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Boys dream of war. In their mind’s eye, they fight as bravely as Sir Galahad or the Three Musketeers. But they’re not supposed to really go to war. Smedley Darlington Butler did, when he was just 16. He ran off to join the marines and fight the dastardly Spaniards in Cuba. He never knew a Spaniard; he’d never been far from home. It was all just picture books and recruiting posters and rippling flags to him.

In the end, he would turn his own life into a storybook. But not the kind he grew up reading.

Smedley Butler would fight valiantly all over the world—Cuba, the Philippines, China, Nicaragua, Haiti, France. He would lead men into battle against impossible odds; he would be decorated more than any other marine in his day. But it was not until many years later that Smedley Butler finally got to fight for his country.

He was the man who saved America. And he did it right at home.
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Act 1
THE YEAR OF
THE DRAGON


HEBEI PROVINCE, CHINA, AUGUST 1900

[image: Image]he sun was a furnace as young Smedley Darlington Butler and his fellow soldiers trudged across the scorched and dusty plains of northern China. There were no trees to shade them from the merciless glare. There were no cool, clean waters to relieve their terrible thirst, just the sluggish, yellow muck of the Pei Ho River, whose meandering path they wearily followed. The wagon road on which they were marching took a perversely crooked route, as all Chinese roads did, because evil spirits were said to fly on straight lines. At times the frustrated soldiers tried to shorten their march by cutting through the cornfields that lined the road. But closed in by the dense stalks where no breeze could find them, the men felt even more suffocated by the heat.

As the hours went by and the sun reached its full fury, the soldiers abandoned more and more of what they had brought. Blankets, tents, shovels, ponchos all began to litter the roadside. And then they began to strip off their very uniforms, until some were nearly naked except for the rifles and ammunition belts strung across their bodies.

And still, they pushed on toward Peking, driven by the terror that they would be too late, that their countrymen—men, women and children—would be overrun and slaughtered by the Chinese hordes that had been laying siege to the capital city’s foreign compounds. The stories had been racing around the world for months, horrifying newspaper readers across America and Europe: stories of Christian missionaries and their families being tortured by “Oriental demons” in the most unspeakable ways—death by a thousand cuts and other exquisite agonies, described in titillating detail. Some newspapers even declared that all foreigners in Peking had already been horribly massacred. “The Streets Ran Blood,” blared the Topeka State Journal.
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DAMSELS IN DISTRESS: THE ARMIES OF THE WESTERN WORLD DESCENDED ON PEKING AFTER HEARING OF OUTRAGES AGAINST “CHRISTIAN WOMEN.”

China had gone mad. The Empress Dowager, the cunning monarch who ruled the Manchu court, was reported to have unleashed a mysterious martial arts cult known as the Boxers on the “foreign devils” residing in the Middle Kingdom. Despite their humble, peasant origins, the Boxers were thought by their countrymen—including the Empress herself—to possess otherworldly powers that could withstand even the bullets and guns of the Western powers. With their long pigtails, red sashes and curved swords, the Boxers struck fear in the round-eyed missionaries and merchants who seemed to be overrunning China. But they were an inspiration to the Chinese people who felt humiliated by the Western intruders.

Now the armies of the Western world were marching on Peking, some 16,000 soldiers from eight nations. They had left the port city of Tientsin on August 4, some 97 miles away. If they were in time, this remarkable military procession would be a rescue mission. If not, they would be a blazing sword of vengeance.

Among the marching soldiers was 18-year-old U.S. Marine Corps Lieutenant Smedley Butler, who commanded a company of 45 enlisted men. Butler had already been wounded once in China, shot in the right leg during the vicious battle for Tientsin. He did not know what to expect as he and his men prepared to set off on their desperate march for Peking. He did not know if his luck would stand and whether he would ever again see his mother and father and his younger brothers, Samuel and Horace (whom he called “Horrid”). On the morning before they marched, Butler wrote his mother, Maud, a letter, using the plain language of the Quaker faith in which he was raised.

My darling Mother,

We start in one hour for Peking. Preparations all made, expect to run against 30,000 chinamen to-morrow morning. Don’t be worried about me. If I am killed, I gave my life for women and children just as dear to some poor devil as thee and Horrid are to me.

Lots of love to all. Good bye.

Thy son,

Smedley D. Butler.

Butler looked too young to die. He was a bantam rooster of a boy-man, measuring a scrappy 5-foot-9 and weighing no more than 140 pounds. His bird beak was the first thing you noticed about him, and then his penetrating eyes, which went along with his pugnacious attitude. You wouldn’t know it to look at the sinewy young man, with the massive marine tattoo carved into his chest, but he was a Philadelphia blueblood, the scion of three prominent Pennsylvania families who traced their ancestry back to William Penn’s colony. Both of his grandfathers were politically connected bankers, and his father, Thomas Butler, was a powerful congressman, who—despite the family’s devout Quaker roots—used his platform on the Naval Affairs Committee to prod turn-of-the-century America into becoming a military power.
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HYSTERIA SWEPT THE AMERICAN PRESS DURING THE WARS AGAINST SPAIN AND CHINA.

Still, Congressman Butler was appalled when his teenage son announced that he was leaving the bosom of his distinguished family to join the toughest fighting arm of the military, the United States Marine Corps. But there was nothing he or the boy’s mother could do to stop him. At the time, Smedley was enrolled at prestigious Haverford School, the training ground for the sons of wealthy Quaker families. In the classroom, he was as bored and restless as young Tom Sawyer.

Maybe Smedley, with his utter disinterest in school, knew he would never equal his father in the marble halls of Washington or the plush salons of Main Line Philadelphia. So he would find another way to become a man and impress his father. He would become a man of “action, not books,” in his words.

When the USS Maine blew up in Havana Harbor in February 1898 and war fever swept through the country, that settled it. Smedley joined the crowds that built bonfires and sang out, “Remember the Maine, to Hell with Spain!” Suddenly school seemed even more “stupid and unnecessary,” he thought. At 16, Smedley announced to his mother that she must accompany him to the marine headquarters in Washington, D.C., and give permission for him to join up, or he would lie about his age and enlist anyway.

And so, after six weeks of training, Second Lieutenant Smedley Butler finally got the flashy uniform that had dazzled him when he first saw a marine officer strolling by on the streets of Philadelphia—the one with the dark-blue coat, and sky-blue trousers emblazoned with scarlet stripes down the seams. And, in July, he was shipped off to fight in Cuba—the splendid little war against the dying Spanish empire that would turn America into a young empire.

The fresh-faced marine officer arrived too late to see much action. It would not be until two years later, in a land even farther away—China, the ancient Middle Kingdom—that Smedley Butler would fully experience the savage education that is war.

When the allied forces marched out of Tientsin for Peking, to the triumphal strains of a U.S. Army band, Butler marveled at the variety of flapping banners and crisp uniforms on display—the French Zouaves in red and blue, the Royal Welsh Fusiliers with their five black ribbons hanging from their collars, the turbaned Sikhs, the Cossack cavalrymen in their white tunics and shiny black top-boots. The colorful military pageant represented the combined, fearsome might of the imperial powers: Great Britain, Germany, Austria, France, Italy, Russia, Japan and the United States. Never before had the world seen such a union of lethal force.

But as the days went by, and the sun beat down mercilessly, the procession grew ragged and dispirited. The troops choked on clouds of dust kicked up by the rumbling artillery carriages and were besieged by dark swarms of flies and bloodthirsty mosquitoes. The American soldiers were especially parched because they had brought fewer water tanks than their allies and the water sterilizing machines that Washington had promised had still not arrived.

Butler warned his men not to drink from the muddy wells they found in the villages along the way, fearing they had been poisoned by the Boxers. And the Pei Ho River looked equally putrid. But mad with thirst, Butler’s marines could not help themselves and they sometimes gulped frantically from the river, straining the sallow water with their handkerchiefs and holding their noses to block the river’s stench. To their horror, they would sometimes see headless bodies floating by—the handiwork of the Japanese soldiers leading the allied column, who not only cleared away Boxer resistance but also decapitated helpless Chinese villagers.

For the most part, the American soldiers refrained from the cruelty that seemed to come easily to their allies, especially the Japanese, Germans and Russians. Many of these soldiers felt they had the divine right of vengeance. “Spare nobody,” Kaiser Wilhelm II had commanded the German expeditionary force as they sailed from Bremerhaven. “Use your weapons so that for a thousand years hence no Chinaman will dare look askance at any German. Open the way for civilization once and for all.”
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Chinese girls threw themselves down wells rather than fall into the hands of the foreign demons. The Chinese imperial soldiers and Boxers fighting desperately to block the allied advance were also terrified of being captured by the foreign invaders. When they were wounded, they would crawl into the cornfields to die, instead of being captured alive. But some were not so lucky.

Henry Savage Landor, the celebrated British writer and explorer, witnessed one particularly brutal incident on the way to Peking. Landor knew something about torture: while traveling in forbidden Tibet in 1897, he had been captured and subjected to torches and the stretching rack. But he was particularly disturbed by what he saw one day in China, when a prisoner fell into the hands of American soldiers.

“Take him away and do with him what you damned please,” an American officer told the soldiers.

The doomed man was then dragged under a railway bridge, where he was punched and kicked by the Americans, only to be replaced by a French soldier, who shot him in the face. Still breathing and moaning, the prisoner was then stomped on by a Japanese soldier. Clinging miraculously to life, he was then stripped naked by the mob of soldiers to see if he possessed any of the supernatural charms that Boxers claimed to have. “For nearly an hour, the fellow lay in this dreadful condition,” Landor recalled, “with hundreds of soldiers leaning over him to get a glimpse of his agony, and going into roars of laughter as he made ghastly contortions in his delirium.”

As Landor noted, this barbarous behavior deeply pained most of the American boys, “who were as a rule extremely humane, even at times extravagantly gracious, towards the enemy.”

Here’s how these boys left home, saying goodbye to their dearest ones, uncertain if they would ever set eyes on one another again. Here’s how they always leave home. The mothers and sisters and sweethearts gathered, ashen-faced, around them, in their barracks on the Presidio overlooking the San Francisco Bay or on Governors Island in New York Harbor, just hours before their soldier boys set sail for China. These women wanted one last embrace, heart against heart, that they could feel longer than death. But some were too frantic to keep still.

“Oh! Why did you go and enlist, Charlie? And now you have to go and leave me and the child alone,” wept one young woman. Her Charlie was with the Fifteenth U.S. Infantry, stationed at Governors Island, and a reporter overheard their agonized farewell.

“It had to be done, Lizzie,” Charlie told his young wife as she clung to his chest. “You know I could not find any work.”

And weeks later, these boys found themselves tramping through an inferno somewhere halfway around the world, in a cornfield filled with reeking corpses. They were confused about how they had ended up there, why they were killing these odd people whose language sounded like birds. And when they fell in battle, cut down by a Chinese soldier defending his homeland, Chaplain Groves would write down their name and regiment and bury the information in a sealed bottle next to the soldier. It was the only way these American boys could later be identified and sent back home to rest in eternity.

In such a wretched place, with death hovering everywhere, soldiers have only one another. They pray that their officers are decent and wise and will not get them killed. The men of First Battalion, Company A, USMC, were lucky to have Lieutenant Butler marching at the head of their column.

Despite his privileged background and tender age, Butler acted like one of them—the roughneck immigrants, hard-luck cases and refugees from the law who made up the Marine Corps rank and file. He drank as hard as they did, and he swore as blue as they did. And, most important, he was the kind of man who would put his own life on the line for you. That’s why he was dragging a gimp leg on the long road to Peking—he had taken the bullet in his right thigh while carrying a wounded private to safety during the fight for Tientsin.
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THE IMPERIAL SOLDIERS WERE TOLD THAT THEY HAD THE DIVINE RIGHT OF VENGEANCE.

As Butler shuffled through the choking heat and dust, his injured thigh throbbed with each step. But he still did not hesitate to share his food and water with his men, or to help carry their loads when they seemed about to drop in their tracks from heat exhaustion. One of the crusty Civil War veterans who had schooled Butler in the ways of the military during his Cuba expedition had told him that if an officer helps carry a weary soldier’s load, he wins the man’s loyalty for life. And Butler’s men—even the ones old enough to be his father—soon grew devoted to their teenage leader.

Some of the European officers and the Western correspondents accompanying their advance, who had grown used to the comforts of imperial duty, brought along their Chinese “boys” to cook for them. These servants would go foraging in the countryside, bringing back poultry and pork and vegetables for savory meals, which their Western masters washed down with wine and bottled water. But Butler and his marines were forced to subsist on salted bacon and hardtack. American soldiers were fed decently while in barracks—but in the field, they ate miserably.
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PRESIDENT MCKINLEY DEFENDED THE INVASION AS A RESCUE MISSION.

One evening, after his company had set up camp, a desperate Butler decided to relieve the monotony of their diet and backtrack four miles to the rear, to a watermelon patch they had passed earlier in the day. Butler and a group of soldiers quickly fell upon the melons, splitting them open with their swords and greedily devouring their sweet red flesh. Butler himself ate 13 of them. Then he and his band loaded themselves with as many melons as they could carry for the rest of the company and started back to camp. Suddenly, as they were passing a village, Butler’s stomach was wrenched by cramps, from the surfeit of fruit or from the brackish water of the Pei Ho River that he had not been able to resist in his thirst.

Butler doubled over and started to sink to the ground. But then he caught himself, as his eyes fell on a grisly specter. Two Japanese soldiers were nailed to a door, with their eyes and tongues cut out. The Chinese had wreaked revenge on their tormentors. Butler quickly got to his feet. “We beat it back to our column in double quick time.”

After nine days, the allies reached Tungchow, 12 miles from Peking, where the Chinese imperial forces made their final stand to stop the Western drive on the capital. General Li Ping-heng, the old patriot in command of China’s resistance, watched wretchedly as his ranks were depleted by deserters. “From youth to old age I have experienced many wars, but never saw things like these. The situation is getting out of control,” General Li despaired in a final message to the Peking court. The following day, after his army was overrun, the old general swallowed poison. The allies’ path to Peking was now clear.

The assault on Peking would fully test Smedley Butler. A young officer does not know what he is really made of until he endures this kind of crucible. What is the essence of brave leadership? One of Butler’s comrades in the China relief expedition, an army colonel named A. S. Daggett, later reflected on this in his memoir. He had seen officers grow excited in battle and seek to smother their fears with “bluster” and “boisterous actions.” These men, remarked Daggett, “will never inspire men around them with confidence.”
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“But there are men,” he went on, “who have complete mastery of themselves; they remain calm and cool under the most exciting circumstances, and inspire all about them with the same spirit. They know that success against a formidable enemy is generally gained by intelligent direction. They, therefore, endeavor to restrain the impulsive nature in their commands up to the last possible moment; but when the moment arrives for the assault, they let loose their impulsive natures and rush like a thunderbolt against the enemy and carry everything before them. They use intelligence and impulse; but, knowing that the effectiveness of the latter is of short duration, they husband it so that it shall not be exhausted before it has accomplished its contemplated work. Such men are born commanders.”

This was the type of leader that Smedley Butler turned out to be.

The allied forces had decided to rest for a day some three miles outside Peking, to allow their soldiers—whose ranks were decimated by sunstroke, dysentery and typhoid—to regain their strength. But as they neared the ancient walled city—with its jade and gold treasures—greed spread like fever through the West’s imperial armies and the Russians stole a march, setting out in the dead of night to take the city by surprise. When the other Western powers discovered this duplicity, they too charged in a frenzy towards the city.

Butler and his troops came upon Peking at dawn, after slogging by night through a torrential rainstorm. Drenched and shivering, they stared at the massive battlements looming before them in the mist. “Peking was all walls, and every wall held possible danger for us,” Butler would later write.

First came the great stone wall of the outer Chinese City, then the 40-foot wall of the Tartar City, then the red wall of the Imperial City, and finally the ultimate prize—the fabled Forbidden City, where the yellow-tiled palaces of the Empress Dowager and her court gleamed mysteriously.

As Butler and his troops reached the walls of the Chinese City, pausing by a gate where ducks swam serenely in a nearby pond, they saw that the Russians’ stealth attack had not paid off. Chinese soldiers were pinning down the Russians by firing from atop the Tartar Wall. Butler’s commanding officer, Major Littleton Waller, ordered him to gather his company and charge through the gate. “Drive those pests off the wall,” Waller growled, sweeping his arm toward the Chinese sharpshooters.

Butler and his men stormed through the gate, rushing past their Russian allies. The Chinese blazed down at them. Suddenly Butler spun around in a circle, struck in the chest by a bullet. When he came to, he was on the ground, struggling for breath. “He’s shot through the heart,” one of the marines gathered around him said. “No, not the heart,” gasped the young lieutenant.

Butler had been saved by the second button on his marine blouse, which deflected the bullet. For years after, he would carry the flattened brass button in his pocket as a lucky charm. Butler’s chest, which was turning ink-black from the blow, ached and he was coughing up blood. But he insisted on rejoining his men as they continued their successful charge.

That evening, despite his injuries, Butler was intent upon slipping into the Legation Quarter, which had been liberated earlier in the day by the army’s Fourteenth Infantry. He wanted to meet the American diplomats and missionaries for whom he and his men had risked their lives. Butler and some fellow officers crawled through the Water Gate, a foul-smelling open sewer, emerging in the sedate, grassy compound of the American mission.
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CAPTURED BOXERS: THE WEST CALLED THEM “SAVAGES” BUT TO THE CHINESE THEY WERE PATRIOTS.

It was an awkward encounter. The soldiers were a grimy, bedraggled lot after marching and fighting for ten days. But the diplomatic families who greeted them seemed to be stepping out of a garden party, well-groomed and decked out in the finest fashions. Some of the men wore starched shirts with high, glazed collars, fancy flannel suits and gaily colored ties. The besieged were clearly delighted to be rescued, and they had obviously endured hardships. But, as they mingled with the sweat-stained soldiers, some of the diplomatic corps had a sniffy attitude that their rescuers found insufferable.

“We dirty creatures thought these particular fellows silly and objectionable; they put on such patronizing airs that it made one almost feel sorry we had relieved them,” said one rescuer. “They kept us at arm’s length because we were not as smartly dressed as they, and kept looking at our attire in a way which suggested that we ought to be ashamed of ourselves for not coming to relieve them without putting on our best clothes!”

Did Butler and his men fight and bleed for these coddled creatures of empire? Was this why they had tramped halfway around the globe?

The real reason for their mission emerged the next day, when the American soldiers were sent with bayonets drawn into the secret heart of Peking, where China’s power and wealth were concentrated. By seizing China’s imperial center, the United States and its allies would tighten their grip on the Middle Kingdom’s vast resources.


TEDDY AND TWAIN

THE FIGHT FOR AMERICA’S SOUL

The loudest roar for American Empire in 1900 came from the toothy, brash rising politician Teddy Roosevelt. Two years before, as the young assistant navy secretary, TR had pushed the country into the Spanish-American War—even rounding up a colorful mix of polo-playing dandies and Texas cowboys nicknamed “the Rough Riders” to lead into battle. During the 1900 presidential race, as Republican president William McKinley’s vice presidential running mate, Roosevelt led the charge for an “expansionist” America, robustly defending the occupation of the Philippines and the Boxer campaign.

“Expansion means in the end not war, but peace,” he told a boisterous campaign crowd in St. Paul, Minnesota. Granting freedom to Philippine rebels or backing down from the Boxers in China, shouted Roosevelt, “would be precisely like giving independence to the wildest tribe of Apaches in Arizona.”

The 1900 presidential race became a referendum on American imperialism, which the Democratic National Platform declared was “the paramount issue of the campaign.” Imperialism, the Democrats stated, “meant conquest abroad and intimidation and oppression at home.”
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“I am a Boxer.” —Mark Twain

The Democratic candidate, crusading populist William Jennings Bryan, was a silver-tongued orator and he put up an impassioned fight. The battle over American interventionism was a crusade for the country’s very soul, he told a rally in Lincoln, Nebraska. “When you go to the polls to vote, remember that you are an American citizen. For 124 years this nation has held before the world the light of liberty.” Don’t let this light be extinguished in the jungles of the Philippines, Bryan implored his fellow citizens.

In the end, the American people chose the dazzling vision of global power painted by Roosevelt. The Republican ticket won an overwhelming victory in November. But the voices of dissent were not silenced.
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Rootin’ tootin’ Teddy Roosevelt

The most persuasive voice raised against the country’s expansionist policies was that of Mark Twain. He had a simple way of skewering the logic of imperialism that made it seem distinctly un-American. Shortly after the triumph of the McKinley-Roosevelt ticket, Twain appeared before an overflow gathering of educators in New York City and announced, “I am a Boxer.”



OEBPS/images/f0025-01.jpg
ARPER’S
WEEKLY

Jouzel FoioNiiation






OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/f0029-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg
ALL FOREIGNERS
[N PERING DEAD

All Missionaries and Converts
Being Exterminated

TRIESTS HORRIBLY TORTURED

Wrapped in KeroseneSoaked Cotton
and Roasted to Dea










OEBPS/images/9781439117743.jpg
PULP#HISTORY






OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg
SMEDLEY BUTLER’S
LONG MARCH






OEBPS/images/f0022-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0026-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/images/common02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0015-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Devil
og

‘The Amazing True Story of the
Man Who Saved America

&

By DAVID TALBOT

WITH ORIGINAL ILLUSTRATIONS BY
SPAIN RODRIGUEZ

brsiaxeo oy NORMA TENNIS
Froouceo by KAREN CROFT

Swon & Scwusee





OEBPS/images/f0024-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0024-02.jpg
TR el
P,






OEBPS/images/f0028-01.jpg
i,





OEBPS/images/f0028-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg
A,





OEBPS/images/f0017-01.jpg





