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As always, for Megan.




The lure of the front is like an opiate. After abstinence and the tedium


of workaday life, its attraction becomes more and more insistent.


Perhaps the hazards of battle, perhaps the danger itself, stir the imagination


and give transcendent meanings to things ordinarily taken for granted.


RICHARD TREGASKIS | Invasion Diary (1944)







PROLOGUE


Monday, November 22, 1943





Walking down from the mountain, the man in the American uniform could hear the scream of something sinister headed his way. Months of previous combat experience caused him to instinctively dive to the rocky ground for safety. It was too late. He felt a “smothering explosion” engulf him. In the fraction of the second before unconsciousness came, he knew he had been hit by a German shell. He sensed a “curtain of fire” rise, hesitate, and hover for “an infinite second.” An orange mist, like a tropical sunrise, arose and quickly set, leaving him, with the curtain descending, gently, in the dark.


Unconsciousness came and went in seconds. When he awoke, he knew he had been badly wounded. In that moment he realized something he had long suspected: there was no sensation of pain, only a “movie without sound.” Still stretched out on the rocky ground of Mount Corno in the Italian countryside, he could see, a couple of feet from him, his helmet, which had been gouged in two places, one hole at the front and the second ripped through the side. Catastrophe. How could he manage to make it to safety, nearly a mile away down the trail, where, he hoped, the officers that had accompanied him earlier on the mountain, Col. Bill Yarborough and Capt. Edmund Tomasik, were waiting? It was eerily quiet, as if time stood still. He could still move a bit. He sat up and saw figures of crouched men he did not recognize running up the trail. He tried to yell at them but found that his voice produced only unintelligible noise instead of words. Although rattled at first, he became calmer when he realized he could still think; he had lost his power of speech but not his power to “understand or generate thought.”


Another shell came screaming down. He hugged the ground and braced for the imminent explosion. When it came, he found it was a “tinny echo” of what had before been powerful and terrifying. A frightened soldier skidded into his position to escape the danger, and he tried to talk to the man, seeking his help, but only produced the strangled question: “Can help?” As another shell burst farther down the mountain slope, the soldier, with terror etched across his face, could only say, before he ran away, “I can’t help you, I’m too scared.”


In a haze, he barely remembered the medic who flopped beside him, bandaged his wounded head, and jammed a shot of morphine into his arm. Almost as soon as he had appeared, the medic was gone, and again he was alone. He realized that if he wanted to ever get off that mountain, he had to get up and walk. Almost miraculously, he found his glasses, unbroken, lying on the rocks a few inches away. He tried to pick them up with his right hand, and realized his entire right arm was stiff and useless. Using his left hand, he picked up his glasses, put them on, and, almost absentmindedly, placed his helmet on his bandaged head, where it sat, a fine, if precariously balanced, souvenir.


As he staggered down the mountain, he kept dropping and picking up his helmet, and he came under fire from a procession of shells. Once a shell burst so close to him that he could have touched it. He was not frightened, but only startled at its nearness. Finally, he wedged his tall, lanky frame into a small cave to wait out the barrage. He remembered being unconcerned about his plight; nothing seemed to disturb him. In fact, it seemed somehow that after escaping so many close calls during the war, his luck would finally run out. Only his instinct for self-preservation told him what to do. Despite the blood running copiously down his face, blurring his vision, he got up and staggered down the mountain like a robot, unsteady on his feet but under some directional control.


Rounding a bend in the trail, he saw Yarborough and Tomasik trying to help a wounded enlisted man. A surge of pleasure surged through him as he realized he would be saved. The colonel started to wave to him, then stopped, noticing his bloody glasses and blood-soaked shirt. With Yarborough’s help, he made it to a house to await transportation for medical assistance. The wounded man, Richard Tregaskis, a correspondent with the International News Service, looked across the room and saw a line of soldiers, with “fascinated, awed looks on their faces as they stared at me, the badly wounded man.” Those spectators, he noted, imagined more pain than he actually felt. “Such is the friendly power of shock,” Tregaskis remembered, “and the stubborn will for preservation.” Reflecting on his experience, he felt almost a sense of relief that at last it had happened: he had been hit. He felt sure he was supposed to die, but he did not.


Finally transported to the Thirty-Eighth Evacuation Hospital, Tregaskis underwent several hours of brain surgery performed by Maj. William R. Pitts. A shell fragment had driven ten to twelve bone fragments into Tregaskis’s brain, and part of his skull had been blown away, with the brain, said Pitts, “oozing out through the scalp wound.” Recuperating, Tregaskis received a visit from one of the biggest stars of journalism in World War II, Ernie Pyle, columnist for the Scripps-Howard newspaper chain. After chatting with his colleague, Pyle wrote in his popular column that if he had been injured as Tregaskis had been, he would have “gone home and rested on my laurels forever.”


Tregaskis did go back to the United States, to the U.S. Army’s Walter Reed Hospital in Washington, DC, where doctors put in an inert metal (tantalum) plate to cover the hole in his skull. It seemed an end to what had been a brilliant wartime career that included witnessing the Doolittle Raiders take off from the pitching deck of an aircraft carrier to bomb Japan, being in the thick of the action during the Battle of Midway, surviving seven nerve-wracking weeks with U.S. Marines on Guadalcanal, writing a bestselling book about his experiences (Guadalcanal Diary), and accompanying American and British troops for the invasions of Sicily and Italy.


Despite his brush with death and several months of painstaking effort on his part to regain his power of speech and the feeling in his right hand, Tregaskis did not decide to remain safely at home; he returned to the war. He traveled to Europe for the Normandy beachhead, then followed the First Infantry Division (“The Big Red One”) across France, Belgium, Holland, and into Germany. Asked by the editors of a national magazine to return to the Pacific to follow the crew of a B-29 Superfortress as it prepared for bombing missions against Japanese cities, Tregaskis was asked by an editor, “Do you really want to go?” Without hesitating, Tregaskis gave an answer that any reporter who covered World War II would understand: “I don’t want to go, but I think I ought to go.” He went.










INTRODUCTION


“A Living Nightmare”





Sprawled alone in the broken shell of what once had been a house in Aachen, Germany, in the fall of 1944, Richard Tregaskis, an accredited war correspondent for the International News Service, could hear from his temporary sanctuary the “ripping sounds” of an enemy machine gun firing at advancing American troops in a nearby rubble-filled street. Tregaskis was no stranger to combat at this point in his career and had always been eager to be close to where American forces were fighting, serving as an embedded reporter long before the term came into use. He watched from the deck of a U.S. Navy cruiser as Lt. Col. James Doolittle’s B-25B Mitchell bombers took off from the carrier USS Hornet to bomb Tokyo. Later, he was on the Hornet to witness its dive-bombers and torpedo planes, several of which did not return, hurtle off the ship’s flight deck on their way to attack the Japanese fleet during the critical Battle of Midway.1


For nearly seven weeks in the summer of 1942, Tregaskis had a front-row seat to one of the turning points of the war in the Pacific, the Battle of Guadalcanal. It was by no means a certainty that the operation, code named Watchtower, would be successful. “We had no proper maps, we did not know if the beaches were defended nor how many enemy to expect,” recalled Gen. Alexander A. Vandegrift, commander of the First Marine Division, responsible for taking the island. Tregaskis was one of two civilian reporters (the other was Bob Miller of United Press) who landed with the marines and stayed to cover their attempt to capture and hold the island against fierce attacks from the land, air, and sea by the Japanese. Some of the young Americans assigned to the island were not completely trained, Tregaskis observed, “but they were Marines, and being Marines they were ready to fight and eager to be the first to fight for us—God Bless them!” In his dispatches to INS client newspapers across the United States, Tregaskis captured what it was like to live and fight on a “pesthole that reeked of death, struggle, and disease.” He later turned the jottings from his battered notebooks into the bestselling 1943 book Guadalcanal Diary, a work that awakened those on the American home front to the long struggle ahead to achieve victory.2


Tregaskis related his sometimes terrifying experiences to his readers simply and poignantly, using a day-by-day diary format to report what he had observed and the often matter-of-fact stories of combat told to him by enlisted men and officers. The correspondent had a remarkable journey to publication. His manuscript, heavily scrutinized by military censors, was received by his INS editors on November 6, 1942, submitted to the New York publishing firm Random House on November 11, and accepted for publication the next day. Life magazine contracted with Random House for a condensed version of the book, the Book of the Month Club selected it for its thousands of members, and a Honolulu bookstore preordered 5,300 copies. By the late 1960s, Guadalcanal Diary had sold more than three million copies and had been translated into twelve languages, including Japanese, Chinese, Spanish, French, and Danish. The Harvard-educated reporter from Elizabeth, New Jersey, had accomplished all this while dealing with what once had been a fatal illness—diabetes—a condition he kept secret from everyone but his doctor and family. For his first combat assignment in the Pacific, Tregaskis carried with him a case (one hundred tins) of sardines because he could not handle the high-carbohydrate fare served by navy cooks on his ship, as well as a handbook (Diabetic Manual—for the Doctor and Patient) about the disease from an early pioneer in the field. Afraid at being found out, Tregaskis even forged an inscription in camouflaged handwriting in the handbook that read, “To my friend Richard Tregaskis, best wishes from Doctor Elliott P. Joslin.” If his owning the book had been questioned by anyone, Tregaskis believed he could “demonstrate that Dr. Joslin was a friend and I carried his book only for sentimental reasons.”3


Standing approximately six feet five inches tall, Tregaskis had been warned by many friends before going into action that the Japanese, if they did not kill him, would capture him and use him as an observation post, but he left Guadalcanal relatively unscathed physically except for bouts with gastroenteritis and malaria. Tregaskis considered himself an unlikely type to be a war correspondent, due to his height, thin frame, and poor eyesight, but he risked his life out of a double sense of duty, duty to his country and to the men who fought on its behalf. He was also driven by an insatiable curiosity to uncover the stories of those who experienced combat. After his adventures in the Pacific, Tregaskis moved to the European theater, flying on a photo-reconnaissance mission with Col. Elliott Roosevelt (President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s son) over Palermo, Sicily; watching from the nose of a B-17 Flying Fortress on the first bombing mission against Rome; and accompanying American and British forces during the invasion of Sicily, staying on the Mediterranean island until it was secured. His willingness to go where the action was impressed one soldier, who told the correspondent, “How you guys go ahead and stick out your necks when you don’t have to—well, it just beats hell out of me!” Tregaskis had a simple answer: “But we certainly do have to—that’s our job.” When American troops were in trouble, he even put his notebook and pencil aside to pitch in and help, delivering much-needed medical supplies, including blood plasma, to a unit in the Italian mountains.4


Tregaskis’s luck ran out during his next assignment, accompanying Allied forces on the invasion of Italy. On November 22, 1943, after observing U.S. Rangers battling Germans on Mount Corno near Cassino, Italy, Tregaskis was returning to headquarters to write his story when a German shell landed near him. Shrapnel struck and pierced his helmet, lodging in his brain and causing partial paralysis that robbed him for a time of his power to speak, read, and write. “They carried me out with a hole in my skull the size of a soup spoon and bone and steel fragments embedded two inches deep in my brain,” he recalled. “I worked my way toward the States through six Army and Navy hospitals. Finally, a tantalum [metal] plate was put in my head at Walter Reed Hospital in Washington [DC]—and I went back to the fighting front.” Before doing so, Tregaskis, who received a Purple Heart from the military, produced a second book, Invasion Diary, detailing his time covering the invasions of Sicily and Italy, his near-death experience on Mount Corno, and his tortuous recovery. Throughout all his difficulties, he kept his sense of humor. When a friend visited him at Walter Reed, Tregaskis asked him to do him a favor. “Sure, anything,” the friend responded. “Before they put the [metal] plate on,” Tregaskis asked, “take a look inside my head and see if my brain is still there.” The friend obliged and confirmed that the brain remained where it should be. “Fine,” said a relieved Tregaskis. “I might have to use it some day.”5


A recovered Tregaskis caught up with Americans forces in the summer of 1944 after their successful breakout from the Normandy beachhead, taking time to fly on a mission in a modified P-38 fighter, becoming, he proclaimed, the first correspondent to be involved in a dogfight with an enemy aircraft (by the war’s end, Tregaskis boasted that he had flown on thirty-two combat missions in a variety of aircraft). He did notice a change in his attitude after almost being killed. “I was aware of a new and dreadful sensitivity to the dangers of war—an acute, nervous state that made the sounds of incoming shells or enemy machine-gun fire crushing and unbearable.” His nerves continued to be “shaky” as he made his way across France, Belgium, Holland, and into Nazi Germany. Tregaskis decided to put himself to the test by participating in the battle for Aachen alongside a frontline unit, F Company, Twenty-Sixth Infantry Regiment (known as the Blue Spaders), First Infantry Division (the “Big Red One”). If he survived he knew he would be equipped with a new set of nerves. He immersed himself into a perilous form of warfare, street fighting, a task Tregaskis described in an article for the Saturday Evening Post as “the bitter, exasperating block-by-block and house-by-house struggle which develops when war sweeps through thickly settled communities and the enemy is determined to make a fight of it.” The fundamental doctrine for such fighting, Tregaskis quickly learned, boiled down to firepower, “the spending of millions of rounds of rifle and machine-gun bullets, thousands of tank and self-propelled gun shells, most of them, incidentally, at point-blank range.” An American officer had confided to Tregaskis that he was glad such a destructive type of warfare was occurring in an enemy nation, Germany, as opposed to such friendly countries as France, Belgium, or the Netherlands. “If you’re held up by one sniper in a block of houses,” the officer pointed out, “you can blow them all down, without thinking of hurting anyone’s feelings.”6


As Tregaskis cautiously made his way through Aachen’s rubble-filled streets to join the second squad of the first platoon with whom he would be staying, he felt “waves of terrible apprehension” washing over his body. He was now more aware than ever that the “worst could happen to me, that I could be a statistic in the casualty list and not someone else.” Because of what he had suffered on Mount Corno, he knew what being wounded meant: the “long sessions of jolting pain, the horrible hours of not knowing whether you would ever recover, the contemplation of ways to kill yourself if you became no more than a vegetable.” Tregaskis hooked up with the second squad, huddled in a cellar that served as an air-raid shelter in roofless Aachen, a city of approximately 150,000 people whose history as the birthplace of Charlemagne, the king of the Franks, had served as an inspiration for Adolf Hitler’s orders to hold it “at all costs,” with every man expected to “stand fast or die at his post.” Talking with a corporal, Tregaskis learned that the eleven-man unit he joined had suffered three casualties in the past few days. The events of the next day failed to calm Tregaskis’s nerves. The squad had been ordered to clear the city blocks ahead of them with the support of some 90 mm tank destroyers. Although the “haughty coughing” of the tank’s guns, the shattering impacts of their shells beyond them, and the shaking of the earth as they hit were merely the “usual sounds before an attack,” he discovered that his nerves had already reached their breaking point.7


Before participating in any military operation, Tregaskis always took the time to prepare himself for the coming ordeal, including calculating his odds for survival. He usually remained confident that the “worst could not happen to me; that chance would stay on my side.” What he witnessed, however, almost overwhelmed him. He remembered Aachen as


a blur of terror, a living nightmare: running down streets; faces full of dirt as shells screamed in and you hit the rubble which was the earth; the shock of the cracking bullets that were coming too close (close ones don’t whine as they do on TV—if they’re dangerous, they crack); the knowing that an unseen enemy rifleman or machine gunner is trying to kill you; the breathless hunt for him among the ruins; the silencing of him, usually with grenades or artillery; the horror on men’s faces at the moment you know well—when you have been hit; and the dreadful ignorance of whether or not you are going to die.8


The fury and madness of combat might have broken Tregaskis if it had not been for one man, Capt. Ozell Smoot, F Company’s commander. The officer from Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, magically seemed to appear whenever his soldiers needed a steadying hand. Darting into the street “while the firing was still going on all around,” said Tregaskis, Smoot would stop to talk to his platoon leaders “as calmly as if we were on maneuvers. He would make sure our wounded were carried out and reached ambulances. And he would spot snipers and Kraut artillery and observation posts with a cool eye and call artillery or mortars down on them.” When one of his officers was hit by a sniper’s bullet and seriously wounded, Smoot raced up to his comrade to mumble “the tender unprintable things that one brave man will say to another,” Tregaskis reported. Smoot cut the wounded man’s clothes away from his gaping wound, fed him sulfa pills, and shouted to bring up a medic and a stretcher team to take the fallen soldier to the rear. At the same time, Smoot never let his attention waver from his duties. “He’d say, with great tenderness, that the wounded man would be all right; that the jeep would be coming any minute now,” Tregaskis wrote. “And then he’d wheel and bark an order, and lard that order with hair-curling cuss words.” The reporter remembered his astonishment at Smoot’s coolness and effectiveness when matters were at their worst. “He never seemed concerned that he would be killed or wounded,” he said of Smoot. “He was just what a company commander should be: a prime mover, a leader, an example of courage.”9


In addition to serving as an example for his men, Smoot helped steady the anxious reporter’s shaken spirits, as Tregaskis suffered from what he described as “Purple Heart syndrome.” Almost every soldier, he noted, naturally assumed that he would be safe while under fire and that “the wounds will happen to anybody else but him, that he is not a statistic, and that somehow some unquestioned magic will keep him safe, no matter how bad the casualties get or how scared he is.” When the nearly worst happened, and a soldier was wounded, shock and pain soon followed. “And very often,” said Tregaskis, “if he is not given to powerful flights of imagination, if he is not the imaginative type, more a man of deeds than thought, the shock can get very profound. The idea is burned in letters of fire in his brain: I can get hurt too.”10


Tregaskis, while huddled in a hole in the ground in Aachen, suffered from his own brand of the syndrome. He could hear a fusillade of small-arms fire coming at him like a cascade: “It seemed closer; it seemed to be moving in my direction.” The sound stopped for a moment and, at that instant, Smoot skidded into the broken bricks that formed Tregaskis’s sanctuary. The commander grinned at Tregaskis and mentioned in an offhand manner that it had been a “rough day.” Reading Tregaskis’s face, or perhaps having heard from members of his platoon that the correspondent had “been running much too scared,” Smoot quietly related, “I got it myself a couple of times. I came in with the Division at North Africa.” In another lull in the fighting, Smoot added, without looking at Tregaskis as he talked, “It took me a while to figure it out. Your chances aren’t any worse after you’ve been hit once. It just seems like it. It takes more guts because you know what can happen.”11


Just seconds after he finished his conversation with the reporter, Smoot left Tregaskis behind, running down the street toward his men. His words, however, had made a difference. Tregaskis recalled that the “fighting seemed less dreadful, and I knew I had gained a new grip on myself.” The captain had restored to Tregaskis the toughness he needed, a “new kind of toughness, the seasoned kind of inner strength that comes after battle scars.” Both Tregaskis and Smoot emerged from Aachen physically unscathed. The reporter was lucky enough to be able to return to the United States for some needed rest before an assignment for the Saturday Evening Post to follow the crew of a B-29 Superfortress bomber making its way overseas for service in the Pacific against targets in Japan.12


Tregaskis could not, however, get Aachen out of his mind. Seized with what he called “a fever” to write something about that battle, in a couple of months of “frenzied work,” he produced a novel, titled Stronger Than Fear, which he dedicated “[t]o the valor of the infantry, the soldiers without armor who are the vanguard of every attack.” The book detailed the experiences of a captain named Paul Kreider, “not unlike Ozell Smoot,” who fought his own battle with fear during intense fighting in a city Tregaskis named Unterbach, a stand-in for Aachen. “The writing of the book was a hard struggle,” he recalled, “but when it was over, I felt I had distilled a central truth of life at war, and perhaps even of life in general. The truth was that when you are faced with a mortal fear which demands the deepest kind of courage, and you can find that courage, you have won life’s most important battle, the battle for self-respect.”13


As he prepared to report onslaught against the Japanese in the Pacific, Tregaskis lost touch with Smoot. Not until the war was over did he learn the officer’s fate. Smoot had been killed in combat on November 17, 1944, about a month after he and Tregaskis had parted company in Aachen. The officer had been one of the approximately thirty-three thousand American casualties of the tough winter fighting in the Hürtgen Forest. “He died a soldier’s death,” Tregaskis noted of Smoot, “leading his troops in battle, taking the chances he had to with his usual calm competence. He died facing the ultimate danger, respected and loved by his men.”14


Tregaskis’s interaction with Smoot typified his time as one of the approximately 1,800 men and women who worked as combat reporters (a job Tregaskis once described as “an outsider with special privileges”) during World War II. “He never in his career as a correspondent sent home a rewrite of a headquarters communiqué,” Robert Considine said of his fellow INS employee. “He didn’t believe in communiqués. He had to see for himself.” Tregaskis knew from personal experience which of his colleagues would not be content with merely taking information from military headquarters safe behind the lines. To make their dispatches as accurate as possible, they would make the fatiguing journeys, he pointed out, “up to the various division headquarters, even the progressively smaller units—to regiments and battalions, and even companies—each stop grown increasingly dangerous, yet more productive of the real facts—as the distance from the enemy diminished.” Such reporters as Don Whitehead of the Associated Press, Russell Hill of the New York Herald Tribune, and George Hicks of radio’s Blue Network all possessed the “courage to go up and get the material,” Tregaskis said, as well as having the guts to write about what they uncovered honestly, even with the constant demand from their editors for sensational headlines from the front. The best correspondents, he added, stuck to the facts, “even when it hurt,” when a less principled rival “might twist a story into a fake, to make it a ‘better’ story.”15


As an example, Tregaskis remembered an unnamed correspondent who visited Guadalcanal for a few days during the height of the fighting on the island. The reporter fled when the situation appeared grim, but he did find the time to file one of the most astounding articles Tregaskis had ever read. A high-ranking Marine Corps officer told him about the story, which had been stopped by the censor. “This man is amazing,” the officer told Tregaskis. “He’s written everything that happened since we landed on Guadalcanal as if he’d seen it all in the couple of days he was here—and he’s added blonde amazons flying Japanese planes, for good measure.” Other examples Tregaskis cited included reporters datelining their articles as written from Sicily during the early days of the invasion when they were really crafted while the authors were far behind the lines in Algiers; a correspondent who described the “glint of the sun on the windows of the Vatican during the first [air] raid on Rome,” all from the vantage point of more than five miles high; and those he accompanied while covering the fighting in northern Europe who “reported things which did not happen at all, except in some mysterious fourth dimension invisible to my human eye.”16


Other reporters, civilian and military, admired Tregaskis’s “profuse” note taking and his willingness to “stick his neck out when the value of the story is proportional to the risks involved in getting it.” Ernie Pyle, arguably the best-known chronicler of fighting men in World War II, in a column he wrote after visiting Tregaskis following his wounding in Italy, noted that the INS reporter was “no adventurer, but a deeply sincere and conscientious man who did what he did because he felt he should.” Dedication to his chosen profession had been part of Tregaskis’s character from his early days in journalism. In seeking his job with the INS in early January 1941, Tregaskis, who had worked for a variety of Boston newspapers owned by William Randolph Heart, wrote Barry Faris, the news service’s editor in chief, that he was in “excellent health, unmarried, unattached” and stood ready to “go anywhere.”17


The places the INS sent Tregaskis were dangerous, but he had the luxury of being an officially accredited correspondent, wearing a green armband with the letter “C” to indicate his status (the armband was later replaced by a patch worn on the sleeve). He and his colleagues wore uniforms so they would not be shot as spies if they were captured, were given honorary officer status, and could count on the military providing them food, housing, and transportation. There were times, however, when Tregaskis strayed from the War Department’s strict regulations, especially one stating that correspondents could not “exercise command, be placed in positions of authority over military personnel, nor will they be armed.” While with the marines on Guadalcanal, Tregaskis had learned early that the war between the Japanese and Americans would be waged with little, or no, mercy. Both sides did everything they could to dehumanize the other. The Japanese military viewed surrendering as dishonorable, and its soldiers fought to the death, viewing becoming prisoners of war as shameful to their family’s honor. They sometimes even pretended to be dead or injured before rising to kill as many of the Americans as possible. Taking no chances, marines on Guadalcanal, Tregaskis reported, pumped round after round into Japanese bodies with rifles and pistols just to make sure they were really dead. “War takes on a very personal flavor when other men are shooting at you, and you feel little sympathy at seeing them killed,” Tregaskis said. These atrocities, combined with outrage over the sneak attack on Pearl Harbor and racial hatred, fueled a take-no-prisoners approach by American ground forces in the Pacific. Ghastly acts were committed by both sides. Japanese soldiers mutilated the bodies of marines and soldiers, leaving them for their comrades to find on patrols. They also regularly shot at army medics and navy corpsmen attempting to aid wounded men on the battlefield. Although it was prohibited under military law, a few Americans pried gold teeth from the mouths of enemy corpses and passed along instructions about the “cooking and scraping of the heads of Japanese,” preparing to keep the skulls as souvenirs for themselves and even for loved ones back home.18


For soldiers and noncombatants alike, danger lurked everywhere in the Pacific. Following a major action on the island—the Battle of Bloody Ridge—Tregaskis had been sitting on the side of a ridge that looked over the valley where American tents were located. “A throng of Zeroes were dogfighting with our Grummans in the clouds and I was trying to spot the planes,” he recalled. “Suddenly I saw the foliage move in a tree across the valley. I looked again and was astonished to see the figure of a man in the crotch of the tree. He seemed to be moving his arms and upper body.” Tregaskis had spotted a Japanese sniper, who fired at the American several times, but missed his target. Retreating behind a tent to seek cover, Tregaskis, as he related in Guadalcanal Diary, had been angered at being shot at and wanted “to get a rifle and fire at the sniper.” What Tregaskis failed to relate in his book, however, was that both he and Miller, while on the island, were armed with Colt 1911A1 pistols. “We knew and the Marines knew that if we ran up against Jap[anese] snipers, they weren’t going to ask for our credentials,” Tregaskis reminisced after the war. Upon leaving Guadalcanal on a B-17 bomber, the correspondent helped man one of the plane’s .50-caliber machine guns during a reconnaissance mission over Bougainville and fired upon an attacking Japanese Zero fighter. “The Zero was far out and I could see my tracers, like golden balls on a string, curving aft of the enemy plane,” Tregaskis wrote a friend. “I corrected a little, saw the tracers going into the fuselage. The Jap keeled over and came straight toward me. . . . I hung onto the gun grips and kept on firing, and the Jap, in a three-quarter frontal pass, curved along our flank. . . . One of us hit him in the engine and he went down. Naturally, I think it was my shooting that did it.”19


A less lethal problem Tregaskis encountered during the war involved dealing with censorship, one imposed by military authorities and the other self-motivated. Dispatches were carefully checked by public relations officers, many of them former civilian journalists, who reviewed them to ensure that no information was included that could possibly aid the enemy. The officers who censored articles had to contend with the possibility that material they had cleared as safe could come back to haunt them. Fletcher Pratt, the military correspondent for Harper’s magazine, remembered that a new PRO for the navy, which had a reputation as the strictest service when it came to censorship, had been told before taking up his duties that he would be judged not on “what you get into the papers but on what you keep out of them.” An oft-repeated anecdote had it that during an unguarded moment at a party in Washington, DC, a top navy official had expressed the view that he would not tell the press anything until the war was over, and then he would tell them who had won. Such strictness was unnecessary, if John Steinbeck is to be believed. The bestselling novelist had risked his life covering the war in Europe for the New York Herald Tribune and noted that he and other Allied reporters “edited ourselves much more than we were edited. We felt responsible to what was called the home front.” Correspondents had to walk a fine line in their articles. The best of them attempted to present to their readers a true picture of the sacrifice being made by those on the front lines and the inevitable errors and miscalculations of combat, as seen in the work of such journalists as Pyle, Tregaskis, Keith Wheeler of the Chicago Times, A. J. Liebling of The New Yorker, Robert L. Sherrod and John Hersey of Time magazine, and Martha Gelhorn of Collier’s. Sherrod even pressed President Franklin D. Roosevelt to release to the public the grim photographs and moving pictures that captured the bloody fighting on Betio Island during the Battle of Tarawa to awaken them to the long road to victory in the Pacific. But reporters also worried, as Steinbeck noted, that unless the home front was “carefully protected from the whole account of what war was like, it might panic.”20


At its worst, censorship, according to Tregaskis, obscured facts to such a degree that the public might begin to believe its side was winning when it was really losing. At best, he added, censorship offered a check against giving the enemy information that could impede Allied military operations or cost lives. While covering the war, the finest censor setup he encountered occurred during the Battle of Northern Europe following the Normandy breakout, a time “where one could write almost freely,” while the worst came from U.S. Navy censors in the Pacific in the early days of the war. He also discovered that censors were more liberal during times when the front lines were static and tightest when an attack was imminent. Usually, censorship could be, and was, relaxed as time passed (it took a year for Tregaskis’s reports about the Doolittle Raid to be published). Although Tregaskis made his living delivering regular dispatches from the front lines for publication in newspapers across the United States, he came to believe that Americans might instead obtain a better understanding about a battle from a magazine article or a book than by scanning day-to-day stories. By the time a book appeared, he noted, it was too late for the enemy to make “military use of the specific facts in the book.”21


One aspect of his profession that saddened Tregaskis involved his belief that editors on the home front were certain that the public would accept only good news and could not take or be engrossed in news about reverses in American fortunes on the battlefield. “There is, of course,” he noted, “as much variation as there is in reputations, but may times I have heard editors of different publications say in effect: ‘The public isn’t interested in bad news; you can’t sell it.’” For his part, Tregaskis thought that anyone who possessed that opinion had to be “laboring under the delusion that the American public has a child mind; and furthermore, the mind of a spoiled child, which is probably as false and low-grade a conclusion as the presumption that Americans cannot and will not learn to read the war news intelligently.”22


Tregaskis had often pondered why he and others risked their lives to report on the war. Good correspondents, like other people of action, were generally unwilling to make themselves heroes, he said, but most “will admit that they take chances in war zones for the same reason the mountain climber gave when asked why he wanted to scale [Mount] Everest: ‘Because it is there.’” Although Associated Press reporter Hal Boyle joked that all one needed to be a war correspondent was “a strong stomach, a weak mind, and plenty of endurance,” he and his colleagues were aware of the dangers they faced. Casualty rates for reporters during the war matched that of the American military, with 2.2 percent of reporters killed and 6.8 percent wounded, while the figures for the armed forces were 2.5 percent killed and 4.5 percent wounded. Reporters even joked about the risks they took in order to get their stories. Tregaskis noted that one of the first American correspondents to die in World War II was Robert Post of the New York Times, who was killed when the B-24 Liberator bomber he in was shot down during a mission over Wilhelmshaven, Germany, on February 26, 1943. “For a long time after that a correspondent who was killed doing his duty in a frontline area was said to have taken ‘the Post road,’” Tregaskis said. Despite the deaths and disabilities that went hand in hand with war, he said there was another facet that drew people “whatever their personal persuasion or sex: the instant elimination of personal ambition in favor of unselfish sacrifice to a great cause. Never mind that the fact that the cause is the destruction of an enemy and the expenditure of resources—including life and health—to destroy something the foe considers highly valuable.” Still, he acknowledged, “War can be as exciting as anything in life.”23


Tregaskis had discussed his role as a war correspondent during a September 1943 bull session with Robert Capa, the Hungarian combat photographer later made famous by his grainy images of the D-Day landings. The journalists were waiting in a small Sicilian town called Licata with the men of the 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment, Eighty-Second Airborne Division. While Capa relaxed by playing poker, Tregaskis, the photographer noted, “typed glowing preinvasion stories which never passed the censor.” Just before the planned Allied landing at Salerno and the invasion of Italy, the paratroopers were “expecting to be dropped in Rome, and Capa and I were going with them,” remembered Tregaskis, who had participated in a practice parachute jump while in the Pacific and had also flown in a practice glider flight in North Africa. Capa had been thrilled to be a part of one of the “big scoops of the war,” noting that while other photographers were taking pictures of “a dreary beach and maybe a few local mayors,” he would be “firmly established in the best hotel in Italy, calling the bartender by his first name.” The top-secret plan called for an airborne mission on Rome the day before the Salerno operation, with Italian military authorities cooperating by lighting the way to the Ciampino airport, keeping German fighters on the ground, and providing trucks for use by American troops. “Fortunately, the mission was aborted at the last minute—fortunately, because it was discovered that five German divisions surrounded the airfield,” said Tregaskis.24


On the night before the mission was scheduled to happen, Tregaskis and Capa were sitting on the edge of the Licata airfield, trying to fill the time by talking about the war. Tregaskis mentioned to the photographer that he had flown from North Africa to Sicily in a Douglas C-47 transport aircraft with one of the ranking officers of the Eighty-Second and had said to him that he believed war to be “tragic waste and such bloody double destruction.” The officer, who had already been tested in battle, merely smiled at the reporter and said frankly, “I like it.” Relating the conversation to Capa, Tregaskis theorized that there was a distinctive philosophy about a frontline area. “I vouchsafed the idea that when you were at the front you didn’t expect to live long,” Tregaskis recalled. “Thus you tended to be free of the petty selfishness that governs us in times of absolute safety and assumed longevity. At the front if someone wants your shirt you’ll give it to him. Men are unselfish and self-sacrificing as never elsewhere. While they’re trying to kill people on the other side they’ll die for people on their own.” Capa’s usual attitude was “sardonic and cynical,” and his upbringing in central Europe often led him to poke fun at many of Tregaskis’s ideas as “over American. We were good friends, but he violently opposed some of my theses as too idealistic and unrealistic; at such times he would address me as ‘Tregasgoose.’” On this occasion, Capa called his friend Tregasgoose but endorsed his ideas, “which was quite a concession for him.” According to Tregaskis, Capa told him, “I agree with you Tregasgoose; fighting is exciting.”25


AUTHOR’S NOTE World War II in the Pacific Theater was a conflict with little or no mercy shown by either side. The hatred engendered by Japan’s devastating surprise attack on the American fleet at Pearl Harbor without a formal declaration of war, mixed with racial animosity, produced such harsh epithets for the enemy as “Japs,” a term Tregaskis used in his dispatches from the Pacific. Although such a term is anathema today, I have retained it when quoting Tregaskis’s work.
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A CRUSADE FOR IDEALS AND SURVIVAL





The manuscript came into the offices of the International News Service, 235 East Forty-Fifth Street, New York, without fanfare in early November 1942. It had made quite a journey. The pages had been transported from Fleet Headquarters in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, via airmail from a young INS reporter, Richard Tregaskis. For the previous two months, Tregaskis had been in the Southwest Pacific on a little-known island in the Solomons named Guadalcanal, accompanying the approximately eleven thousand men of the First Marine Division who stormed the beaches there on August 7, 1942. The landing marked America’s first use of ground troops in a major offensive against the Japanese Empire. Tregaskis’s dedication to his job during his time on Guadalcanal, however, had impressed the marines’ commander, Gen. Alexander Vandegrift. The general recalled that Tregaskis seemed to be everywhere, and the information he acquired was “factual and not a canned hand-out.” Vandegrift especially remembered that during the height of the fighting for what came to be known as Edson’s Ridge, he could hear through the darkness the sound of a typewriter clacking away. “I asked who could be writing at this time when he could not possibly see the paper,” noted Vandegrift. “Dick spoke up, ‘It’s me, General, I want to get this down while I am still able. Don’t worry about my seeing, I am using the touch system.’”1


On November 6, Barry Faris, INS editor-in-chief, wrote Tregaskis that his manuscript—with information so secret that military censors in the U.S. Navy offices at Pearl Harbor had locked away the reporter’s notebooks and big, black diary in a safe every night after he had finished working on his story during the day—had arrived that morning. Faris turned the pages over to Ward Greene, executive editor of King Features, owned and operated, as was INS, by newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst. Faris wrote that Greene would make every attempt to get Tregaskis’s manuscript accepted by a book publisher and subsequently serialized in magazines. “I did not have a chance to read it thoroughly as I would have liked,” Faris informed Tregaskis, who would be splitting the revenue from the book fifty-fifty with his employer, “but from what I did see I think you did a magnificent job on it.”2


One person who did take the time to read Tregaskis’s writing from beginning to end was Bennett Cerf, cofounder with his friend Donald Klopfer of the New York publishing firm Random House. Greene had distributed copies of the manuscript to nine publishers and asked them to bid for the opportunity to publish the book, a method “that had never been done before,” Cerf noted. Just the day before he received Tregaskis’s text, Cerf had been talking with his colleagues that the first book that came out about Guadalcanal would “be a knockout because Guadalcanal marked the turning of the tide” in the war in the Pacific, which had been going badly for the Allies since the Japanese had bombed the American fleet at Pearl Harbor in the Hawaiian Islands on December 7, 1941. As the publisher noted, “the dictators were ready and the liberty-loving people were caught unprepared.”3


Cerf received the manuscript from King Features on November 11, took it home with him, read it that night, called Greene at nine the next morning, and told him, “I’ve got to have this book.” A pleased Cerf related years later that Random House had signed up to publish the young reporter’s work before “any of the other eight publishers had even started reading it.” His premonition that the American public would be interested in learning more about the marines and their pitched battles with the enemy on a remote island thousands of miles away turned out to be accurate. Rushed into print on January 18, 1943, Guadalcanal Diary became a bestseller and the first Random House book to sell more than a hundred thousand copies. Critic John Chamberlain of the New York Times wrote that Tregaskis’s book served as “a tonic for the war-weary on the homefront,” showing to the Japanese and those who doubted America’s resolve that a country “doesn’t necessarily have to love war in order to fight it.”4


Although an unknown in the publishing world, Tregaskis had already made a name for himself with his employers at INS and the other correspondents who had followed American forces into battle during the early desperate days of the fighting in the Pacific. Before he landed with the marines on Guadalcanal, Tregaskis had been on the scene and had written dispatches for INS member newspapers about some of the main turning points for the American navy, including witnessing from a nearby cruiser Lt. Col. James Doolittle leading his force of army B-25 bombers off the deck of the aircraft carrier USS Hornet (CV-8) to bomb Tokyo on April 18, 1942. Confronted by reporters three days later about sketchy information they had received about the U.S. mission, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had blithely said that it had originated from a secret airplane base in the Himalayas at Shangri-La, the fictional Tibetan utopia of James Hilton’s 1933 novel Lost Horizon. Asked to confirm Japanese reports that enemy aircraft had bombed Tokyo, Roosevelt, pleased with the results of the raid, refused to elaborate, saying only that he was “depending on Japanese reports very largely.” Because of wartime censorship, Tregaskis’s dispatches about the daring mission—called by a navy admiral “one of the most courageous deeds in all military history”—were not published in American newspapers until a year later.5


After the Doolittle Raid, Tregaskis had boarded the Hornet and remained with the carrier’s officers and enlisted men as they attempted but missed out on joining the other American carriers at the Battle of the Coral Sea in early May 1942. He remained on the Hornet for its next foray into the Pacific and saw the carrier’s pilots (airedales in naval parlance) take off from its wooden flight deck to seek further revenge for Pearl Harbor against Japanese carriers at the Battle of Midway, a smashing victory for the U.S. Pacific Fleet. While on the Hornet before the crucial battle, Tregaskis shared with an engineering officer “an ironic ditty” he had written celebrating that during action, an engineer would be “more or less imprisoned deep within the intestines of a ship,” because all hatches had to be securely shut to ensure watertight integrity. Tregaskis’s creation read, “The engineer need have no fear / He has no cause for frowning; / He’s locked in a well, / Far from bomber and shell, / And his only worry, is drowning.” The engineer read the verse, looked at the correspondent seriously, and added, “Or being burned to death by steam.” Tregaskis noted that the crewman had offered the extra verse in “such a matter of fact way that it brought home a striking point: that to him such hazards as being drowned or burned to death were simple matters of course.”6


In his daily interactions with the ship’s crew during routine operations and under fire, Tregaskis came to learn more about their attitudes about war and death, which he discovered were “very sane” and matter of fact, as each man might have his life ended any day at sea, either by the enemy’s doing or by routine accidents. “I had seen some of our fliers virtually drunk with excitement immediately after their first experience in the maelstrom of actual combat,” Tregaskis recalled. “But I was to find that such oft-repeated matters as being locked below decks while there was action above, or sailing through waters thick with submarines, or witnessing accidents, or losing one’s best friend in battle, can become routine when repeated often enough.” After Midway, in which a number of Hornet pilots had been killed, including every member of Torpedo Squadron 8 (VT-8) except for one man, Ens. George Gay, Tregaskis had been startled when gathered for dinner that nobody mentioned the empty chairs at the table. Instead, the conversation “revolved around the usual unimportant matters. But when I reflected on the matter, I could see that silence was the sensible approach.”7


Covering the Doolittle Raid and Midway represented an impressive achievement for an inexperienced war correspondent hired by the INS shortly before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Tregaskis had also just learned from his doctor that he suffered from diabetes (a family illness) and had been turned down for service in the war for being nearsighted and a hair too tall for the military’s height limit of six feet five inches. Working on the late shift on the rewrite desk at INS’s New York office, Tregaskis had grown so despondent about his failed contribution to the war effort that he even contemplated taking his own life. He rallied, however, and excitedly took to his assignment as an INS war correspondent covering Pacific Fleet operations. After all, Tregaskis reflected, the closer he came to “getting killed in this career, the better my story would be, if I survived.”8


From the Pacific to Sicily, Italy, France, Belgium, Germany, and back to the Pacific, Tregaskis followed the troops, paying the penalty many others paid in the war. “I gave that effort a lot of my own blood and I didn’t hold back when it came to risking my neck to do what I was supposed to do,” he recalled. In doing so, Tregaskis discovered that he possessed an innate affinity for covering combat, writing his sister Madeline shortly after he had finished his Guadalcanal book that it was funny the way “this war business hits you, after you’ve been meddling around with it for a while. Action, and particularly some new variety of action, gets to be like a drug. You feel let down without it and with it you feel a sort of unhealthy excitement. And frightening—shooting at people and that sort of thing—comes to have a compelling interest, although you’re fully aware of the unpleasantness of it.” He even began to look forward to the next assignment, hating to miss any upcoming big battle, even if he had an opportunity to return to his wife, Marian, and his family.9


Journalism and adventure had been a big part of Tregaskis’s life growing up in Elizabeth, New Jersey. Born on November 28, 1916, he was the second child and first son of Archibald and Maude M. Osterman Tregaskis. Maude, whose family came from Germany and included a long line of scholars and teachers, said that her children were both “excellent students and stood at the head of their classes each month with very few exceptions. They were invited to all the important social functions in our town, and were popular with their classmates and friends.” Tregaskis’s father had been born in Falmouth in the county of Cornwall in England but had numerous relatives in and around New York City and became a U.S. citizen on September 13, 1906; he married Maude on November 24, 1910. He made his living as head of the editorial department for the Singer Manufacturing Company, which produced Singer sewing machines in a factory on Elizabeth’s outskirts. The senior Tregaskis earned a salary high enough to join the local country club. After just one visit, however, the gregarious Archibald resigned because of “what he considered excessive formality,” Maude remembered. “I imagine it was from him that Dick inherited his dislike for the overly-formal.” She, however, retained her membership so that her children could use the club’s tennis courts, “which were excellent,” and she enrolled them in the club’s dancing class taught by a Miss Florence. While Madeline loved attending the classes, Richard, perhaps put off by the formality of wearing white gloves and bowing to his teacher before each class began, balked at attending and refused to return after just six sessions. Maude took advantage of being so close to New York City, just twenty miles away, and took her children on trips to the city’s many cultural institutions, including the Bronx Zoo, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Museum of Natural History. “They became quite well oriented in the latter building, and finally I would wait for them to explore at will whatever they wished to see, while I sat comfortable and waited,” Maude recounted. “By that time I am sure I knew every exhibit in the place, starting with the tremendous war canoe on the main floor. It was really a wonderful education for children.”10


As a boy, the young Tregaskis had been a keen reader, drawn, he remembered, to “many warlike sagas of the past,” including King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table; Spain’s legendary El Cid; the Chevalier de Bayard, who came to be known as “the knight without fear and beyond reproach”; and the Scandinavian hero Beowulf and his battle against the monster Grendel. All these characters, Tregaskis noted, were “brave men at war for ideals in the past. As a schoolboy, always bigger than the others of my age, I had resented and done battle with the bullies who picked on smaller boys.” As he grew older, Tregaskis turned his attention to stories from what was then known as the Great War, including a book that might have influenced his future work using the diary format for his war writings. He read War Birds: Diary of an Unknown Aviator, the day-to-day journal of a then unnamed American fighter pilot serving with the Royal Air Force (Tregaskis later learned the pilot’s name, John MacGavock Grider). Another favorite of his was Count Luckner the Sea Devil, published in 1927 and written by famed world traveler Lowell Thomas. The book examined the escapades of Count Felix von Luckner, who prowled the Pacific during the war in an armed sailing ship, the Seeadler (“Sea Eagle”), surprising and capturing Allied merchant craft. Tregaskis’s literary tastes matured, and he perused such classics as the Greek epic poems of Homer (the Iliad and the Odyssey), Herodotus’s Histories, and Arrian’s work on the campaigns of Alexander the Great. He also found time for a few hobbies, including hunting, fishing, and rock collecting. Maude noted that her son’s bedroom “abounded with samples of rocks, some donated by friends, and others obtained the hard way—by scouting and searching.” While these pursuits may have faded from his interest over the years, one remained a lifelong passion: swimming. “We bought a small cottage at the shore when he was about seven,” Maude recalled, “and every summer he and his sister practically lived in the water, and both became excellent swimmers.”11


Tregaskis’s interest in journalism started at the age of fifteen. He attended two private preparatory institutions in the area, the Peddie and Pingry schools. Tregaskis helped his parents, strapped for cash due to the Great Depression and Archibald’s poor health due to his diabetes, by paying for his education through winning academic scholarships, working as a student waiter, and writing short articles about sports and other school events for newspapers in New York City; Newark and Trenton, New Jersey; and Philadelphia. He got more of his articles into print, and made extra money, by using aliases, including “Coppy Wright.” Receiving scholarships from such groups as the Harvard Club of New Jersey, in 1934 Tregaskis was able to accept admission to the freshman class at Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Recommending Tregaskis for the club’s $300 scholarship, a former neighbor and friend of his father’s, John Heine, described the young man as possessing “a high order of intelligence and exceptional qualifications. He is thoroughly reliable and honorable, industrious, perseverant and physically sound. He has a likable, clean-cut and pleasant personality, is well balanced and possessed of a driving force to get ahead.”12


Tregaskis needed that “driving force” during his years at Harvard. It was a time in America, reflected another member of the class of 1938, historian and political insider Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., when if students wanted a sandwich, they had to use a knife to cut a slice of bread from a loaf, as presliced bread had not yet appeared; men wore hats, “gray felt in winter, soft panama in summer”; and those wishing to write a letter had to fill their fountain pens from inkwells, as ballpoint pens were not yet widely available. Haircuts cost fifty cents, newspapers were two cents, attending an afternoon movie set a student back a quarter, and five-and-ten-cent stores, Schlesinger pointed out, “sold things for five and ten cents.” Socks were held up by garters, and suits came with a jacket, vest, and two pairs of trousers. The pants were equipped with buttons, not zippers, recalled Schlesinger. Zippers did not become standard issue until the late 1930s and did not always function as they should, said Schlesinger, “thereby sometimes causing acute embarrassment on dates.”13


The class of 1938 included names familiar to anyone interested in twentieth-century American history: Roosevelt (John and Kermit), Kennedy (Joseph Jr.), and Rockefeller (David) among them. Theodore H. White, who later achieved fame as a political journalist and author of The Making of the President series, entered Harvard the same year as Tregaskis as a scholarship student from Boston. White remembered squatting on the floor of the Freshman Union with the rest of his classmates to hear James B. Conant, the relatively new university president, tell them, “If you call everyone to the right of you a Bourbon [a reactionary] and everyone to the left of you a Communist, you’ll get nothing out of Harvard.” White also noted that while he attended Harvard, students organized “a neat system of classification,” which broke down into three groups. He belonged to the “meatballs,” day or scholarship students, usually Irish, Jewish, and Italian young men from Greater Boston, attending Harvard “not to enjoy the games, the girls, the burlesque shows of the Old Howard,” but to get the vaunted badge of a Harvard degree that would lead to a job “in some bureaucracy, in some institution, in some school, laboratory, university or law firm.” Those in the “white men” classification included students who possessed the “great names” of distinction. They owned automobiles, went to the football games, and belonged to the elite clubs, the “preppies” of their times. Between the “white men” above and the “meatballs” below, White reflected, were the “gray men,” mostly “public-high-school boys, sturdy sons of America’s middle class,” who went out for the sports teams and manned the staffs of the Harvard Crimson and Harvard Lampoon. “They came neither of the aristocracy nor of the deserving poor, as did most meatballs and scholarship boys,” White noted.14


Tregaskis, with his middle-class upbringing, prep-school education, and dependence on scholarship money, fell outside of White’s rigid hierarchy during his four years at Harvard. He studied English literature, history, government, and economics. With an eye toward a career in journalism after graduation, Tregaskis believed that possessing a “broad sweep of information” was important to a writer, more so than in any other profession. A nonfiction writer, especially, he noted, should “know something about almost every subject: because his article assignments may carry him into many highly specialized fields, and without a basic knowledge he is apt to be sorely handicapped in his research.” To cover the cost of his tuition ($400 a year), he took a variety of odd jobs, including working in the university’s library and zoological museum cataloging manuscripts, books, and drawings. During his summer breaks Tregaskis, no doubt through his father’s connections, peddled Singer sewing machines door to door in several cities and worked in the Singer factory. His struggle to remain at Harvard influenced his studies, something he realized only later in life. “I was so eager to get my degree—and maintain a high average so I could hang onto my scholarships—that I spent more time learning about books than in learning the books themselves. I enjoyed reading novels; but to save time, I was apt to skim over the reading of Great Expectations, and devote more effort to learning the proper critical judgments about it so that I could pass my examination,” he noted. Tregaskis usually received A and B grades, with a C mark scattered here and there.15


For both his junior and senior years, Tregaskis was lucky enough to earn a spot, barely, on the university’s excellent swimming team, which finished undefeated both in 1937 and 1938 (beating its hated rival, Yale, both years) and was lauded as “one of the most powerful teams ever produced in the East.” As a senior, Tregaskis had won a place on the team as its second backstroker over the brother of his classmate Joseph Kennedy Jr.: John Fitzgerald Kennedy, called Jack by his family and friends. “It was a dubious distinction,” Tregaskis said, “since we were both far slower than the first backstroker, Graham Cummin, who was the national [Amateur Athletic Union] champion.” Coach Hal Ulen set up a 150-yard race between Tregaskis and Kennedy to determine who would be selected as the second backstroker. “Torby Macdonald, Jack’s roommate (later a Congressman from Massachusetts), said later that Jack had been ill with the grippe in Stillman Infirmary, and that his strength was below par,” Tregaskis noted. “Macdonald said that Jack had sneaked out of Stillman to swim laps so that he would be in shape for the contest.” It did not work out for the young Kennedy. Tregaskis remembered that he was far inferior to Cummin, and “Kennedy lagged a long distance behind me.” Tregaskis was in no way a “star” of the team, remembering that during the swimming meet with Yale his senior year he finished fourth (last) in the backstroke. “Jack could have done at least that well, maybe better,” he said, because Kennedy had a way of bearing down with “utter determination” on the things he really wanted. In his report on the swimming team’s 1938 season, George P. Byrne Jr., the varsity squad’s manager, praised Tregaskis and another team member, Robert C. Murphy Jr., for “continually pressing the supposedly better men. Without these men the team would have lost the indispensable asset of internal competition.”16


While swimming remained a part of Tregaskis’s life as an enduring avocation, he continued an activity while in school that became his vocation: journalism. During his junior year, Tregaskis heard there was an opening as the university correspondent for the city’s three newspapers owned by publishing magnate William Randolph Hearst, and went to meet with John Noonan, the city editor for the afternoon newspaper, the Boston American. The job seemed like a golden opportunity for Tregaskis to finance the remainder of his college education. He later discovered that Noonan, a “big, jug-eared Irishman,” habitually bristled at the mere mention of the name Harvard. “And he was bristling this day as I sought him out at the newspaper ‘slot,’ the hard-edged, ink-stained section of the copy desk where the city editor parked his straight wooden chair,” Tregaskis remembered. “It was stained with cigarette burns, the rings of paper coffee cups, and piled up as usual with ill-assorted manuscripts jammed onto steel copy spikes.”17


Noonan did nothing to make Tregaskis feel welcome. The city editor took a sip of his coffee, glared at the interloper, and asked, “So, you wanna be the Harvard correspondent?” Tregaskis thought he would be quizzed about his previous newspaper experience, which had been extensive, and that that might sway Noonan into giving him the chance to cover Harvard news at “space rates,” twenty-five cents per printed inch. Instead of delving into his writing background, however, Noonan took a different approach, quizzing him about what he was studying while in college. When Tregaskis responded with “English,” Noonan focused his blue eyes on him and asked, “What for? You gonna go to England?” The question floored Tregaskis, who stammered and failed to come up with an answer, but still got the job. He later decided that Noonan’s question must have been serious. As a self-made newspaperman, Noonan understood that in those days “journalists don’t learn their trade at Harvard or any other educational institution, but in the painful jungleland of Hard Knocks and demonstrable value for value received—at 25 cents an inch or whatever the going rate for beginners.”18


Tregaskis provided plenty of value during his time as the Harvard correspondent. His articles, most printed without a byline, examined everything from a blind student’s adventures climbing a mountain in Switzerland with his guide dog, aptly named Lucky, who celebrated the duo’s success by attacking the Mer De Glace glacier and biting off a piece of the ice to eat; efforts by nineteen-year-old F. Behn Riggs to create super-slow-motion pictures by making a homespun “relaxation oscillator” and “cam-communicator”; to tracking down President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s son, Elliott, at his brother’s wedding reception to get his comments about his opposition to the Roosevelt administration’s plans for New Deal power projects on the Colorado River. Tregaskis also proved he could cover hard news as well as features by reporting on an automobile accident in Woonsocket, Rhode Island, that killed five men, one of them a police officer with seven children.19


Jack Malloy, managing editor of the Hearst newspapers in Boston, was impressed by Tregaskis’s contributions. After Tregaskis graduated from Harvard in June 1938 (cum laude with special honors in English), Malloy hired him as a feature writer for the Boston Advertiser. Tregaskis’s schedule at the Advertiser included four days of writing feature articles and a double day of news reporting and rewrite. “I covered all the beats, including waterfront, State House, Federal Building, police headquarters, and courthouse,” he recalled. The Advertiser also assigned him to report on some of the biggest news stories of the day, including the visit of Crown Prince Olaf of Norway; a case of poisoning and murder in Ashuelot, New Hampshire; the sinking of the submarine Squalus during test dives off the coast of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, on May 23, 1939; and a tour of area defense factories by President Roosevelt. One of the most valuable mentors Tregaskis had while working in Boston was Freddy Perkins, a whiz rewrite man, who every so often would “go off on a bender, to be dragged back to the re-write desk when the booze had worked its way to the bottom of his current income and beyond.” Although unstable, Perkins was probably the best feature writer in Hearst’s Boston office and he patiently taught Tregaskis the mechanics of putting together a workable feature article or magazine piece, advising him, “First you tell ’em what you’re gonna tell ’em, then you tell ’em you told ’em.”20


During a relaxed moment in the office one day, as they reviewed one of Tregaskis’s articles, Perkins, who had served as a soldier in World War I, talked about his time in France and said something that resonated with Tregaskis during his subsequent time as a war correspondent. “In everybody’s life,” Perkins told the young journalist, “there are maybe a few days or weeks—or even months, if you’re lucky—when you really feel as if you’re alive. And that’s the way it was with me in World War I. Everything’s that happened since has only been a bore in greater or less degrees.” Tregaskis ran across many more men such as Perkins in the years to come, those who “thought that life amid the dangerous winds of the front was something special. In the front lines of a war, despite the discomforts and suffering and ever-present dangers of being crippled or killed at the merest flick of hostile wind of chance, they really believed that fighting was good living.”21


At the age of twenty-three, Tregaskis became the Advertiser’s top contributor to its Sunday magazine section. His articles sometimes appeared, he boasted, “under two or three aliases,” as well as his own name, in a single issue. He also started contributing feature stories to King Features Syndicate, which distributed the pieces to its client newspapers across the country. In what little spare time he had, Tregaskis took up boxing and continued swimming, becoming known in the Boston area for stroking for long distances in the cold waters of Massachusetts Bay.22


Working as a reporter was something Tregaskis enjoyed, describing it years later as “the most exciting and satisfying of jobs (except in salary).” He looked forward to being outdoors “or at least on the move, shifting locale and meeting different people all the time,” as well as the “relative freedom” from a boss’s direct supervision. It certainly compared favorably to those newspapermen who were stuck inside on the rewrite desk, he recalled, “working all night sitting on their butts in the big stuffy room—right under the noses of the managing editor and even the publisher.” After a few years writing for the Hearst newspapers in Boston, in early 1941 Tregaskis sought a position with the firm’s newswire operation, the International News Service. It was not American journalism’s preferred wire service, running a poor third to the top two, the Associated Press and the United Press. Although “scorned and often bad-mouthed by both,” noted longtime INS reporter and syndicated columnist Bob Considine, “we were some of the proudest people in the news business.” They were proud, said Considine, despite being outmanned by the other wire services when covering a story. During World War II the INS had only one correspondent assigned to report on what was happening in India, and Considine recalled that for one big story he was the lone INS representative on hand, while the UP sent seven reporters and the AP twelve. These difficulties did not sway Tregaskis, who wrote in his application letter to Faris that he would like “very much” to work for the news service. He also told Faris that he had started studying Portuguese at a Berlitz language school “in the hopes of someday getting a [reporting] job in Brazil.”23


The next few months were busy ones for Tregaskis. He married Marian Holmes of Boston on August 30, 1941; began a new job at the INS; and learned, with a shock and horror shared by the rest of America, about the Japanese bombing of the American fleet at Pearl Harbor on December 7. Although caught by surprise, American forces did shoot down twenty-nine Japanese aircraft, but two battleships (the Arizona and Oklahoma) were put out of action for good and another six battleships suffered severe damage. Approximately two hundred aircraft were destroyed on the ground, and some 3,600 servicemen were either killed or wounded. Although the American public was kept in the dark about the extent of the losses, a stunned President Roosevelt shared details of the devastation with newsman Edward R. Murrow at a White House dinner late in the evening of December 7. “Our planes were destroyed on the ground!” Roosevelt exclaimed. “On the ground!” The next day, Congress, with only one dissenting vote (Congresswoman Jeannette Rankin of Montana, who had also voted against the country’s entry into World War I), formally declared war against the Empire of Japan. Three days later, Germany and Italy declared war on the United States.24


The American public was soon gripped by an epidemic of panic, fueled in part by the rapid advance of Japanese forces in the Pacific against possessions controlled by the British, Americans, and Dutch. United States forces on Guam and Wake Island (after a spirited defense by U.S. Marines) were overwhelmed, effectively isolating the Philippines, and, on January 2, 1942, Manila, the Filipino capital, fell to the enemy. Gen. Douglas MacArthur made his famous escape from the Philippines, vowing to return and liberate the islands. Officials in Washington came to realize, noted one historian, that the Japanese had faster ships, larger guns, better torpedoes, and air power “matchless in number and quality.” Although confident that the United States would eventually prevail, Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson warned Americans that Japanese soldiers were veterans and well-equipped, and that their fighting men were wiry, tough, and disciplined. Those living on the West Coast feared a possible Japanese invasion. Gen. John L. DeWitt, in charge of the Western Defense Command, failed to calm fears when he warned the citizens of San Francisco that “death and destruction are likely to come to this city at any moment.” Afraid that American citizens of Japanese ancestry living on the West Coast might prove to be disloyal, the U.S. government, under Executive Order 9066 signed by Roosevelt, forced them from their longtime homes and moved more than a hundred thousand of them to isolated internment camps in Idaho, Nevada, Utah, Wyoming, Colorado, and Arkansas. Gen. Joseph “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell could not believe what he saw, commenting on the hysteria: “Common sense is thrown to the winds and any absurdity is believed.”25


While attending Harvard Tregaskis had seen “protest meetings galore against the imminent war,” with young men “swearing they would never go to war for any reason, and even the No. 1 politician, FDR, pledging to the mothers of America that their sons would never be buried in foreign soil in a foreign war.” The fact remained, Tregaskis believed, that the war America found itself engaged in “was a war of survival. And it was a war against aggressive dictatorship bent on subverting the principles of self-determination and self-government.” He possessed firsthand knowledge of just how difficult survival would be while working in the INS’s New York office in early 1942 as its assistant night foreign editor, trying to make sense of the rash of bad news flooding in from the battlefronts in the Pacific and Europe. “My job was to be on top of all the developments in all the war fronts and convert the abbreviated cables into news stories and get them on the International News Service wire to papers all over the country before the competition, Associated Press and United Press, should do so,” he recalled. Tregaskis worked as an understudy to Bill Lee, the senior man on the rewrite desk. “Lee demanded nothing short of perfection in my job,” Tregaskis noted, “but he was fair and he helped where he could: all you would want from a newspaper superior.” Getting to his new job proved challenging for Tregaskis, who commuted daily from his family’s home in Elizabeth, New Jersey (his salary was too low to bring along Marian, who had a job, from Boston). On freezing winter nights, Tregaskis took the Jersey Central train from Elizabeth to Bayonne, New Jersey, where he took the ferry across the Hudson River. He then had to walk across downtown Manhattan to Dey Street to catch a subway train going uptown, changing to the local at Grand Central Station, and walking “in the black winds” to his office.26


Once at INS, Tregaskis faced a far greater challenge: keeping secret from his colleagues and superiors that he had been recently diagnosed with diabetes, a debilitating and sometimes fatal disease in which the body cannot properly burn the nutrients it needs to survive. “I did not want them to know about it, because if they did, they probably wouldn’t give me the chance to go overseas as a correspondent,” he explained. Although in 1921 researchers in Toronto had isolated a pancreatic extract, insulin, that could be used to fight and control the disease, and the Indianapolis pharmaceutical firm Eli Lilly and Company had begun distribution of the life-saving medication in 1923, the doctor that had diagnosed Tregaskis’s illness steadfastly recommended a different treatment. Instead of daily shots of insulin with a hypodermic needle, the physician told him that he should eat nothing but meat, as lean as possible, and “five-percent-carbohydrate vegetables: which later meant, I rapidly found out as I became a war correspondent, that the only allowable vegetable while with the Armed Services in the field, was tomato juice, when, as, and if it could be found.” Tregaskis’s doctor, a hard taskmaster, lectured him: “You’ll never be able to eat any bread, or potatoes, or eat any sweets, as long you live. And if you get fresh with your diet, you’ll pay with losing a foot, or a leg, or go blind.”27


Tregaskis, who after the war switched to an insulin regimen to control his diabetes, went to work each night at INS carrying a paper bag containing his lunch, consisting of a half-pound of baloney, “no bread and nothing else. And I knew that I would be hungry, ravenously hungry, that night as every night, as I fought the diabetes demon, as well as the demons of the job.” Of course, Tregaskis admitted, his suffering in no way compared to the discomforts being experienced by those directly involved “in our many-front war.” But there were many times when the pressure got to be too much for the young reporter, and, when a subway train “would come clattering and banging and roaring into the station,” he thought seriously of jumping in front of one and ending his misery. “Life didn’t seem worth this hard a struggle,” Tregaskis said, “and the diabetes, despite the starvation diet, didn’t seem to be improving.” He even fantasized about taking a one-man submarine, penetrating the enemy’s defenses, and destroying a Japanese warship so his death would have some meaning. “It never occurred to me that this was just about impossible,” he recalled. “There would have to be months of training, and some way to put the sub where it was supposed to do its work, and most important, somebody in authority would have to be convinced that the project was worth trying. It was a vainglorious Walter Mitty dream, though with an unhappy ending.”28


In early March 1942 Tregaskis got his opportunity to do something for the war effort. On a rainy night at the INS office, Lee told his fellow rewrite man that Faris wanted to see him the next morning. Tregaskis was elated, believing it meant he would be given the foreign assignment he had desired. “Round faced with round dark glasses, medium sized, Faris was physically undistinguished, but as an editor he was great,” said Tregaskis. “He was a working, shirt-sleeve editor, who would pitch in to do the work himself if there was a slow-up, and he could do all the jobs as well as anyone.” Tregaskis admired the INS editor for his liking for “direct action—the shortest way to a point.” It marked a characteristic of all the good newsmen he knew, and a quality “in common with the great military leaders I came to know, the leaders among the brave men.”29


By this time, Tregaskis was ready to go wherever INS wanted to send him. His diabetes seemed to be under control and he had even been able to gain weight while maintaining his low blood sugar. He had also saved enough money to have his wife leave Boston to join him and his family in New Jersey. Before their marriage, Tregaskis had warned Marian that his work came first and “that was the way it was, like it or not. And I remember saying that she would respect me more because my mind was clear on that issue.” What stuck in his mind, however, was a caution issued by his mother, who had told him, “When you want to travel, you have to expect to collect scars.” Tregaskis translated her “prescient foreboding” into a belief that while engaged in action the “bitter pill wasn’t the risk of death, so much as being badly hurt or crippled.” Later, he felt “pangs of conscience” about the “willfulness with which I bulled ahead to get to that war” and the sufferings his single-mindedness had caused his wife, mother, and sister. At his meeting with Faris, Tregaskis remembered his editor being polite and to the point: he had his choice between two assignments, London or Australia. “I knew he characteristically didn’t brook a ‘think it over’ kind of answer,” Tregaskis said of Faris. “I knew my chance was now and that he was assuming I had already thought it over and made up my mind. ‘Australia,’ I said, simply.” Tregaskis was on his way to combat, pleased that “out there in the void of the future was a shape I had dreamed of: men at war in a crusade for ideals, and for survival.”30
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WARTIME IN PARADISE





Upon his arrival in Hawaii as a new war correspondent for the International News Service, Richard Tregaskis discovered a place quite unlike what he had been used to seeing in tourist brochures before the war. Shortly after the disaster at Pearl Harbor, the U.S. territory had been placed under martial law. Military courts, presided over by an armed officer, replaced civilian tribunals; a strict curfew and blackout (lights out at 6:00 p.m.) had been established; and tight censorship existed on newspaper articles, radio broadcasts, mail, and long-distance telephone calls. Everyone had their fingerprints taken—even First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt when she visited in 1943—and Japanese alien residents had to hand over to authorities their firearms, radios, and cameras, among other items. “No white or red flashlights were permitted—even in the hands of those privileged to go out of doors in the blackout. You weren’t allowed to smoke cigarettes in the street,” noted Robert J. Casey of the Chicago Daily News, who had arrived in Hawaii a few weeks after the Japanese attack. Casey heard a story about a guard who delivered a stern warning one evening to a passerby for wearing a wristwatch with a luminous dial. A photographer confided to Casey: “This town is sitting right on the edge of its chair all ready to get up and run somewhere.”1


Tregaskis’s journey to war began in San Francisco, California, where he waited at the end of March 1942 for about two weeks before he sailed to the Hawaiian Islands on a former luxury ocean liner of the Matson Line, the SS Lurline, which had been requisitioned by the U.S. Navy for use as a troopship. “I have a fine uniform, which is like the regular officer’s outfit except there is no insignia,” he wrote his parents. “Since the company is paying for it, I can enjoy it all the more.” As he prepared to be shipped out, Tregaskis had the opportunity to tour the city and meet its people, who had been “extremely hospitable.” A few aspects of the city had particularly impressed him, especially its hills. “They’re the steepest I’ve ever seen—far steeper than in Boston—and yet the roads run over them in straight lines and the biggest and most sumptuous buildings, in fact the whole downtown section is strewn over them without any apparent concern for altitude or grade,” Tregaskis wrote. “Some of the trolley cars run on cables which move continuously under the street surfacing. You hook your streetcar onto the cable through a slit in the street. It’s very novel.” There were also more taverns in San Francisco than he had ever seen anywhere else. “They’re as plentiful as phones or taxicabs in New York,” he noted, no doubt due to the large numbers of sailors and soldiers who crowded into the city looking for diversions. Turning to more serious matters, Tregaskis warned his parents that the letter they were reading would probably be the last they would receive from him for about a month. He told them not to waste their time worrying about his safety. “If anything should happen, which is unlikely, you will hear about it immediately,” Tregaskis wrote. “No news is good, etc., these days.”2


It seemed to take forever for Tregaskis to get to his Pacific destination. The Lurline had started its engines and left the dock only to suddenly stop and drop anchor in the middle of San Francisco Bay. A frustrated Tregaskis had been warned by one of the sailors aboard that if he intended to be part of naval operations in the future, he had better get used to waiting. Barges came alongside the troopship and began to transfer ammunition, tons of it, Tregaskis recalled. The passengers were not supposed to know about what was being loaded onto the ship, but one of Tregaskis’s companions, Astley Hawkins, a correspondent for Reuters, the international news agency, had found out. “A pleasant ship to be torpedoed on,” said Hawkins, who had previously worked as a reporter for newspapers in New Zealand and Tasmania and had traveled on the Lurline during its days as a luxury liner. “I envied Hawkins his superior knowledge and experience,” Tregaskis recalled. “His manner, I was aware, was easier than mine, and quite naturally so; and even his equipment seemed to be more right than mine. I had a huge old suitcase in which to carry my gear, and a battered, ancient Corona [typewriter] I had bought second hand. Hawkins had a very military looking duffle bag and a proper bedding roll.” In spite of their differences, Tregaskis found Hawkins to be a charming companion, pleasantly calm, and possessed with a “constantly good natured smile on his lips, and mild but steady eyes behind large, steel-rimmed glasses.”3


Other passengers on the Lurline included army, navy, and marine officers; a rear admiral; a group of approximately twenty-five nurses; a handful of Hawaiian residents caught on the mainland following the December 7 attack and returning home; and throngs of civilian war workers on their way to Honolulu and Midway Island to construct military facilities. To accommodate all these people, the ship’s lounge had been renovated to hold bunks four tiers high, and meals were served cafeteria style. At least the food was good, said Tregaskis, as the mess caterer who had been employed by the ship in its civilian days, and his crew, still worked in the kitchen. The one discomfort of being aboard he could not get used to was the lack of fresh water. “One always felt sticky after washing with the brine [saltwater] which ran in the bathroom pipes,” Tregaskis recalled. His assigned cabin, which once had contained only two beds, was now filled with two triple-decked bunks. “The distance between bunks, horizontally, was about two feet, and one had to be an athlete at least to sandwich himself into bed,” Tregaskis noted. The cabin had no chairs, except for one folding stool with a canvas top. One lucky person could sit on the chair while the others had to perch on their baggage or “jackknife their bodies into a sort of sitting position between the second and third levels of bunks.” One stuffy lounge—blacked out day and night—did still have some chairs scattered about. “Here the air was always thick with smoke,” Tregaskis said of the lounge, “but one could at least relax on cushions, if the chairs were not all filled.”4


One of Tregaskis’s cabinmates provided respite from the journey’s monotony. Jack Baich was a retired director of the Hawaiian Telephone Company, and he could be counted on to tell “wonderful stories” about his pioneer grandfather, who had overcome numerous obstacles while living in the American West to become a ship’s master, a gold miner, and a ranch owner. Baich also brooked no nonsense from those passengers who dared disturb his nightly rest. Tregaskis recalled that in the cabin next to his resided some young girls whose exact status was “indeterminate.” One evening, the women began to “giggle excessively,” so loudly that Tregaskis and the other men in his cabin could hear them through the thin partition. “Finally they began to beat significant tattoos on the wall. Perhaps they had found some liquor aboard in some obscure corner and had come to feel playful,” observed Tregaskis. Stirring out of his slumber, Baich roared at the miscreants, “Stop that knocking! We’re trying to sleep in here!” Silence followed for the rest of the evening.5


As the Lurline started on its way with other members of its convoy, including some navy destroyers serving as escorts, the seas eventually grew rough and the ship began to roll heavily. Many on board, Tregaskis reported, had never been on a ship before and they soon became seasick. “Some made the rails and a few let go [vomited] in the corridors,” he said. “The ship was so crowded and busy that some of the slop remained underfoot, and one occasionally slipped on it.” The ship’s canteen had to deal with a run on lemon drops, which a sailor confided to Tregaskis were supposed to be a remedy for seasickness. At least the Lurline faced no threats from Japanese submarines, although Tregaskis did learn that when the ship had sailed from San Francisco a submarine had been reported far to the south off San Diego. “This fellow had not bothered us or even put in an appearance,” he said. Tregaskis did have the opportunity to see guns fired for the first time when the ships in the convoy took target practice. “I noticed particularly the bright gold color of the tracer bullets, and the fact that when the other transport was firing, we saw the dashed lines of her tracers leaning into the sky long before we heard the popping of her firing,” he said. “When she fired all her 50 calibers at once, the sound was an interesting combination of rattles and pops, and the sheet of orange flame which came from her larger guns when they fired, seemed amazingly large and long.” When the Lurline’s guns fired, the noise “rattled our eardrums,” he recalled. “I was awed by the ease and precision with which our 50 caliber gunners swung their mounts by their broad, bicycle type handlebars, and sent streams of bullets lancing out at the target.” He tried to piece all these new sights and sounds and observations into “imagined pictures of an actual engagement; and finally gave it up, deciding I could not be sure until I had seen the reality.”6
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