later, “She wore the pants in the family.” Goforth remembered arriving one morning to help Will with some work. “She looked over at Mr. Pyle and said, ‘Will, take Ed and go shear the sheep today.’ Well, Ed and Will sheared the sheep that day.”6

She raised her only child, whom she always called Ernest, with a mixture of toughness and tenderness. One of Pyle’s strongest memories captured the contradiction. On a summer day when the boy was four or five, he was walking behind his father’s plow when he stopped to fetch some wild roses for his mother. Cutting the stems with his father’s penknife, he suddenly saw a long snake approaching swiftly through the grass. He screamed, bringing his father on the run, and Will sent him back to the house a half-mile away. Ernest came to a patch of high weeds rising between himself and the house. Fearing another snake might be lurking there, he called to his mother, who appeared at the door and summoned him to come ahead through the weeds. He froze and began to cry, whereupon Marie came and whipped him for his apparent stubbornness. “That evening,” her son wrote thirty years later, “when my father came in from the fields, she told him about the crazy boy who wouldn’t walk through the weeds and had to be whipped. And then my father told her about the roses … and the snake. It was the roses, I think, that hurt her so. My mother cried for a long time that night after she went to bed.” For the rest of her life she retold the story on herself, as if to expiate a sin.7

The other woman in Ernie’s life possessed a will to match his mother’s. She was Mary Taylor, Marie’s older sister, who lived with the family until she married a neighbor, George Bales, at the age of forty, when Ernest was six. “Tall and straight” with “more energy than a buzz saw,” she dominated Bales as Marie dominated Will Pyle. Uncle George was likable and smart but he was a dreamer, preferring grand, unrealized schemes to the myriad small tasks necessary for success on his farm. So it was Mary Bales who put in the long days of labor, raising enough chickens, hogs and cattle to get by. As a boy, Ernie saw a great deal of her. Later, after Marie Pyle and George Bales died, Aunt Mary and Will Pyle lived on together in the Pyle farmhouse.8

Though not prosperous, the Pyles were respected, hardworking, churchgoing people. To their son they passed on decency and compassion, sensitivity toward others and a capacity for hard work. Yet there was some obscure unhappiness in this small family that planted in Ernie the seeds of a lifelong melancholy. It drove him to flee not only Dana but all spheres of safe, straitened routine, to assay large achievements far beyond Dana’s field of vision. The exact sources of these drives can only be guessed at. But they had something to do with Ernie’s enduring image of his small, silent father—and perhaps his uncle, too—toiling with little pleasure or worldly success in the shadow of the two strong-willed sisters. In Ernie’s mind, his father would always be the “little man” straining against “the wind of futility.” And so, Ernie feared, might he become such a man himself. The image persisted in his life and writings. His low points would always be shadowed by the fear that he was nothing but an ineffectual man striving mightily to no purpose, and governed by the whims of a powerful woman. Yet the endearing character Pyle established for himself as a writer, and the subjects of his legendry in World War II, were common men transcending the grinding circumstances of everyday existence. Will Pyle’s memory cut both ways.

Ernie grew up as a keenly intelligent child in a home and a town where intellect and big dreams were not especially esteemed. Homely, small for his age, and fussed over by a strong-willed mother, he tended toward self-pity in a world of boys who all seemed bigger, more easygoing, and blessed with fathers who cut a wider swath than Will. Being a “farm boy” instead of a “town boy” exacerbated his itchy sense of inferiority. “I was a farm boy,” he wrote nearly thirty years later, “and town kids can make you feel awfully backward when you’re young…. Even today I feel self-conscious when I walk down the street in Dana, imagining the town boys are making fun of me.”9 While the other kids in the schoolyard wrestled and roughhoused, “I always sat under a tree and ate my apple.”10 His closest friend, a boy one year older named Thad Hooker, often urged Ernie to try sports. But Thad would be pushed away with a bitter “Aw, hell, you know I’m no good at games.”11 Because his voice cracked when he spoke loudly or excitedly, he developed a lifelong habit of clearing his throat before speaking, then using a low and even tone to lessen the chance of a humiliating squeak. At some point he grew anxious about his teeth, cleaning them constantly with twine.12 Intelligence and insecurity fought in Ernie’s mind, pushing him to the role of the outsider looking in, unsure whether to test himself against the big boys or feign disinterest and wish them all a short trip to hell.

Certainly a farmer’s life held no appeal for him. When Ernie was nine, Will led him into the fields and showed him how to use the harrow and plow. From that point on, Ernie remembered, “I worked like a horse,” an animal he came to despise. He once estimated he rode five thousand miles to school and back on the Pyles’ nag, and he trudged for many more miles behind horses in the fields. That was more than enough. During his years of constant cross-country travel, he refused to stay at farmhouses that rented rooms to guests, saying simply, “I’ve had enough of farms.” “Horses were too slow for Ernest,” Will remembered later. “He always said the world was too big for him to be doing confining work here on the farm.”13

He cherished his glimpses of that wider world. Whenever a post-card arrived in the Pyle mailbox, he would snatch it and paste it into a scrapbook. He read as much as he could—mostly newspapers and adventure tales. On a trip with his father to Chicago about 1910, he got his first impression of the big-city newspaper trade amid the noisy traffic of autos and street vendors. “I remember as a kid … how impressed I was with the ads I could see on the sides of huge trucks hauling loads of newsprint for the Chicago Herald-Examiner,” he once told a friend, “the pictures and names of the writers, and the colored pictures of the comic-strip heroes.”14

One species of hero just then emerging into public consciousness held a special allure. In Ernie’s early teens, the walls of his bedroom sprouted sketch after sketch of race cars—the boxy, big-wheeled behemoths of racing’s earliest days. His inspiration was the Indianapolis 500, then in its infancy but no less redolent of masculine glamour than it is today. One year his parents allowed Ernie to attend the race. He was enthralled by the giant crowd lining the two-and-a-half-mile brick oval, the spectators’ black Model T’s jamming the grassy infield, reporters rushing in and out of the speedway’s five-story “press pagoda,” the howl of engines and the glimpse through the smoke of drivers in their helmets and goggles. The annual race, which he witnessed several times, excited his imagination for many years. Even in his thirties, he daydreamed of racing at Indianapolis—a clue to the yen for glory that stirred beneath his self-deprecating facade. “I would rather win that 500-mile race than anything in this world,” he confessed in 1936. “To me there could be no greater emotion than to come down that homestretch, roaring at 130 miles an hour, those 500 exhausting, ripping miles behind you, your face black with grease and smoke, the afternoon shadows of the grandstands dark across the track, a hundred thousand people yelling and stomping their excitement, and you holding up your proud right arm high in the Speedway tradition of taking the checkered flag—the winner! I have dreamed of myself in that role a thousand times.”15

Not surprisingly, the boy who longed for speedway heroics also longed to join the Army when, in 1917, President Wilson committed American forces to the Allied cause in World War I. Too young for service by more than a year, Ernie watched in frustration as other Dana boys left for Europe, including Thad Hooker, who was permitted to leave school early in 1918 to join up. At the high school commencement that spring, a flag-draped chair took Thad’s place among the graduating seniors. “I could hardly bear to go to commencement, I was so ashamed that I wasn’t in the Army, too,” Ernie recalled later.16 In October 1918 he enlisted in the Naval Reserve, hoping to see action eventually. But that hope burst only a month later, when the warring powers announced an armistice.

With no war to escape to, Ernie searched for alternatives. After the prospect of battle, college seemed a pale second choice, but at least it promised a route away from the farm. So, in the fall of 1919, he left for Bloomington with a single suitcase and an aimless ambition. “He always had big ideas,” said Nellie Kuhns Hendrix, for whom Ernie, ten years older, was a big brother figure, telling the neighborhood youngsters of faraway places and imagined adventures. “He wanted to do things.”17 

“We aspire to become journalists …”

The war’s end brought Indiana University its biggest enrollment to date in the fall of 1919: 2,229 students, more than twice the population of Dana. Among the young veterans flooding the campus was Paige Cavanaugh, a wisecracking iconoclast from the small town of Salem, Indiana, who would become Ernie’s lifelong surrogate brother. The two could be serious or raucous together, and they shared many likes and dislikes, though Ernie never could share Cavanaugh’s contempt for war veterans who paraded their special status. “Ernie had a hero complex,” Cavanaugh said later. “He and I both had a good eye for phonies around the campus, and we used to sit around and mimic them. But nobody who had been overseas could do wrong in Ernie’s eyes, no matter how big a blowhard he was.”18

Cavanaugh later enjoyed claiming credit for launching Ernie’s newspaper career, if only by suggesting they enroll in journalism as sophomores because the course was reputed to be easy. In fact, Ernie had expressed a strong interest in the field as a freshman, but university rules prevented him from taking the introductory course until his second year. Cavanaugh later told the story this way: on registration day in the fall of 1920 the country-boy team of Cavanaugh and Pyle tiptoed into a silent classroom where a professor in horn-rimmed glasses sat waiting over his enrollment book, appraising his disheveled scholastic suitors without a word. In the stillness Ernie finally cleared his throat and announced: “We aspire to become journalists, sir.”19

Though he majored in economics, journalism occupied most of Ernie’s remaining years at I.U. Classwork was dispatched quickly; “he had such a memory he didn’t need to study much,” a friend said.20 Instead he invested his energies in the Daily Student. Though “he had periods of mental lowness … when he was certain he wasn’t worth a damn,” he won the approval of editors who rewarded his industry with a demanding beat, the university administration.21 He was appointed editor-in-chief of the summer Student in 1921 and served as city editor the following fall. In a comment echoed by many a later editor, a Daily Student superior recalled: “He was a shy boy but worked hard and made friends quickly.”22 

One night about this time, as Ernie typed phoned-in dispatches from the Associated Press, the story of a soldier killed in battle brought tears to his eyes. It was the Pulitzer Prize-winning work of AP reporter Kirke Simpson, whose subject was the interment of the Unknown Soldier at Arlington National Cemetery in 1921. Simpson’s style trembled under the weight of patriotic melodrama—“Alone, he lies in the narrow cell of stone that guards his body; but his soul has entered into the spirit that is America”—but it affected the youngster so deeply that he could quote from the story many years later, when he told a reporter that Kirke Simpson had given him a goal to aim at.23

If Ernie had found a vocation in newspapering, his passion was to see as much of the world beyond Indiana as he possibly could. In his first college summer he leaped at the chance to labor in a Kentucky oil field. He toured the Great Lakes on a Naval Reserve cruise. “I wish I was a good ball player so I could get to make some of those trips [with the I.U. team],” he wrote Aunt Mary one spring. “They went all thru the south this spring on their training trip, and went to Ohio the other day and got to go all thru the state penitentiary.”24 He bummed rides into neighboring states, following the football team—“He wasn’t so damn much interested in boosting the morale of the team as he was in seeing the country,” Cavanaugh said—and finally joined the team as manager in order to secure train tickets.25 But his midwestern rambling paled in comparison to the remarkable stunt he pulled in the spring of 1922, when he and three fraternity brothers wangled permission to accompany the I.U. baseball team by ship to Japan. Working as cabin boys, Ernie and his comrades survived a typhoon in the North Pacific only to find their papers prevented them from disembarking in Japan. To Ernie’s delight, they were forced to journey on to China and the Philippines before rejoining the team for the cruise home. “I never felt better in my life,” he wrote his parents from Shanghai.26

By the middle of his senior year, the outside world looked so inviting that Ernie bailed out of college altogether. On the morning of January 28, 1923, Ernie reported for work at the daily Herald in LaPorte, Indiana, a factory town squeezed between Lake Michigan and the Indiana-Michigan border. The newspaper’s editor, an I.U. alumnus, had asked the chairman of the university’s journalism department to recommend a promising youngster to fill a reporting vacancy. The chairman had recommended Ernie enthusiastically, but he made his usual first impression in LaPorte. “Small, frail and sandy-haired … bashful and unimpressive,” the newcomer “didn’t look like a newspaper man” to the city editor. “But he was there, and we needed a man, so … he went to work.”27 And he prospered, covering a variety of assignments effectively and winning friends quickly, though “he had an inferiority complex … and would never let anybody forget that he was a ‘country boy’ and a ‘poor devil.’” Ernie wrote his outstanding story, which demonstrated rare courage, after infiltrating a Ku Klux Klan rally, then defying the thugs who trailed him out of the meeting and warned him not to publish his account.28

To leave Bloomington just one semester shy of attaining his degree must have grieved the Pyles. Yet he had spurned their wishes. Precisely what he was thinking is guesswork, as the record is bare on this point. He did solicit the opinion of his faculty mentor, Clarence Edmondson, dean of men at I.U., who advised him to take the job. Still, Ernie’s decision must have served as a harsh declaration of independence from Dana. Certainly he was thumbing his nose at propriety. When even Paige Cavanaugh, who was no stick-in-the-mud, warned Ernie he might amount to little without his diploma, his friend had only laughed and said, “We’ll see.”29

There was another factor involved in his departure: Harriett Davidson, a red-headed native of Bloomington who was “one of the most highly respected girls in school,” as Ernie proudly informed his parents. Throughout college he had dated regularly, but he fell hard only for Harriet. At the time he left for LaPorte the romance apparently remained intact, but soon Ernie began hearing tales of a young doctor who collected Harriett for dates in a sparkling red Buick. When Ernie’s colleagues on the LaPorte Herald heard of his quandary, they teased him and noisily predicted his fraternity pin would soon be returned. Then, sometime in the spring of 1923, “the pin did come back,” one of them remembered, “and all of us felt like first class heels…. Ernie was broken-hearted…. He did not want to stay in Indiana any longer….”30

A piece of lucky timing then bestowed a mercy on the miserable twenty-two-year-old. It arrived in the form of a telegram that invited Ernie to a meeting with Earle Martin, a high-ranking editor with the Scripps-Howard newspaper chain. Searching for talent, Martin had just visited Bloomington, where Ernie’s friend Nelson Poynter (then editor of the Daily Student, later a distinguished editor and publisher) had recommended Ernie. Martin offered Poynter and Pyle $30 a week each to work for the Washington Daily News, a new tabloid he had just taken over for Scripps-Howard.31 Ernie didn’t hesitate. Only four months after his arrival in LaPorte, he and Poynter boarded a train for Washington, where they pulled into Union Station early enough on a Sunday in May 1923 for Ernie to see his first major league baseball game.32 Friends in LaPorte tried to persuade him to stay a while to gather more small-town experience before this quick and painless leap to big-city journalism. But Ernie would hear none of it. His editor wasn’t surprised. From the moment Ernie arrived in LaPorte, Ray Smith remembered, “He … had ‘sand in his shoes.’”33

“A good man, but not much drive …”

The Washington Daily News was founded in 1921, just eighteen months before Ernie’s arrival, in the massive business expansion that made Scripps-Howard one of the nation’s most powerful newspaper chains. Tabloid in format, the News’ assigned mission was to woo the working man and woman away from the four established Washington dailies with short, snappy stories and aggressive local reporting. To accomplish this, Earle Martin recruited a staff of talented youngsters and set about creating a competitive tabloid without a tabloid’s traditional reliance on sensationalism and pictures. He intended to showcase cleverly written stories whose main appeal to the reader would be their brevity and punch.34

For this kind of writing the stripling from LaPorte, with his four months of professional experience, proved amazingly well suited. His superiors immediately noted gifts of efficiency and simplicity. Dispatched to cover an explosion at the Bureau of Standards early in his tenure, he phoned in notes that were a model of clarity, prompting Martin to spout off in the city room about “a damn good story.”35 Soon Ernie was shifted from reporting to the copy desk, where he transformed other reporters’ writing into the spare, readable style Martin wanted. Copyediting suited Ernie. For a writer of his temperament—suspecting he was more gifted than others but fearful of showing it—the task held hidden satisfactions. One was the sheer fun of manipulating words into pleasing shapes and sounds. Another was the pleasure of putting to rights the mangled or dull prose of the reporters; they might outrank a timid copy editor in prestige, but he held the ax over their words. Indeed, some News reporters could barely recognize their handiwork after it emerged from under Ernie’s quick pencil. But that was all to the good in the eyes of his superiors. After he converted one writer’s droning account of a multiple hanging into a few taut paragraphs, Martin tacked the article to the city room bulletin board and pronounced it “the perfect tabloid story.” Editors long remembered Ernie’s technical skills as a beginner. “He was one of the fastest copyreaders I ever saw,” said one, “and one of the cleanest writers …” Another said simply: “He had a very orderly mind.”36

He persisted in presenting himself as the “poor devil,” the awshucks kid from the sticks—a convenient refuge for a young man who nursed equal portions of ambition, irresolution and insecurity. Now and then he quietly offered articles to other publications—including, perhaps, the fledgling New Yorker, which he admired—but got nowhere. “A good man, but not much drive,” was the verdict of his peers at the News, who remembered his tenure in the mid-twenties more for his signature belch, inventive profanity and eccentric clothes than his ambition.37 They quickly became aware of a lifelong crotchet: Ernie was perpetually on the verge of an illness, in the middle of an illness or getting over an illness. One News colleague later testified to his “wondrous hypochondria. The standing office gag was to ask Ernie every hour on the hour how he felt. He had only one reply through the years: Terrible!’ And I believe the kid meant it. He always looked it.”38 Always acutely sensitive to cold, he would sometimes wander into the News for his 7:00 A.M. shift in a lumberjack shirt and a long, white stocking cap, which he wore all day. On one such day, Scripps-Howard president Roy Wilson Howard, who always dressed to impress, descended from his Park Avenue offices in New York for an inspection tour of the News. Catching sight of the apparition in the stocking cap, Howard glared at one of his editors and demanded, “What’s that?”39

Throughout Ernie’s life, new acquaintances, men as well as women, felt an urge to take care of him. Surely this was the quality that first appealed to a young woman who met him in Washington in the fall of 1923. Geraldine Siebolds, always called Jerry, had grown up in Hastings, Minnesota, a tranquil town, much less isolated than Dana, that nestled prosperously on the Mississippi River just a twenty-mile streetcar ride from St. Paul. The frame houses of Hastings all had wide, friendly porches—all, that is, but the Sieboldses’ house. It was a strange affair, built deep into the slope of a hill, with one story nearly entirely underground and another story perched atop it, no door in front and no porch. Neighbors said that Jerry’s father, a foreman at the nearby state insane asylum, was afraid of the tornados that swept through the region in summer, so he had built a house to protect himself, his wife and their four children. The odd house fed a vague notion that Siebolds himself was odd. “I got the impression from my own family that he was kind of a weird person,” said Harriet Hendrixson, who grew up several years behind Jerry in school and later became a close friend. Jerry, by contrast, was vibrant and popular, acting in school plays and singing in the Presbyterian choir. She stood out from the crowd partly because she was attractive and vivacious, but also because she excelled in schoolwork and read serious books on her own. There was a hint of the rebel about her. “She used to wear the weirdest clothes,” Mrs. Hendrixson recalled. “She’d tack them up herself and used to pin things here and there.” She had gone to Washington as a Civil Service clerk in 1918. In secret, she and a friend had taken the government service exam, breaking the news to their parents only when plans for their departure were a fait accompli.

In Washington, her rebelliousness flowered into the Greenwich Village-style bohemianism then popular among young urbanites of an intellectual bent. She was petite, with an impish smile that was peculiarly attractive in a manner more than one friend described as “pixyish.” Her clothes were tailored, though she seemed never to buy anything new for herself. She was bright, charming and provocative, displaying a fierce iconoclasm in flashes of wit. A friend remembered her “stubborn, almost … morbid, nonconformism.”40 For a time she was engaged to a dentist, but she soon threw him over as too stuffy. She and Ernie first met at a Halloween party in 1923; a year later they began to date in earnest.41

Ernie was proving unable or unwilling to devote himself to the long, patient haul that was necessary for advancement even in the harum-scarum business of newspapering where change was endemic. When he tired of his routine, he simply would leave. Before his first year at the News was out, he took off for a Caribbean fling, working his way to Puerto Rico and Panama as a seaman. After only two years on the payroll, he pronounced himself worn out at the age of twenty-four and retreated to Dana for two months of rest. During this time he missed Jerry desperately, and when he returned they were married by a justice of the peace just across the Potomac in Virginia. She scoffed at this bow to propriety, giving in only when Ernie insisted that he could not shame his parents by living in sin. For years they shared a private joke by telling friends they weren’t really married. Jerry would neither wear a ring nor observe the anniversary of their wedding, which took place in the summer of 1925.

The following spring, wanderlust struck again. Pooling their savings of about $1,000, Ernie and Jerry bought a Model T and a tent, quit their jobs and fled the capital for points west. In three months they toured the rim of the country, sleeping on the ground and cooking over open fires. They fell in love with New Mexico and Arizona, then crashed Paige Cavanaugh’s bachelor quarters in Hollywood. “They were young, wild, unconventional and neurotic,” Cavanaugh remembered. “They were tearing across the country as if someone was after them.”42 The exodus ended in New York, where they landed, exhausted and broke, at summer’s end. They sold the Ford for $150 to buy food.

They spent sixteen months in New York. Ernie’s copyediting skills brought a paycheck, first at the Evening World, then at the Post. It was not an era he cared to recall. As he summed it up long afterward: “Lived in a basement and never had enough to go to a show, and hated New York.”43 In December 1927, a letter arrived from a friend at the Washington Daily News. This was Lee Graham Miller, a young Harvard man with screen-idol looks who was a rising star in Scripps-Howard circles. In Ernie’s absence he had become managing editor. Now he wanted Pyle for his telegraph editor, in charge of all wire copy. On the day after Christmas, 1927, Ernie was back at his old desk.44 It was better than a New York basement, but still no solution to Ernie’s restlessness. Within weeks he asked Miller to let him write—in off-hour s—a regular column on aviation, and Miller agreed.

Ernie’s aviation column first appeared in the News in March 1928, only ten months after crowds of shouting Frenchmen had surged across a Paris airfield to greet a startled air-mail pilot named Charles Lindbergh as his Spirit of St. Louis taxied to a stop after thirty-three hours in the air. Lindbergh’s solo crossing of the Atlantic—now the only well-remembered feat of early aviation besides the first flight of the Wright Brothers—was in fact only the crowning moment in a decade-long frenzy of competitive efforts to court public approval of aviation in general and various corporations in particular. Air races, spectacular crashes, mysterious losses over land and sea, wild stunts, handsome prizes for distance, speed and endurance records—all these drew intense public curiosity year after year, and close attention from the press. Most magnetic of all was the lone, windblown figure of the pilot, a heroic image that resonated powerfully with Americans’ traditional love of the frontiersman and the cowboy.

Ernie conceived the notion that people would enjoy day-to-day coverage of this burgeoning new enterprise, not only in its grand advances but in its technical intricacies and amusing trivia. His column, probably the first in the United States to deal exclusively with aviation, was not unlike the early computer columns that appeared in newspapers and magazines of the 1980s, full of hope and excitement about a field of endeavor that promised (sometimes overpromised) to remake American society. Each afternoon, after an eight-hour shift on the copy desk, he would hop on a streetcar or flag a taxi bound for one or another of Washington’s airfields.45 There he would wander from office to office and hangar to hangar, chatting with anyone he found. Sometimes he would stay up half the night on a floodlit field, trading stories with pilots or mechanics and listening for the drone of distant planes approaching. There was no lack of material for stories. Washington, lying at the midpoint of the Atlantic seaboard, was then a center of aviation activity, with two of the country’s leading passenger airports, Hoover and Boiling Fields, the Washington Naval Air Station, and a sprinkling of smaller fields nearby. Downtown, congressmen and bureaucrats were shaping the new rules that would govern the new industry and handing out the contracts that would determine winners and losers among hundreds of competing entrepreneurs. As a swiftly growing business, employing 75,000 people by 1929, aviation offered the reporter continuing controversies and developments. Ernie wrote of passenger safety, night flying, engine and airplane design, the founding and expansion of airports and the birth pangs of national airlines. He encountered and befriended any number of pilots, most of them World War veterans now scrambling to earn a living as crop dusters, aerial photographers, Army aviators, passenger and cargo pilots, mail pilots or, most colorful of all, the barnstormers who gypsied from field to field, delighting crowds with wing-walks and offering thrill seekers their first flights for fees of a dollar a minute.

In this crowd of adventurers, hucksters and the occasional genius, Ernie’s face gradually became familiar and welcome. He gained friends and often beat competitors out of stories by seeming to be just another one of the fellows rather than a pushy, question-firing reporter. “Ernie always was the least conspicuous of the lot in manner and appearance,” an acquaintance of that era recalled. “He withdrew behind his cigaret, and instead of talking he for the most part smiled genially at one and all….”46

His column appeared on an inside page of the News under a succession of titles—“D.C. Airports Day by Day,” then “Airways” (with a thumbnail photo of Ernie and an enlarged byline), and finally “Aviation”—with several items of news in each day’s offering. At first he was determinedly newsy, presenting such ho-hum fare as this: “Hiram Bingham Jr., son of the Senator from Connecticut, who is also president of the National Aeronautics Corporation, was a passenger in the Washington-New York Airline’s Ryan this morning on its regular run to New York.”47 But soon Ernie settled into a looser, more descriptive style: “If you follow the movements of the air mail, day after day you will find graphic examples of some of the finest flying in the world. Perhaps you remember what a terrible day yesterday was—heavy black sky, rain pouring down, wind blowing little gales in gusts. Walter Shaffer was up in it—flying.”48

Ernie’s favorites were the anonymous and hard-drinking mail pilots, who were amassing a record of utilitarian service that gradually convinced American business of the advantages of high-speed delivery over long distances.49 In a preview of things to come, Ernie made a specialty out of telling tales of the mail pilots’ feats of bravery and improvisation. They flew under constant pressure to deliver on schedule, yet without radios or detailed flight charts. Instead, they relied on state highway maps and shared lore about the locations of golf courses, polo grounds and dangerously lofty church spires. Fears of freezing cold and bad weather accompanied the mail pilots constantly. Ernie found this stolid, workmanlike flying far more admirable than the record-seeking heroics of Lindbergh and his imitators. A typical Pyle hero was an Ohioan forced to fly double-duty to pick up the slack for a colleague killed in a crash.

[H]e has never been to the North Pole, or the South Pole, or flown across the ocean at midnight with a pig in his lap…. No, all he ever did was fly the night air mail between Cleveland and Cincinnati every night for 34 consecutive nights last winter. Two hundred and thirty-eight hours in the air in a month…. He did it by going to bed the minute he got out of his plane, and resting every second he wasn’t in the air. Even then it almost killed him. There isn’t enough money in the world to make him do it again. All of which goes to show that the boys who break into the papers every morning aren’t necessarily the ones who are doing our greatest flying.50

This sort of tribute made Ernie as popular with the pilots as they were with him, and they returned thanks—and courted further publicity—by calling him first with news. When an East Coast mail pilot had to ditch, it was said that he phoned the Post Office, then Ernie Pyle. As a close observer of Ernie’s career put it, “He found that … he had a gift for becoming a member of a group while retaining his ability to explain it to outsiders.”51 Such membership exacted a price, of course. He could not write negative stories—or not many of them—and retain his membership. His criticisms were models of caution:

With a bow to my many friends in the Air Corps, and a deeper one to the crew of the Question Mark [a record-setting airplane], some of whom I know and admire greatly, may I venture the dastardly remark that I believe the recent endurance flight was a bit foolish, unimportant and greatly overrated?52

This coziness troubled neither Ernie nor his editors. The watchdog’s role did not dominate newsrooms of the 1920s.

When the pilots called Ernie, or when they told of their exploits in airfield bull sessions, he became skilled at turning their tales into miniature narratives. In twelve inches of column type he could create a compelling little story from the experience of a mail pilot flying blind in a dense fog, then finding his way to safety by the light of a burning barn. He picked up human interest items, too—for example, the boy who wrote a mail pilot asking him to fly higher so as not to hit the boy’s kite. As time went by he included more of these items in the column, realizing many readers preferred them over traditional “hard news.”

He soon understood that his “poor devil” personal style was a useful style for a writer as well. When he needed to explain a technical matter, he developed the trick of disarming the reader with an “awshucks” approach, as in, “I hope I can get this straight, altho it’s going to be a little difficult….” His allusions were admirably concrete. Why did pilots prefer private airfields to public? Because, Ernie explained, “at a private field you get the kind of treatment you get at a high-class hotel, and at most municipal fields you get the kind of treatment you receive at the traffic bureau when you go for a driver’s permit.” And he allowed himself (with his editors’ acquiescence) to speak in a voice that was increasingly personal:

[Y]ou will never know what real despair is until you get a job on a newspaper and spend two hours trying to be funny in a column like this, and every time you read it over and revise it it gets worse, and finally you have to tack a paragraph like this on the end to let your readers know you don’t think it’s funny either. Not very funny, anyway.53

In newspaper offices and at airfields, it was clear that Ernie had succeeded. The News soon relieved him of his copy desk duties, freeing him to work full time on the column. Not long afterward he was named aviation editor for all of Scripps-Howard. When a high-ranking editor undertook to introduce Ernie to Amelia Earhart, the renowned aviatrix stopped him. “Not to know Ernie Pyle,” she said, “is to admit that you yourself are unknown in aviation.54

Friends thought Ernie’s four years on the aviation beat were the happiest of his life. His time was largely his own. He chose his own topics; wrote in a more personal vein than the average reporter; and enjoyed a lay expertise in an interesting field. He even enjoyed a certain prestige. He spoke regularly with senators, cabinet secretaries and congressmen. Important fliers such as James Doolittle and Ira Eaker, later commander of the Eighth Army Air Force in World War II, were personal friends. A diverse collection of acquaintances—pilots, reporters, cops on the beat—dropped in often at the Pyles’ apartment in southwest Washington, filling the humid air with convivial talk of flying, newspapering and where to find bootleg whiskey. To most friends the Pyles’ life appeared carefree and exciting, and their marriage a model of mutual devotion. “They were so concerned about each other’s feelings always,” Harriet Hendrixson remembered. “You just felt it—that they adored one another, were so careful about never doing or saying anything that would displease the other. They were in harmony, let’s face it. It was almost a spiritual thing.”55

But the tranquil surface covered quiet tensions and anxieties. There was a strange, hothouse insularity about the marriage. To Paige Cavanaugh, who once stayed with the Pyles for several weeks, the atmosphere of sensitivity seemed ominous. Each, he realized, was watching the other. “Ernie and Jerry did live for each other,” Cavanaugh wrote later in an unpublished memoir, “but always in a night-marish tug of war. They were always on the alert for a change of mood.” They lived in a state of apprehension, “trying to forestall any little incident which might affect either of them. Ernie might come home in a mood of black despair caused by a rebuff while attempting to get an interview, or by a slight change in his copy by the desk, and then Jerry would go to work. And with Ernie lying on his back on the sofa, hands behind his head staring at the ceiling, Jerry quietly and patiently would mentally massage him back into a state of well-being.”56 No doubt Ernie was needy in this way. But it seems likely that for Jerry, being needed so desperately filled a gaping hole inside herself as well.

Ernie brooded about what would become of him in a profession that often served the old unkindly. He feared that aviation was becoming the domain of corporate big shots and that public interest was fading. Now in his early thirties, he had been in the newspaper business long enough to see older men, even successful ones, shunted into second-rate jobs as younger men came up through the ranks. Cavanaugh believed Ernie dreaded becoming “old, sour-pussed, [in] ill health, in debt, kicked from one desk job to another—a desk that finally had to have a bottle of cheap gin in the lower right hand drawer so as a man could keep on his feet.”57

In the spring of 1932, the News’ editor-in-chief, Lowell Mellett, asked Ernie to become the paper’s managing editor. Ernie was appalled. The job would put an end to his writing and traveling, the very things he loved about the business. Instead, he would be an inside man again, a news technician who sat down to a desk each day in a ritual that would only remind him how short was the tenure of most editors. Then would come the polite demotion, and he would be on his way down toward the dead end he dreaded.

He said yes.

He liked and respected Lowell Mellett, felt grateful to the News, didn’t want to let down his employers. So he threw himself into the job for three years, working killing hours, planning each day’s edition, overseeing staff and payroll, making policy decisions and troubleshooting. He turned out to be good at the work, but he hated it. “For Christ’s sake don’t ever let ’em make you editor of a paper,” he advised a friend a few years later. “It’s a short-cut to insanity.”58

All around Washington the drama of the early New Deal was being played out, but the News’ business was local coverage; stories of the federal government came from Scripps-Howard and the United Press. Ernie’s mind was not on the great issues of the day, but on crime, snappy features and the latest local tidbits from the streets of the District. He prodded his reporters, demanding that they “jolt” themselves—not to work harder but to “work more keenly.” One of his memos to the staff was a definitive statement of his own approach to reporting and writing:

We have to make people read this paper, by making it so alert and saucy and important that they will be afraid of missing something if they don’t read it…. We are asleep. Dead…. Get alive. Keep your eyes open. There are swell stories floating around your beats every day that you either don’t see or don’t bother to do anything about when you do see them….

You can hardly walk down the street, or chat with a bunch of friends, without running into the germ of something that may turn up an interesting story if you’re on the lookout for it. News doesn’t have to be important, but it has to be interesting. You can’t find interesting things, if you’re not interested…. Always look for the story—for the unexpected human emotion in the story….

Write a story as tho it were a privilege for you to write it…. You don’t have to be smart-alecky or pseudo-funny. Be human. Try to write like people talk.59

As Ernie pushed himself to do a job he disliked, Jerry became more reclusive. Holing up with her books, playing sad songs on the piano and drinking, she resisted his pleas to develop more interests and get out of the apartment. He was her only interest in life, she told him; making him happy would sustain her. Remarks by Ernie to friends years later make it clear that by now he knew his wife was troubled in depths he could not fathom. He even began to worry that she might attempt suicide.60

At some point during this period, Jerry discovered she was pregnant and elected to have an abortion. The timing, the circumstances of the pregnancy, Jerry’s reasons for the termination—all these are matters of conjecture. But when Ernie told friends about the episode later, it was clear he had been deeply disturbed by it. He had wanted the child; she had not.61 Her decision could only have compounded his mounting sense of hopelessness about the future.

“I … have failed to achieve my ambition,” he wrote an old friend. “In fact my life the past few years has gone in such a routine and deadening way that I am not sure any more just what my ambitions are. I think maybe I haven’t any material ambitions—rather my ambition is to be free enough of material and financial worries that I can just sit and read and think. But to do that one has to get rich, and the prospects of me ever being rich are very slim indeed…. I get no chance to do any writing. I think that is where my greatest satisfaction lies—in writing—in expressing my feelings in print, and I don’t get a chance to do it now.”62

A decade earlier, during his first months at the News, Ernie had piped up during a late-night bull session to say: “You know, my idea of a good newspaper job would be just to travel around wherever you’d want to without any assignment except to write a story every day about what you’d seen.”63 Now, a decade later, he got a chance to try the idea. Recuperating from an illness, he followed his doctor’s suggestion to take a long, leisurely trip across the country. He and Jerry poked about the Southwest—for which they conceived a lifelong love—then caught a slow freighter from California back to the East Coast. Aboard ship they passed many hours talking with a pleasant old gentleman who did nothing but travel the world. Ernie said later the traveler was “one of the few old men … who, by mere example, take the horror out of growing old.” It was “the happiest three weeks of my life.”64

They returned to Washington, and that appeared to be that. But just then the syndicated columnist Heywood Broun took a vacation, leaving a hole inside the News. Ernie filled it with eleven whimsical articles about his trip, and the stories made an impression around town. One who took particular note was George “Deac” Parker, Scripps-Howard’s editor-in-chief. Pyle’s articles “had a sort of Mark Twain quality,” Parker recalled later, “and they knocked my eyes right out.”65

Encouraged, Ernie confessed his unhappiness with his job to Lowell Mellett and resurrected his old daydream of doing a roving reporter column. Such an assignment not only would satisfy his own longings for travel and self-expression; he also believed it offered Jerry a desperately needed hope of renewal through fresh experience and a dramatic—and perpetual—change of scene. He pestered Mellett and Parker until, as Ernie recalled later, Parker said, “Oh, all right, go on and get out. You can try it a little while as an experiment. We’ll see how it turns out.”66 Lee Miller would be his editor. The News would run the column each day, six days a week. Other Scripps-Howard papers would be allowed to pick and choose.

“I didn’t like the inside work,” Ernie told a reporter later. “I didn’t like to be bossed … I didn’t like to be tied down, roped in. I wanted to get out … get away … keep going.”67 
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“A Nice Little Column”


ROVING REPORTER, 1935-1939

ERNIE WANDERED THE WESTERN HEMISPHERE FOR NEARLY SEVEN YEARS, from 1935 until early in 1942. A tramp with an expense account, he explored cities, towns and crossroads villages in forty-eight states, Alaska, Canada, Hawaii, and Central and South America. He got out of his Dodge convertible coupe to talk with thousands of people—soda jerks, millionaires, death-row inmates, movie stars, cranks, cowboys, strippers, sheepherders, strikers, bosses, promotors, sculptors, mayors, hookers, teachers, prospectors, tramps and evangelists. He wrote two and a half million words that comprise a forgotten but magnificent mosaic of the American scene in the Great Depression.

And in the process he created “Ernie Pyle.”

The actual Ernie remained a bundle of contradictions and anxieties, pressured by deadlines and perpetually worried. But “Ernie Pyle” came to life as a figure of warmth and reassurance, a sensitive, self-deprecating, self-revealing, compassionate friend who shared his sadnesses and exhilarations, his daydreams and funny stories, his ornery moods and nonsensical musings, his settled prejudices and deepest meditations. In 1935, Pyle was merely a skilled newspaperman. By 1942, he had become a consummate craftsman of short prose and simultaneously shaped a mythic role for himself: an American Everyman ready for war.

“The heart of the thing”

In the latter half of the 1930s, news broke in thunderclaps—Nazi and Fascist aggression; civil war in Spain; resurgent depression; great labor strikes; the political wars of the later New Deal. It was also a time of heavyweight newspaper columnists—political tub-thumpers like Heywood Broun, Westbrook Pegler and Hugh Johnson; the chattering scandalmongers Walter Winchell and Drew Pearson; and, watching from above, the austere, intellectual Walter Lippmann, guiding presidents and other mortals through “Today and Tomorrow.” Amid such news and among such giants Ernie Pyle seemed a pygmy. The heavyweights ran in hundreds of papers; Pyle’s whimsical wanderlogue ran only in Scripps-Howard’s twenty-four outlets, and inconsistently even in those. The column simply did not fit conventional definitions of news, and some editors doubted the wisdom of running a thousand words of it day in and day out. “It wasn’t flashy, provocative, pontifical or in any way sensational,” observed George Carlin, the United Feature executive who later took charge of selling Pyle in syndication. “Editors would all allow as how they liked it; a nice little column to have around but it wasn’t ‘essential.’”1 Gradually, editors began to see what their readers saw—a quirky charm and a cumulative power that sharply distinguished the column from dime-a-dozen human interest features. You read Lippmann for wisdom, Pegler for controversy, Winchell for gossip, but Pyle you read for sustenance in difficult times. In Washington, a newspaper deliveryman was overheard to say, “The trouble with these column guys is they want to organize the world … except Pyle. Throw the rest away, but gimme Pyle.”2² When readers were polled in Scripps-Howard towns, Ernie invariably stood atop the list of favorite features among young and old, hard-up and well-to-do. An editor in Denver once told him that “kids, Civil War veterans, capitalists, professional men, and WPA workers all read everything you write that they can get.”3 Fan letters flowed in from the homebound elderly, who loved to travel in Ernie’s shoes, while in Evansville, Indiana, a poll showed him to be the favorite columnist of local teenagers. In Pittsburgh, the column was thought to be especially popular among college students. In El Paso, an editor reported that “Ernie Pyle’s name is as well known … as the police chief’s,”4  but that was nothing compared to Cleveland, where “the impression soon prevails in your mind that Ernie Pyle … is the president of the United States….”5

People who read Ernie Pyle every day were treated to a study in American particulars, often celebratory but often skeptical as well. His datelines, which ranged from the great cities to the tiniest dots on the map, signified the triumph of his youthful wanderlust. He sought the exotic as well as the familiar, delighting in every return to favorite places such as New Orleans and Albuquerque. He took exuberant pride in tallying new feats of geographic mastery, as when he crossed the border of his forty-eighth state (it was Utah in the fall of 1936). He sought out geographical extremes and oddities—the Northwest Angle of Minnesota, that odd chunk of the United States that juts into Ontario; the nation’s southernmost place (Key West); the lowest point in the nation (Death Valley, California; “… you could go stand in it if you wanted to wade in the salt marsh”); the extraordinarily gradual drop in elevation in the five hundred miles between the Rocky Mountains and Oklahoma City, “the longest and gentlest slope in the world.” He relished the richness of place names—Mexican Hat, Utah; Tamazunchale, Mexico (“The closest an American can come to saying it is ‘Thomas ’n Charlie’”); and an Indiana village that went by four different names, depending on whether one consulted the road map, the rail depot, the Post Office or the residents. His senses were keenly attuned to local idiosyncrasies, pleasing or not. “I know within five minutes after driving into a town whether it’s any good or not …,” he wrote. “Some cities are grouchy, some are indifferent, some are stuck-up, some have a robbery complex.” He was no mere booster. The Atlantic coast from New York to Portland, Maine, he said, was “one long hideous summer resort for 400 miles, with millions of unhappy-looking people running in and out of hot dog stands in their bathrobes.” When Scripps-Howard’s editors in Ohio pleaded to have Pyle dispatched to talk up their depressed industrial centers in hopes of spurring tourism, Ernie was privately furious at their thinly veiled attempt to enlist him as “an all-around Chamber of Commerce mouthpiece for the flat dismal state of Ohio.” He went, but took his revenge with a couple of rabbit punches: “If there’s anything in this world devised to give a motorist the flibbertijibbets, it’s an old, wornout, patched-up brick pavement. For some reason, Ohio is filthy with them,” and: “In northern Ohio—Akron, Cleveland, Toledo—prices are so high you get indigestion eating your meal. Hotels are up too.”6

The column breathed the air of democracy. Other national columnists wrote down to readers from the cultural heights of New York, Washington and Hollywood, but Ernie wrote “on the level,” among and about ordinary people. His trademark topics were drawn from the concrete stuff of everyday life. He resented pretense and snobbery, prized individualism and eccentricity. “Goddam all big shots,” he told a friend, a sentiment that pervaded the column.7 He far preferred “regular” people, by which he meant people innocent of class-consciousness, people “you could talk to.” He suspected the mighty and embraced the low, and he held that the distance between those social extremes was much shorter than either believed. At a press conference he once appraised the spirit of the New Deal in the person and manner of Harry Hopkins, the shrewd social worker who became President Roosevelt’s right-hand man:

Mr. Hopkins, I liked you because you look like common people. I don’t mean any slur by that either, because they don’t come any commoner than I am, but you sit there so easy swinging back and forth in your swivel chair, in your blue suit and blue shirt, and your neck is sort of skinny, like poor people’s necks, and you act honest, too.

And you answer the reporters’ questions as though you were talking to them personally instead of being a big official. It tickled me the way you would say, “I can’t answer that,” in a tone that almost says out loud, “Now you knew damn well when you asked me that I couldn’t answer that.”8

There was always a twist in his portrayal of the common man. During and after World War II it was often said that Pyle’s travel writings in the 1930s were about “the ordinary human being living his ordinary life,” as a Scripps-Howard editor once put it.9 That was wrong. Ernie, following the adage that news is what departs from the norm, knew the truly ordinary was inevitably dull. It is far more accurate to say he studied unknown people doing extraordinary things. Take the month of December 1935, when he wrote of a young woman who had defied the norms of her backwoods village by forcing her father to quit abusing her (she killed him); and of an Alabama man who so loved Roman history that he built a genuine Roman temple on a hill and fitted it out as a home for himself. Or June 1936, when he wrote of a semi-literate black man who made a fortune in the logging business; and of the solid, comfortable home an old squatter had built out of materials extracted from the Memphis city dump and daubed all over with paint the colors of the rainbow.10 Subjects like these were an apotheosis of commonness, a transformation of the ordinary into the sublime. They brought to life the American myth of self-recreation—a myth that appealed to Ernie because it lay at the heart of his own life.
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