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Black Tom


No one saw them. A new moon gave off little light and there were no street lamps at Black Tom.


The three German saboteurs moved quietly through the midnight darkness into the unfenced railroad munitions depot on the Jersey City waterfront.


They planted their chemical firebombs in a freight car loaded with ammunition, in a warehouse full of war material and in the hold of a lighter crammed with high explosives.


Then they vanished into the night. Unseen.


A quarter of an hour later, the chemicals touched off intense fires which doubled in size every five minutes. At first, no one saw the fires either.


The fires ate away at wooden crates, red tongues licking at the explosives within. A half hour after that an automatic alarm in the warehouse sounded. That brought the fire department’s engines and ladder trucks rolling across the causeway onto Black Tom.


Men began to fight the fires, pull the barges farther into the Hudson River and move the boxcars away from the flames.


It was too late.


Rounds began to cook off lighting up the sky and peppering the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island with shrapnel.


Then came the explosions shaking the earth, obliterating Black Tom, killing five people and injuring hundreds.


New York City’s millions were awakened and took to the streets in panic. Much of the plate glass south of Thirty-Third Street was shattered. The explosions were felt as far away as Maryland.


It was July 30, 1916, and America was not yet at war.


President Woodrow Wilson had been on the tight rope of neutrality for more than two years balancing British provocations against German outrages. America didn’t want to join the slaughter in Europe. She was getting rich selling war material to the Allies. She would have sold to the Germans too, but the Royal Navy’s blockade scotched that.


So the Germans turned to sabotage trying to stop American ammunition from getting to Allied guns.


The spectacular death and destruction at the Lehigh Valley Railroad’s munitions terminal at Black Tom should have caused Wilson to demand a declaration of war. But it didn’t.


Local, state and federal investigations into Black Tom came up with the politically convenient conclusion that the devastation was caused by some sort of never explained accident.


People talked about Black Tom for days or weeks, or even years, but most Americans quickly forgot about it.


A few would never forget. The families of the dead. People like Frank Hague, the ambitious and ruthless Jersey City commissioner of public safety who couldn’t persuade Congress to forbid the shipment of munitions through Black Tom. Lieutenant Mickey McGurk, the policeman who suspected the Germans did it but wasn’t allowed to try and prove it.


Or Detective Sergeant Tony Aiello, Detective Hans Mannstein, Hannah Ganz, Kathy McCann, Fat Jack Lynch, and Abram Ashansky, all of whom did their best to protect Black Tom.


But their story did not end with Black Tom. Like all of us, these immigrants or children of immigrants found that the ordinary lives we yearn to lead are upended by great events beyond our control but which demand our attention and, sometimes, even our very lives.


This is their story. The story of ordinary people in a place called Jersey City who less than nine months later found themselves coping with a world at war, here and beyond the seas, and with its chaotic aftermath.


It is the story of a cobbled together American family. Perhaps, much like yours.





Abie Goes to War


“Can any of you clowns speak French?”


The bored company first sergeant clearly didn’t expect a positive answer from these recruits who had been in the Army a bit more than a month.


The men, standing at ease, looked at each other. Then a single arm was slowly raised.


It belonged to Private Abram Aaron Ashansky.


“Ashcans? You speak French?”


“I do, Sergeant.”


The first sergeant gestured to his right with his thumb and said, “Fair enough. When you are dismissed, get rid of that rifle and cartridge belt and report to the lieutenant there at company headquarters.”


Ashansky looked at the lieutenant who nodded.


“Yes, Sergeant,” said Ashansky.


The first sergeant called the company to attention and dismissed them.


“Now you’ve done it, Ashcans. I thought a smart guy like you knew better than to volunteer,” said one of his tent mates as they put their rifles in a rack.


“You’ll be lucky if all they make you do is peel potatoes for French fries tonight. Where’d you learn French anyway? I thought you were Russian.”


“I’m from the Ukraine. Look, I’d love to discuss the Russian educational system with you, Billy, but I better go see that lieutenant.”


“Right. Good luck, pal.” They never saw each other again.


Abie removed his campaign hat, stood at attention and saluted. “Private Ashansky reporting as ordered, sir.”


The lieutenant returned the salute and said, “Stand at ease, private … Comment avez-vous parlez francais?”


Ashansky smiled, noted the harsh American accent, and said, “Problement, mieux que vous, monsieur.”


The lieutenant laughed and said, “Sans aucun doute.”


The first sergeant looked up from his desk on the far side of the headquarters tent and shook his head as the conversation continued in French.


“Are you from France, Ashansky?’


“No, sir. From the Ukraine, in Russia.”


“Where did you learn to speak French then?”


“At the university, sir. In Kiev.”


‘Truly? You went to the university? What did you study?”


“Law, sir. I was trained as an advocate—a lawyer.”


“Is Russian law based on the Napoleonic Code like most of the countries in Europe?”


Ashansky was impressed. The lieutenant was no dolt.


“No, sir. Russia and the Scandinavian countries are exceptions.”


The lieutenant looked at him for a few seconds and then asked, “What happened, Ashansky?”


Ashansky sighed. “War was breaking out, sir. I didn’t want to get conscripted into the Russian Army so I ran away—without my diploma and my papers. I worked as a stoker on ships and made my way to America and since then I have been working as a laborer. I couldn’t get anything else.”


“Really?”


“Well, I didn’t want anything else. I like being a worker.” Abie didn’t tell the lieutenant that he took his fiancée’s dowry with him to America and it was now in a safe deposit box in Jersey City.


The lieutenant asked, “Do you speak other languages, private?”


“Russian, Ukrainian and I can get along in German … and Yiddish, of course.” Ashansky looked directly into the lieutenant’s eyes as he spoke. The lieutenant didn’t blink.


“Is Russian that different from Ukrainian?” he asked.


“Some,” said Ashansky.


“I’ll take your word for it, private. Can you type?”


“With two fingers, sir.” If the keyboard is in Cyrillic, thought Abie.


“That will have to do for now.”


The lieutenant switched back to English as Ashansky and the first sergeant listened attentively. “Go back to your tent and pack all your uniforms in your duffel bag. All of them. Leave your rifle, your cartridge belt and the rest of your field equipment right where they are, the supply sergeant will take care of it. Report back to me as quickly as you can. Just you and your uniforms. Understand?”


“Yes, sir,” said a totally puzzled Ashansky who came to attention, saluted, did an about face, and hurried out of the tent.


The first sergeant thought, What the hell? “Where’s Ashcans headed, sir?’


“Ashcans?”


The first sergeant laughed. “That’s his nickname. His platoon sergeant kept messing up his last name. Not many Russians in Kentucky, sir.”


“Well, Ashcans is going with me.”


“What unit is the lieutenant with,” asked the first sergeant.


“Statistics, sergeant. I’m in the statistics section at headquarters.”


“Sounds like an interesting job, sir.” What the hell do they want with a Russian who can speak French in the statistics section? Things were a hell of a lot simpler back in the Spanish War.


Ashansky was back in less than ten minutes, his duffel bag over his shoulder. The lieutenant was waiting for him, standing next to a touring car and smoking a cigarette. He looked at Ashansky as he got closer. Average height, muscular, fair skin, brown hair, blue eyes. He thought, I wonder how many Jews have blue eyes.


He said, “Put your duffel in the front with the driver. Sit in the back with me.”


“Yes, sir.”


Ashansky was uncomfortable. He didn’t feel it was his place to start a conversation with the lieutenant although he was bursting with curiosity about where he was going and what he would do. They rode in salience for more than five minutes.


Good. He knows how to keep his mouth shut, thought the lieutenant.


He spoke in French. “We are headed for Hoboken and a troopship to France.”


“France? My God. I don’t even know how to fire a rifle. I haven’t even been to the range. I’ve only been in the Army a few weeks.”


“You won’t need a rifle where we’re going, Ashansky. We are going to the headquarters of the American Expeditionary Force in Chaumont. We’re assigned to the Intelligence Section. You’ll probably be working for me as a translator, clerk and runner.”


“Intelligence? You mean like the Deuxième Bureau, sir?”


“Exactly.”


Ashansky laughed. “The last Jew I heard of that worked in intelligence was named Dreyfus.”


“Let’s hope you end up better than he did,’ said the lieutenant. “As for knowing what you are doing, none of us are trained in intelligence but our boss, General Nolan, is a whiz. We’re all going to learn from him and from the Brits and the French. And we’re going to learn quickly. We have to.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Forget that rifle, you’re done with that. You’ll be issued a .45 pistol but I doubt that you’ll ever have to use it. It’s not much good unless you’re really up close to the enemy and if you’re that close you’re really in deep shit.”


The lieutenant reached into his briefcase on the car floor and took out a pack of chevrons and handed them to Ashansky.


“By the way, you’re a corporal now. Get these sewed on your uniforms as quickly as you can. They’ll make life a little easier for you aboard the ship. Rank has its privileges even there.”


“Will we have any time in Hoboken before we sail? I have a friend that I would really like to say goodbye to, sir.”


The lieutenant thought for a second. “Well, the troops will be staging nearby before they board so I probably can get you a twenty-four hour pass. But I’ve got to warn you. If you miss that troop movement and the ship sails without you, that’s desertion in the face of the enemy. They’ll hang you.”


“Don’t worry, sir. I won’t miss the ship. I love the thought of a sea voyage where I don’t have to shovel coal.”


The men fell silent again and the lieutenant asked, “Did that nickname ‘Ashcans’ bother you?”


“Not at all, sir. It’s better than the one I had when I worked in the junkyard back in Kearny.”


“Which was?”


“Abie the Jew.”


It took a couple of hours to drive from Camp Dix to Hoboken and the scenery wasn’t much to look at. The men remained silent.


The auto stopped at the foot of a pier in Hoboken. It was one of twelve the Army had commandeered from the Hamburg-American and North German Lloyd Lines after war broke out.


Abie jumped out and opened the door for the lieutenant who said, “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”


Abie pulled out a bag of loose tobacco, rolled a cigarette and looked around as he smoked. He saw a small tailor shop in a row of buildings across the street.


The lieutenant emerged from the pier and Abie ground out his cigarette on the pavement.


“Here’s your pass. I’m sorry; it’s only good for twelve hours. You have to be back by ten tonight. I guess we’re sailing on the tide. For God’s sake, don’t be late. Report right here. Someone will give you instructions then. Good luck, corporal. I’ll see you in France.”


He extended his hand and Abie shook it. Then Ashansky came to attention and saluted. The lieutenant returned the salute and said, “Don’t get drunk and miss the ship. There would be hell to pay.”


Ashansky smiled and said, “Don’t worry, sir. I’ll be here.” Ashansky drank nothing but a glass of wine on the Sabbath and he hadn’t celebrated the Sabbath since he left the Ukraine in 1914. Tea was his drink and that was hard enough to get in the United States Army which operated on coffee.


“Sir,” Abie called out. The lieutenant turned around. “Sir, I don’t know the lieutenant’s name.”


“Lynch. Lieutenant Terrence Lynch.”


“Thank you, sir.”


Another Irisher, thought Abie.


Ashansky retrieved his duffel bag from the front seat and walked across the street to the tailor.


A small bell above the door rang as he entered the shop. The tailor looked up from his work. He was a small, thin man, wearing a black skullcap. He was seated at a sewing machine putting chevrons on a uniform blouse.


Good, thought Abie, he knows where they go.


“Sholem Aleikum,” said Abie.


Grinning broadly, the tailor replied, “Sholem Aleikum.”


The men switched to English. “I see you know how to sew stripes on a uniform,” said Abie.


“That’s true,” said the tailor. “You’re not the first soldier I’ve met although I don’t meet many Jewish ones.”


“You will. What time do you close your shop?”


“What time am I done with my work?” Both men laughed.


“Of course. Can you sew chevrons on this jacket right now and then sew them on the rest of my uniforms before, say, six o’clock this evening.”


The tailor rolled his eyes. “Yes, Captain.”


“Corporal. I’m a corporal,” said Abie.


“Who knows? Maybe someday you’ll be a captain—like Dreyfus.”


“Oy!” said Abie pressing his fingers to his temples and drawing a laugh from the tailor. He took off his uniform blouse and handed it to the tailor along with his stack of chevrons. The man immediately started to sew while Abie rooted in his duffel bag for his other jacket and his shirts.


By the time Abie had found them, the tailor was biting off the last thread on the second chevron.


He handed the blouse to Abie who donned it. “Perfect,” he said.


“You’re surprised?”


“Not at all,” said Abie. “I hope I’ll be as good a soldier as you are a tailor.”


“Then you’ll be a captain for sure,” said the tailor.


Abie put on his overseas cap and said, “A dank. I’ll see you at six o’clock, my friend.”


“I’ll be here.”


Abie put his duffel bag in a corner and left.


A cab was easy to find. They were constantly pulling up to the pier and disgorging officers. Abie hopped in one.


“Take me to Police Headquarters in Jersey City, please.”


“You got it, General,” said the cabbie.


Aha! Another promotion, thought Abie who had already decided to give the man a decent tip.


The ride was short and it took Abie less than fifteen minutes to track down Detective Sergeant Tony Aiello with whom he had worked in 1916 keeping an eye on anarchists and other crazies who might want to drag America into a bloody war.


Well, America was in the World War now and Abram Aaronovich Ashansky, who had fled the Ukraine rather than serve in the ranks of the Czar, had surprised himself by enlisting in the American Army.


This is my country now, he had thought. Not a bad country for Jews. She needs us now.


The policemen he had queried had treated him, or least his uniform, with respect and now he was knocking on a door marked with Aiello’s name.


“C’mon in,” said Aiello who jumped up as soon as Ashansky crossed the threshold and rushed to embrace him.


“Abie! Abie! Hot damn! Look at you. A corporal, no less,” said Tony excitedly. “What are you doing here? Are you on leave? How long can you stay?”


He gestured to a chair. “Sit down, Abie. Sit down and tell me what’s going on with you.”


Abie removed his cap and sat. “I don’t really know, Tony. All I know is I’m leaving for France, probably tomorrow. From Hoboken.”


“Wow,” said Tony, “that was quick. I thought it took a lot longer than that to train an infantryman.”


“It does, Tony. I’ve never even fired a rifle. Thank God, I’m going to work in …” Abie hesitated. “I’m going to be working in ‘statistics’ at headquarters, way behind the front lines.”


Aiello was an excellent detective and had noticed the pause. “Statistics is it? Wonderful work for a junkyard strongman.”


Abie smiled and said, “Tony, if you think about ‘statistics’ and come up with one plus one equals two, please keep it to yourself.”


“Abie, I have no head for ‘statistics,’ I’m just a dumb cop. Don’t worry about me, my friend. I’m worried about you.”


Tony reached into his vest pocket and took out a safe deposit box key attached to a pocket watch chain. “What do you want me to do with this?”


The box this key opened contained his fiancée Rachel’s dowry, mostly gems, some gold and platinum. Abie smuggled it out of the Ukraine and entrusted it to Tony when he enlisted. The dowry was worth a small fortune.


“Nothing, my friend. Keep it safe for me. But I’d feel better if it wasn’t dangling from a watch chain tempting every goniff in sight.”


Tony smiled and said, “I’ll have my wife hide it at home. Believe me, it will be safe.”


He frowned. “What should I do if you’re not as far from the front line as you think and something happens?”


Abie put his hand on Tony’s shoulder. “I’ve listed you as my next-of-kin. If the kaiser gets lucky, the Army will tell you I’m not coming back.”


“What then?” asked Tony?


“Then your daughter—when you have a daughter—will have a much nicer dowry than any honest cop can come up with.”


Tony shook his head. “My daughter doesn’t want Rachel’s dowry. She wants to grow up with you and her Aunt Rachel.”


Abie choked up and bit his lip. Now he grabbed Tony by both shoulders. “My friend. My American brother. Please God, we both live to see that day.”


Tony jumped up and said, “Enough silly talk. We got to get you fed. You look like the Army is trying to starve you to death.”


Abie said, “Not really, Tony. The Army gives us plenty to eat but we sweat it off between meals.”


“Well, I know a couple of nice ladies who will remedy that, my friend. Let’s go.”


Abie and Tony climbed the stairs to his flat just across the hall from his parents. His father, a master bricklayer, had bought the four-family building. Two daughters presumably would live in the downstairs flats once they married. Tony’s mother, Carmella, was a happy woman.


“I’m home,” cried Tony, “and guess who’s with me!”


His wife, Peggy, a very tall, beautiful strawberry blonde, was setting the table. She dropped a plate and came rushing, her arms outstretched, past her husband and hugged Abie tight. Taller than him, she kissed him on the forehead first.


“My God, Abie! It’s you! I can’t believe it. You’re home.”


Abie stood on his tiptoes and she kissed both cheeks.


“Whoa! Whoa!” said Tony, “Let the poor man sit down, woman.”


Abie, smeared with lipstick, sat down.


“Tony, pour Abie a glass of wine and I’ll see if I can get this poor man something to eat. Abie, you know, my lout of a husband didn’t let me know you were coming.”


“Your lout of a husband didn’t know I was coming,” said Abie. “Don’t go to any trouble, Peggy.”


“Ha!” said Tony as he poured three glasses of homemade red wine.


Tony picked up his glass and said, “Salute!“ Abie answered with “L’Chaim!“ and Peggy finished with “Slainte!“


Peggy disappeared into her mother-in-law’s flat and came back with a big bowl of antipasto. “Here. This should hold the two of you until we can make lunch. It shouldn’t take long.”


Peggy left and, what seemed like just minutes later, a procession of smiling women came through the door. Peggy carried a huge bowl of pasta topped with tomato gravy. Her mother-in-law trailed her bearing bowls of sausage and meatballs, Carmella’s elder daughter had bracioles and more gravy and the younger one bore bread and grated cheese.


Controlled chaos ensued amidst shouts, kisses, while all the food was put on the big wooden kitchen table. Tony finished setting the table for six.


Abie grabbed Carmella’s hand—delicate as a piece of granite—bent to kiss it and said, “Signora Aiello, I am delighted to see you again.”


Carmella grunted with pleasure and said, “Infine, un gentiluomo.“ The girls squealed with delight and rained kisses on a laughing Abie.


It was a typical Sicilian meal. Six people with a minimum of three conversations going on at the same time.


Carmella sat on one side of Abie, Peggy on the other.


When Carmella spoke, the others fell silent, “Thank God you got here before you starved to death. You’re all skin and bones, Abie.”


“Signora, no one leaves your table hungry.”


“Peggy helped make the gravy,” said Tony proudly.


Carmella raised her hand for silence. “I’ve had enough of this ‘signora’ stuff, Abie. I’m no signora. You’re family. I’m your aunt. I’m your Aunt Carmella.”


Then, pointing both of her index fingers at her daughters across the table, she said, “And you two are his cousins.”


“Cousin Abie,” they cried pushing past Carmella and Peggy to kiss him again.


Once they were back in their chairs, Carmella continued, “We’re your family, Abie. We love you and you will love us.”


“I already do, Aunt Carmella. It doesn’t bother you that I’m Jewish?’


Carmella shrugged. “So was Jesus Christ. Besides this is America. We’re an American family. Sicilians, Irish, Jews, Germans.”


Tony couldn’t resist. “Maybe, some day, even Italians.”


Carmella frowned. “Watch your mouth,” she said. “Now let’s talk family. Your fiancée, what’s her name—Rachel? She’s still in Russia or Rumania or someplace like that?”


“Yes, Aunt Carmella. She’s in the Ukraine. Or least I hope so. I don’t know whether she is alive or dead.”


“She’s alive,” said Carmella. “I’d know if she was dead. Family always knows. Is this Ukraine near where you are going in France?”


“No, Aunt Carmella. It’s a thousand miles away.”


“Too bad. Well, you’ll just have to come back after the war, pack a bag and go to Ukrainia and find her. Tony could go with you and help you look.”


Both men and Peggy were startled.


“She belongs here with us,” said Carmella Aiello. “We’ll find you someplace nice to live. Maybe across the street.” No one laughed.


“I’ll find her,” said Abie.


“Of course you will,” said Carmella as the others nodded.


Abie warmed to the occasion. “Maybe at our wedding, Uncle Antonio, can give the bride away. Tony will be the best man and Peggy the matron of honor. The girls can be bridesmaids and you, of course, would be mother-of-the-bride.”


Carmella gave him a slow, dignified nod and said, “We’d be honored, nephew.”


The meal finally ended and the women cleared the table and did the dishes. The men sat on the stoop in the late October sunshine sipping black coffee and smoking cigars.


Abie turned to Tony and gripped his shoulder, “I can’t tell you how much your family—my family—means to me. I’ve been alone since I came to America and I hated it. No family. No one I loved within my reach. No Rachel, no mother, no father, no aunts and uncles and no cousins. Now, in hours, that is all changed thanks to you, my American brother. I will cherish the memory of this afternoon until the day I die.”


“There will be lots more of them when you get back, Abie. Maybe one of my sisters will become a nun and you and Rachel can live downstairs from us.” Both men laughed.


“They say the war will be over and you boys will be home for Christmas,” said Tony.


Abie puffed on his cigar. “They said that in 1914 too. I don’t think so. I think it will be a hard slog.” It was.


Abie was back at the tailor’s at quarter to six. His blouse and shirts were hanging, neatly pressed, on a rack. He took them down, folded them, and put them in his duffel bag.


“How much do I owe you, my friend?” asked Ashansky.


“How can I overcharge somebody that calls me his friend? Fifty cents should do it.”


Abie handed him a two dollar bill. “Here, send your son to college.”


He walked onto the pier and soon found a sign tacked to the wall. “Statistics Unit: Report Here.” There were two other corporals standing there.


Abie asked, “Who’s in charge?”


“Not me,” they answered in unison.


The three of them sat against the wall making small talk but being careful to avoid any mention of their assignments when a sergeant walked up to them.


“Are you men assigned to statistics?”


“Yes, Sergeant.” Again in unison.


“Okay. I’m Sergeant Talbot. My job is to get you aboard ship, see that you don’t die on the way to France and then deliver you to a Lieutenant Lynch when we get there. Obey my orders and we’ll get along. There’ll be seven of you, all corporals, and I’ll try to keep you off any shit details that come up. Do you understand me?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Don’t call me ‘sir,’ goddamn it. I’m a Sergeant.”


Abie asked, “When will we board, sergeant.”


“When all seven of you are here.”


That moment didn’t arrive until 9:45 pm when a somewhat disheveled corporal staggered onto the pier. “Statistics! Where the hell is statistics,” he bellowed.


The sergeant, who had been checking his pocket watch every few minutes for the past hour, called out, “Over here, asshole.”





Over There


The sergeant led his seven men up the gangplank and checked in with another sergeant standing next to the ship’s officer of the deck.


“Statistics? What division are you people with?”


“No division, pal, just Statistics. I don’t know shit about it so don’t bother to ask,” said Sergeant Talbot.


“Right,” said the check-in sergeant recognizing another regular. He started to thumb through a thick sheaf of paper and some minutes later said. “Got it. Sergeant Talbot and seven corporals?”


“That’s me and that’s them.”


The naval officer spoke. “This man will take your unit down to your berths, Sergeant.”


“Thank you, sir,” said Sergeant Talbot who saluted.


A sailor said, “This way, chum.”


The USS America was a big ship at 669 feet long with a beam of 75 feet. At 41,500 tons she was a lot heavier than when she was launched in 1905 as the SS Amerika for the Hamburg-America Line. She had been a well-appointed passenger liner.


When war broke out, the SS Amerika was interned in Boston. Years later when the United States declared war on Germany, the Navy seized her.


The Navy had converted her into a troopship, changed the spelling of her name, and had armed her with four six-inch guns, two one-pound guns, three machine guns and nine depth charges.


She could do 17.5 knots, much faster than any U-boat. She was manned by almost a thousand sailors and would take 4,000 soldiers to France. There were 4,000 tons of cargo and equipment in her holds too.


Any ship is a complex of confusing passage ways and what the Navy calls “ladders.” The America was no different and in less than a minute six of the corporals were helplessly lost. Abie and the sergeant had been on ships before and were mentally mapping their way.


The sailor looked at his scrap of paper and said, “Okay. Here we are. Pick a rack. The head is over there. To starboard.” He pointed to his right and vanished.


The sergeant took over. “We’ll stick together. Five of you take the racks on that side. Three of us will be on this side.” With that the sergeant climbed to the highest rack as Abie did on the other side while the others quibbled over who would get the racks closest to the steel deck.


As they settled their duffel bags onto the end of the racks where there was no pillow and blanket, the sergeant looked over at Abie and said flatly, “You’ve been to sea before.”


“Yes, Sergeant. The Baltic and the Atlantic.”


Talbot nodded. “I sailed to the Philippines and back across the Pacific. It took forever. This should be a shorter run.”


“But maybe just as rough,” said Abie.


Talbot laughed. “Then some of these people will find out gravity is not your friend in rough seas.”


The troop compartments filled up fast.


One corporal stood up and addressed Talbot. “Hey, Sarge, where do you think the latrine is? I got to piss.”


“That’s what the Navy calls a ‘head’ and it’s right over there. Don’t lose your way back. Better yet. We’ll all go together … I said now, people.”


Grousing, his seven men formed a ragged line behind him and followed him into the head.


There was a long line of metal sinks topped with mirrors on one side and on the other, metal toilets hovering over a trough of running water. There were no showers.


“Now, pay attention when you are taking a crap. It won’t take long before some imbecile amuses himself by floating wads of flaming toilet paper down that trough. If you don’t want your ass singed, pay attention.”


They made it back to their racks without incident. Several card games were already underway as was a crap game with the dice bouncing off a steel bulkhead.


Ashansky approached the sergeant. “We’re going to be working with French soldiers in the statistics section, Sergeant. Would you mind if we practice our French?”


“Hell, no. Help yourselves. I know a little oxcart Spanish myself so I’ll probably know what you are talking about.” He didn’t understand a word but he wouldn’t admit it to these pretend corporals.


They didn’t sail on the tide. In fact, they didn’t sail for two days although they couldn’t leave the ship. Most of their time was spent standing in line waiting to get fed. The sergeant introduced them to an old joke. “There’s only two things wrong with the food on this ship. It’s lousy and there ain’t enough of it.”


You could always gamble if you trusted that the game was honest. Some soldiers weren’t and arrived in France with a duffel bag stuffed with currency. One cheater was caught and beaten badly enough that he had to go to sick bay.


The lights were dimmed at 2200 but if you had anything to read you could always go into the head where the lights were always on.


The only duty Talbot’s squad had was cleanup around its own area. As Talbot said to a senior sergeant, his men were non-coms and shouldn’t do any dirty work as long as a private was still breathing.


The corporals practiced their French and gleefully corrected each other’s use and pronunciation. They were becoming a unit. Beginning to trust one another. No one spoke about intelligence work or even asked questions about it.


The sergeant was happy. These people aren’t going to give me any trouble, thank God. I wonder what they’re actually going to do in France. He noticed that they never talked about “statistics” whatever that was.


The word buzzed about the ship. They were sailing. Virtually all of the soldiers rushed to the open deck.


The wives, girlfriends and families of the officers were on the pier waving goodbye. Thousands of men waved back. Tugs nudged the big ship into the Hudson River. Any vessel in earshot sounded its whistle. The soldiers waved madly.


This was it. They were going off to war. They were wildly happy just like their kin on both sides who marched off in 1914 singing songs, with flowers in their rifle barrels. Then they were blown to bits and died by the millions in the mud of France and Belgium.


The USS America quickly passed by the Statue of Liberty. They could see the scars she had suffered from shrapnel when the munitions depot at Black Tom, just behind her right shoulder, had blown up the year before.


The ship slipped through the Narrows. The tugs disengaged and tooted their goodbyes as the local pilot took her through the Lower Bay.


Other ships were joining her. By the time she reached Sandy Hook, the convoy was complete.


There were other troopships, the USS Von Steuben, USS Agamemnon and the USS Mount Vernon with her distinctive four stacks. All had been German ships interned in US waters because of the war. They were escorted by an armored cruiser, the USS North Carolina, and two destroyers, the USS Duncan and the USS Terry.


The soldiers were impressed by the small armada that was on its way to join the ever growing American Expeditionary Force in France. By the following June there would be a million American soldiers in France. But these were among the first to go.


“Those heinies don’t stand a chance,” said one.


Some men—and a few sailors—onboard the USS America began to get seasick long before the vessel reached the open ocean.


“I don’t feel so good,” said one corporal. “Me neither,” said another. A third said, “What’s the matter? You guys seasick already? Wait till it gets rough out there.”


That was not helpful.


Sergeant Talbot nodded to Abie who nodded back. “All right, people. We’re going on deck. Let’s move.”


“I really don’t want to go on deck, Sergeant. I think I’ll just close my eyes and see if I can sleep it off,” said the first man.


“Wrong,” said Sergeant Talbot. “You close your eyes and you’re going to end up puking your guts out. Off your dead ass, my lad. We’re going topside. That way if you really do get sick, you can throw up over the side and not make a mess for the rest of us.”


That’s exactly what the corporal did, as did the second. Two others were a bit queasy but Abie told them to look at the horizon and that seemed to help. Scores, maybe hundreds, of soldiers were bent over the lifelines vomiting.


“Dear God,” said the ashen-faced corporal. “How long before we get to France?”


“Don’t worry, son, you’ll get your sea legs long before we tie up.” By the mercy of God, he did.


Others did not. In the troop compartments hundreds of men took to their racks as the seas grew and the ship rolled and pitched.


Soon the contents of their stomachs spewed from their mouths. Vomit rained down from the fourth, third, second of the stacked racks. Rarely from the fifth where all the men experienced in the ways of the sea had taken up residence.


Every toilet and most of the sinks had soldiers in sorrowful attendance.


The stench in the compartments was awful. Cleanup was continuous as non-coms insisted that resentful soldiers wield mops and buckets. Compassion for the sick was conspicuously lacking. Most men remained on deck coming in only to eat—if they could.


“I’d tell you to avoid greasy food,” said Sergeant Talbot. “Except that’s all the Navy serves.” More casualties were taken before, during and after meals. That meant “seconds” for those hardy men who had complained they weren’t getting enough to eat. Indeed, it’s an ill wind that blows no good.


Day-by-day fewer men were getting or staying sick although the weather was typical for early November in the North Atlantic. The moans and groans at night were diminishing too.


A new fear gripped the soldiers on the seventh day out. The ships had been zigzagging in unison as a routine defense against a German U-boat that might draw a bead on them.


The USS Von Steuben zigged while the USS Agamemnon zagged. The troopships collided panicking the soldiers on every ship in sight. “Do you think those boats are going to sink? That’d be worse than the goddamn Titanic.”


What was worse, the Von Steuben then signaled that she had seen a submarine. The ships scattered like a covey of quail.


In nanoseconds every soldier on every transport had heard the word submarine. “Don’t worry,” said one. “We can outrun any submarine.”


Another answered, “Sure, just like the Lusitania.”


Hours went by with no further alarms and the ships, somewhat sheepishly, fell back into their assigned positions and started to zigzag again.


The badly damaged Von Steuben, its bow open to the sea, managed to rejoin the convoy the next afternoon. The convoy had slowed down to accommodate her, which did nothing to improve the soldiers’ anxiety about U-boats.


The twelve-day voyage finally ended when the USS America pulled into its slip in the port of Brest. Silent prayers of thanksgiving were uttered by many, if not most.


Sergeant Talbot constantly shouted, “Stick together! Stick together!” as he shepherded his squad off the ship and to the right of the gangway.


“There’s Lieutenant Lynch. Over there,” said Abie. They headed for him.


“Sergeant Talbot, reporting as ordered, sir, with the detail all present.”


“Very good. At ease, Sergeant,” said Lynch, returning the salute.


Lynch reached into his briefcase and produced a one-page order and some vouchers.


Sergeant Talbot interrupted him. “Begging the lieutenant’s pardon, but does he know where the Signal Corps people are supposed to report?”


“You report right here, Sergeant.”


“Statistics? I don’t know nothing about statistics. I’m not even that good at long division,” said Talbot. The lieutenant and all the corporals laughed.


“That was just a cover name for what we are going to be doing, Sergeant. You’re going to be the senior non-com in the Intelligence Section.”


One corporal said, sotto voce, “I’ll bet he doesn’t know what that is either.” That earned him a laugh from his peers and a dirty look from the sergeant.


“You’re also going to be Brigadier General Nolan’s driver and bodyguard.”


“General Dennis Nolan?”


“Yep,” said the lieutenant. “That’s our boss man.”


“I heard of him,” said the sergeant. “He was one nasty son-of-a-bitch during the Spanish war.”


Ashansky sucked in his breath but the lieutenant was nonplussed. “Well, heroics are not in our future. We’ll be miles and miles behind the lines.”


“Suits me, “said the sergeant. “I got shot at enough in the Philippines and Mexico. No sense giving Fritz a turn.”


Lieutenant Lynch handed the papers to Talbot. “Here are your orders, train tickets and vouchers for the train station restaurants. Get the men fed and take the train to Chaumont. You’ll have to walk from there. Ashansky can translate for you. Report to the headquarters battalion sergeant major. He’ll tell you what to do next. Good luck, men.”


With that, Lieutenant Lynch and his briefcase strolled away.


“Okay, Ashansky. Let’s find out where the train station is and how we get there.” The first French dockworker they saw had that information.


Their train to Gare Montparmasse in Paris was due to leave in two hours which gave them time to eat breakfast.


“Don’t the Frogs eat bacon and eggs?” asked one corporal.


“Eat what they give you. You’re a long ways from Hoboken,” said the sergeant.


The train was filled with officers from several different countries, many French civilians and a few French enlisted men. “Sit down and shut up,” said Sergeant Talbot. “Look out the window and don’t make eye contact with the officers. Ashansky, sit next to me.”


The train made many stops along the ten-hour, 350-mile route to Paris but no one spoke to them except a French sergeant who asked where they were going. Ashansky said, “We don’t know, sergeant. I guess they’ll tell us when we get there.”


The Frenchman laughed and said, “All armies are the same. I’m glad you’re here. It’s been a long war. Good luck, my American friend.”


All the corporals said, “Merci, mon ami.” That drew a puzzled look from a French officer seated across the aisle, but he remained silent.


The train pulled into the huge railroad station and the men retrieved their duffel bags from a porter unloading them from a baggage car.


“What now?” asked Talbot. Ashansky read the tickets and said, “We change trains here. Terminals too, we have to go to Gare D’Est.”


“Where in the hell is that,” asked Talbot.


It was about three and a half miles away. Too far to walk, in the dead of night, carrying heavy duffel bags.


“We’ll grab a bite to eat and then we’ll take taxis,” said Talbot.


“I’ll bet we can change American money into French money here at the station,” said Ashansky. They could and did.


It took two taxis, four men in each with their duffels riding in racks on top. The cabs moved along at a leisurely fifteen miles per hour. Traffic was light.


They started off on the Boulevard de Sebastopol, but when they crossed the Boulevard St. Denis the road morphed into the Boulevard de Strasbourg.


Ashansky was crammed in up front with the cabbie, an elderly man who pointed to the signpost and said, “We never forget. I was there when Sedan fell. We lost almost all Alsace and much of Lorraine to the Boche. You’ll help get them back, eh?”


“You’ll get them back,” said Ashansky.


The cabbie grimaced. “I am too old for this war. I’ve been out of the reserves for twenty years.” He turned toward Ashansky and smiled. He pointed his thumb at his chest.


“But I helped save Paris. Me and my cab. Hundreds of cabs. We took thousands of poilus to the front. Along the Marne. They stopped the Boche. They did. We did. We saved Paris”


“Good for you,” said Ashansky as the cabs pulled up to Gare D’Est.


The train ride to Chaumont was only 150 miles but it took six hours. The Americans slept. One of the first things one learns in the military is how to fall asleep whenever you are given the chance.


A camion was waiting there to shuttle them and a few other American enlisted men to the headquarters of the American Expeditionary Force in France.


A sign pointed the way to the regimental sergeant major’s office in the enormous stone building. “You men wait here. Ashansky’s in charge.”


The sergeant-major said, “Here are the assignments for you and your men and a copy of the daily routine. You all will be billeted together. Stow your duffle bags in your squad room and then go to the quartermaster sergeant and get your gear and winter clothing. It gets goddamn cold in sunny France.”


The quartermaster sergeant was another regular. The intelligence squad drew heavy wool winter overcoats, canvas leggings, hobnailed trench boots, a steel helmet, a gas mask, a first-aid pouch, a canteen and cup, a mess kit, a pistol belt with a pouch for two extra magazines, a leather pistol holster with US engraved on it and a pouch containing a set of wire cutters.


“What are we going to use the wire cutters for?” asked one corporal. The sergeants looked at each other and shook their heads.


Then they got two blankets, two sheets, a pillowcase and a laundry bag.


“We change sheets and pillowcases every week,” said the quartermaster sergeant. “Put your dirty clothes in the laundry bag and it will be returned with the clean sheets. Make sure everything you own is marked with your name and section number, which in your case is G-2.


“You won’t need rifles, bayonets, shelter halves, tent poles or entrenching tools here. But we do have them if you do need them later on.” That sounded ominous.


“Okay. Now go next door to the armorer and draw your pistols.”


Each of them received an unloaded Model 1911 Colt .45 pistol which they handled as gingerly as rattlesnakes except for Talbot who pulled the slide back, checked the chamber, released the slide, pointed the pistol at the ceiling and pulled the trigger. Click!


“You will be issued ammunition when you are in the field or at the pistol range. You will sign for it and you have to account for every round when you get back. We don’t want you shooting up the place.”


“Can we shoot at the Germans?” asked one corporal.


The armorer looked at him like he was a schoolchild. “With luck, you won’t get a chance to shoot anybody. With even more luck, you won’t shoot yourself or me.”


“Right on,” said Talbot who intended to take them to the range as soon as possible and teach them how to use a .45. Talbot was first introduced to the .45 in the Philippines where Moro insurgents were responsible for its development. The Moros, Muslims who inhabited the southern islands and who had no intention of becoming America’s “little brown brothers,” were fierce fighters. So fierce that bullets from the standard .38 caliber revolver rarely stopped them.


Hence the .45 with its big, slow moving slug that would knock a man down even if it only clipped his pinky. But the .45 was an automatic pistol that could be as dangerous to its shooter as to its target. Talbot knew, loved and respected the .45. So would they all, in time.


The intelligence squad settled in, made their bunks, stowed their gear in footlockers or on wall pegs and stared at their .45s.


“Wrap those pistols in handkerchiefs and lock them up in your footlockers. We’re off to meet our bosses.” Talbot and Ashansky quickly found Lieutenant Lynch who was seated behind a desk browsing through a record book, Ashansky’s.


“Sergeant Talbot,” he said. “The general wants to see you.” With that he cranked a telephone on his desk. “Sir, Sergeant Talbot is here … Yes, sir.”


“Walk right in, Sergeant. No need to knock.” Lieutenant Lynch was General Nolan’s gatekeeper, a task he had performed for Frank Hague, now the mayor of Jersey City.


He looked at Ashansky and pointed to his record book. “I didn’t realize you are from Jersey City, Corporal. So am I. When we were in Hoboken, you said you wanted to visit a friend. Who was that?”


“Tony Aiello, sir. He’s a policeman.”


“Detective Sergeant Aiello. I know him. He was one of Hague’s Zeppelins. Did you know I was Frank Hague’s secretary?”


“No, sir.” So that makes you Fat Jack Lynch’s brother. Interesting.


“Say, were you one of those, what did they call them, confidantes?” Lynch asked.


He’s fishing for information that’s none of his business.


“Hardly, sir. We were just friends,” Abie lied.


“Never mind,” said Lynch who dismissed Ashansky as not being of much use in what he hoped would be a brilliant, political future once the war was over.


“The general will see you now.”





The Ukraine


Rachel lay stiffly under her mother’s bed, the sides of the cover concealing her. She could see the rough rope springs an inch or so from her eyes. Her fists were tightly clenched.


She heard her mother who was standing a few feet away from the bed.


“You don’t want me. I’m an old hag. I’m fifty years old.”


“You don’t look like a hag to me, koxaha,” said the heavyset, bearded Ukrainian ataman. “Besides, I’m fifty-one. At least you know what you’re doing. If you don’t want your underwear ripped off, take it off yourself.”


“No.”


“Yes,” he said moving towards her, opening the buttons on his fly.


She sobbed. “Why are you doing this to me?”


“Why did you kill Christ? Don’t make me kill you. You know I will. Don’t be stupid. Let the sun rise in the morning.”


Her mother sat on the bed and Rachel heard a rustle of a skirt and then she heard rather than felt movement on the bed. The rope spring drooped closer to Rachel’s nose. She turned her head to the side and bit her lips.


Now she felt the movement of the bed too.


“Show a little life. Do you want to end up dead? No? That’s better.”


Rachel felt her tears and was panic-stricken. She was sure she had made a sound.


Oh my God! What have I done? The movement continued more quickly and then, minutes later, came to an abrupt stop.


“Aggggh!” It was the ataman.


All was still for a few moments and then she sensed him getting off the bed. The rope spring lifted a fraction.


“Now that wasn’t too bad, was it, Mama?” said the ataman. Rachel’s mother was silent.


The ataman buttoned his fly and looked around the sparsely furnished room. It was illuminated by a kerosene lantern on a table and the embers of a wood fire that gave off both heat and light.


“Where do you Jew bastards hide all your good stuff? You can’t bury furniture too, can you?” He walked over to the fireplace and took a pair of brass candlesticks off the mantle.


Rachel’s mother remained silent, now sitting on the edge of the bed.


“Well, I don’t have time to dig up your whole yard so it looks like you’re going to get away with it this time, koxaha. I’m going to find me some rich Jews.”


He walked to the front door, his hand upon the handle and said, “Goodbye, koxaha. You’ll never see me again. And tell whoever is hiding under that bed to keep quiet if she doesn’t want to be next. I’m fifty-one so there is no next until tomorrow.” He laughed. The women did not.


He opened the door and stepped out into the night. Several of his men came running.


“Did you find a Jewess, Ataman?”


“I did and it was like fucking a dead cow.”


“You should know, Piter,” said an older man to loud laughter.


The ataman grabbed his shoulder and said, “Come on, old friend, let’s find us some rich Jews.” A younger man pointing to the house asked, “Should we burn it down?”


“Don’t bother,” said the ataman, “It’s not worth the match. Saddle up, boys.” He handed the candlesticks to the young man who grinned.


Rachel’s mother went to the door, cracked it a bit and watched the men ride away.


“You can come out now, Rachel.”


Rachel ran to her mother, arms outstretched. “Oh, Mama!” They embraced with Rachel burying her head into her mother’s hair, crying uncontrollably.


“Shh! Shh!” said the mother caressing Rachel’s hair. “It’s all right. It’s all over. It will be all right.”


Rachel’s head bobbed up and she said, “It will never be all right. That bastard! That pig! If Papa was here, he would kill that bastard.”


The mother took Rachel’s face between her hands and said, “Thank God, your father wasn’t here. He would have done something stupid and now I would be a widow too.


“That pig was right. The sun will rise tomorrow and so will you and I.”


Rachel had stopped sobbing.


“Do you know why we Jews have survived over thousands of years while other tribes and peoples have vanished?” her mother asked.


“Because we are the Chosen People?”


“Yes, my darling daughter. We are that and our creator has given us the gift of eternal endurance. No matter what happens, we endure. No matter what our enemies do to us, we endure. And despite what happened here tonight, you and I will endure. We are Jews.”


“Yes, Mama.”


Her mother kissed her and stepped back. She pointed her finger at Rachel. “But we won’t tell your father what happened here tonight.” She smiled. “Jewish men aren’t as good at enduring as Jewish women.”


“But what if …?” asked Rachel. Her mother waved her hands in dismissal.


“Don’t worry about that. I’m too old … I think. But even so, any child born of a Jewish mother is a Jew. Our enemies forget that and go out of their way to help us survive.


“Now, go heat some water. I have to wash the smell of that pig off my body.”


“Yes, Mama.”


The hetman that had violated her and his band were in full gallop in pursuit of the loot that would be their only compensation for helping to drive a Russian army out of Kiev. They were wearing red armbands.


They were ‘soldiers,” so to speak, of the Kiev Bolshevik Committee that had fought forces loyal to both the Ukrainian Central Rada and the Kiev Military District that still supported the Russian Provisional Government.


Violence had broken out on November 10 and fierce firefights erupted throughout the city. Three days later, the Military District leaders had enough and signed a ceasefire. They then withdrew their 10,000 troops from Kiev leaving it to the Reds.


Of course, the hetman and his band were not communists. Ignorant men, they had never heard of Karl Marx, let alone Vladimir Lenin. They would change armbands more than once in the wake of the Russian revolution. They were out for loot and adventure. They intuitively knew that no politician of any stripe cared whether they lived or died. Mostly, they died.
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