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Prologue





  ON A HOT AUGUST AFTERNOON IN 1914, TWO BROTHERS SAT WITH friends at a lunch counter in Atlanta. Newspapers warned that Europe was on the verge of war, but few people on this side of the Atlantic saw that as a concern. It might be something to talk about over lunch, but it was too far away to affect them. To some, it wasn’t even worth a lunch conversation.




  The two brothers didn’t see it that way. One of them, Kiffin Rockwell, stunned his friends by announcing that he was going to set out for Europe and fight for France. His brother Paul was not surprised. He planned to go with Kiffin. Kiffin and Paul’s friends didn’t know quite what to make of this announcement. Germany had not yet declared war on France, but the newspapers made it clear that war was inevitable. In 1914, many Americans felt this was simply another European power struggle that was none of America’s business. Kiffin had no such doubts. He was already convinced this war would be fought for “the cause of all humanity.” The rest of America wouldn’t come to that conclusion for another three years.




  Within days, Kiffin and Paul took a train to New York and caught the first ship to Europe. When they arrived in France, they immediately joined the French Foreign Legion. Neither had ever been to France before. Kiffin didn’t know a word of French. Paul had studied the language in school but discovered that he had difficulty understanding the language as it was spoken in France, and the French had even more problems understanding him. (One suspects the French were not accustomed to hearing their language spoken with a thick Southern drawl.) Paul’s war ended early due to battle-field injuries, but Kiffin slogged it out in the trenches until the summer of 1915, when he was wounded during a bayonet attack. That wound made it difficult for him to march, so he transferred to the newest, most “high-tech” form of warfare—a branch of the service where you didn’t have to march because you could fight sitting down. He became an aviator. Kiffin was a founding member of an elite military unit that was known as the Lafayette Escadrille. The unit was a squadron of American fighter pilots who voluntarily flew for France long before the United States entered the war. Kiffin was the first American pilot in that unit to shoot down an enemy plane. To this day, the Lafayette Escadrille and Kiffin Rockwell are remembered with honor and gratitude by the people of France.




  During the war, the exploits of the Lafayette Escadrille were heralded in newspapers around the world. Articles about the pilots appeared in papers that ran the gamut from the New York Times to the Chickasha Oklahoma Indian Reservation Daily Express. There were seldom more than a dozen pilots in the escadrille at any one time, and throughout the course of the war only thirty-eight pilots served in the unit, but its fame was such that after the war more than five thousand impostors publicly claimed to have flown with this prestigious group.




  Paul and Kiffin Rockwell may have been the first Americans to leave the United States to fight for France, but they were by no means the only ones to volunteer. Some Americans were already in France, studying at French universities or working at jobs that ranged from practicing medicine to driving taxis, and they joined the Legion too. Forty-three Americans joined the Legion in August 1914, and many more would follow. Many of those who followed were inspired by the publicity given to the Lafayette Escadrille.




  The volunteers came from diverse backgrounds. Millionaire playboys, poets, architects, scoundrels, soldiers of fortune—a wide range of Americans gave up their civilian lives and volunteered to serve in the Foreign Legion for a penny a day. Many joined because, like Kiffin, they firmly believed they were fighting to save civilization. Some joined for adventure, others for a variety of reasons. There were even one or two who fit the stereotype of joining the Legion because they had been jilted by a lover. All had a story worth telling.




  These men were not saints, by any measure. They had all the faults and vices that you would expect from any group of young men adventurous enough to voluntarily enter a war in a foreign country. When not at the front they drank, brawled, and engaged in romantic escapades. When Jim McConnell was killed, three women arrived at his funeral dressed in black, each believing she was his one and only. Two more wore black to a memorial service held for him in North Carolina. Still, he behaved better than his fellow pilot Bert Hall. Bert actually was married to at least five different women during his life, but as far as we know he was never married to more than two at any one time. These were side issues, however, irresponsible behavior engaged in when the men were temporarily released from the stress of combat. Most of their time was spent at the front, in one of the most brutal and frustrating wars ever fought. It was not the glorious war they had expected. Indeed, it was not the kind of war the politicians and generals who started it had expected. A few of the volunteers were stressed beyond their limits and deserted or (very rarely, in this war) were discharged for medical reasons. The vast majority served with honor until they were killed, wounded so badly they could no longer serve, or miraculously survived until the end of the war.




  What kind of a man was Kiffin Rockwell? Why would he leave the life he knew to go to a country he’d never seen and fight in a war his friends thought was of no concern to America? This book tells the story of Kiffin Rockwell as it has not been told before. He has sometimes been romanticized into an almost mythological figure, a wealthy southern aristocrat who fearlessly fought for the ideas he held to be true. Kiffin wasn’t wealthy, he wasn’t an aristocrat, and he wasn’t fearless. He was an idealist, however, and he fought relentlessly for a cause he believed in. Like most human beings, he had a number of virtues and a few faults. He was an aggressive pilot, but he knew fear. No sane man could dive into a dogfight against multiple enemy aircraft—a firefight with no cover and incoming fire from all directions—without feeling fear. Kiffin was brave. He overcame his fear, and he voluntarily flew into combat day after day. The stress of that combat took its toll.




  This book is based upon thousands of original source documents, including letters, photographs, unpublished histories, interviews, and period newspaper and magazine articles. It brings a new perspective to the life of Kiffin Rockwell and the men with whom he served. It is the story of an extraordinary man who slogged through the mud and trenches on the ground, and who took to the sky to engage in a new kind of warfare. The aircraft he flew may seem quaint and almost comical by today’s standards, but the death he faced was just as real as death has ever been.
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  The Education of an Idealist




  I do not feel that I am fighting for France alone, but for the cause of all humanity, the greatest of all causes.




  —KIFFIN ROCKWELL





  IF YOU’VE EVER EATEN AT AN OLD-FASHIONED LUNCH COUNTER, IT’S EASY to imagine the restaurant in Atlanta where Kiffin and Paul Rockwell had lunch with two friends on August 2, 1914.1 The booths, tables, and counter seats were jammed with hungry customers. Voices were raised to carry over the background of conversations, clattering dishes, and shouted orders. An occasional laugh or call to a waiter rose above the general din. Large fans hung from the high ceiling, providing welcome puffs of air. The weather was a bit cooler than the normal August heat, with temperatures in the low eighties, but the humidity made it feel like a sauna. As is always the case during Atlanta summers, there was a chance of afternoon thunderstorms.




  The customers had a new topic to talk about that day. The bold headline of the Atlanta Journal announced, “Germany Declares War and Then Invades Luxemburg!” Germany had just declared war on Russia. The invasion of Luxemburg, which lay between Germany and France, made it clear that France was next. A seemingly trivial squabble in a remote backwater of Europe had somehow erupted into a major war.




  For most of the diners, the war talk lasted only until their food was served. After all, this war had nothing to do with the United States. The kings and queens in Europe had been going to war for centuries. There would be exciting headlines for a few months, and then there would be a peace treaty in some city with an unpronounceable name. In the meantime, the newspaper also described events that might actually affect the people of Atlanta. There was a rousing battle in Congress over plans to protect cotton farmers. Rebel forces under General Carranza were advancing on Mexico City, and the Boston Braves, in last place on July 4, were suddenly dominating the National League despite their manager’s preseason complaint that “I’ve got sixteen pitchers and they’re all rotten!”




  At Kiffin and Paul’s table, the war talk did not die so quickly. Paul was a reporter for the Atlanta Constitution, and he had followed the growing crisis with great interest. Neither he nor Kiffin believed the United States could stay out of the war, and they earnestly tried to sway their two friends to their point of view. Kiffin was particularly adamant on this point. He felt the United States was duty bound to help France, just as France had helped the Americans during the Revolutionary War. Lafayette and Rochambeau had come to America’s aid in the infant country’s hour of need. Now it was time for Americans to repay the debt. Unexpectedly, Kiffin went beyond just talking about the war. He suggested that they travel to France and join the fight. Paul quickly seconded the motion. One of their friends, R. L. Mock, said he would join them. A reporter sitting at an adjacent table overheard the conversation.2 The fourth young man agreed with their sentiment but would not commit himself. He then turned the conversation to the previous night’s poker game.




  To Kiffin and Paul, this was not just idle talk. After lunch, they continued their conversation and made definite plans to go to France. When Mock discovered that they were serious about going, he backed out.3 The next day Kiffin wrote a letter to the French Consul in New Orleans, offering his and Paul’s services. He asked whether they should report to New Orleans with the French reservists who had been called up or go directly to France to enlist.4 On the following day (Tuesday, August 4), they learned that fear of German warships was disrupting shipping between the United States and Europe. There were still a few berths available on the American Line vessel SS Saint Paul, which was bound for England, but other ships were canceling trips to Europe. The Saint Paul would depart from New York on Friday. Without waiting for a reply from the French Consul, the Rockwell brothers hurriedly packed their things and departed. They made a quick stop in Washington to secure passports, and on Friday morning, August 7, 1914, they departed from New York harbor bound for Southampton. They were on their way to war.




  What type of a man decides to go to war in an afternoon? And how does he convince his older brother to go with him? To travel thousands of miles to defend a country neither one of them had ever seen? In fact, the events that shaped Kiffin’s life began long before he was born.
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  Near the Atlantic coast the border between North and South Carolina angles downward, becoming as much an east-west division as a north-south border. Marion County lies on the South Carolina side of that line. The county was named for Francis Marion, the famed “Swamp Fox” of the Revolutionary War. Several rivers meander through the county. Cypress and sweetgum trees lean over the rivers, their branches draped with Spanish moss. Falling leaves stain the water with tannic acid, giving it a distinctive “blackwater” appearance. One of these rivers is called the Little Pee Dee River, and it joins the larger Lumber River near Nichols, South Carolina. The area around Nichols is dotted with cypress swamps, which feed the rivers. In between the swamps are large “islands” of arable land. The Ayres family has been prominent in this area since before the Revolutionary War. The area is still studded with farms belonging to Ayres descendants today. In the late 1800s, a man named Enoch Shaw Ayres grew tobacco and cotton on one of these farms.




  In later years, Paul Rockwell would reminisce about his grandfather Ayres’s plantation named “Beechwood,”5 but estate records show that it could better be described as a family farm. Perhaps it had once been a plantation, but the division of land between heirs and the ravages of the Civil War had left Enoch with a farm. Enoch knew very well what the ravages of war were like, having served as a sergeant in the famed “Kershaw’s Brigade.” He had seen action in several major battles, including Bull Run, Second Manassas, Antietam, and Gettysburg.6 He lost a brother in that war, and he carried bitter memories of it for the rest of his life. He also lost both his parents and a sister to a smallpox epidemic that swept through Marion County during the war.7 Enoch proudly declared that he was “unreconstructed” because when the war ended he refused parole and never signed an oath of allegiance to the United States government. He simply got on his horse and rode back home. In his mind, he had fought a just but impossible battle against a tyrannical federal government that had invaded his homeland and threatened his family.




  After the war, he and his brother Thomas divided their father’s land, as they were the only two surviving male heirs of the five boys born to William and Mary Ayres.8 Enoch resumed farming and preached at the Bear Swamp Baptist Church in Lake View, South Carolina, where he was referred to as “the pope.” He married Samantha Tyler, and together they raised nine children. Their fourth, Loula Ayres, was an intelligent, headstrong, and progressive child. She attended Chowan Baptist Female Institute in Murfreesboro, North Carolina, earning an AB degree in 1886.9 The fact that the daughter of a South Carolina farmer attended college in the 1880s is probably a reflection of how independent she was, as well as an indication of how successful Enoch was at farming. A farmer who knew him at the time said he got better results from his acres than anyone else in the community.10




  Just across the state line, near Whiteville, North Carolina, lived another Confederate veteran, Henry Clay Rockwell. The Rockwell family also had a long history in America, having descended from a deacon who fled England with his congregation to escape religious persecution and landed in Massachusetts in 1630.11 A Rockwell had served on General Washington’s staff, and Rockwells fought during the War of 1812. During the Civil War, Henry Clay Rockwell had been a captain in the Fifty-First North Carolina Regiment. He met Enoch Ayres in 1863 when they were both involved in the Battle of Charleston. Fighting continued around the city until General Sherman captured it in 1865. Rockwell’s and Ayres’s units were withdrawn long before the city fell, but not before the two became close friends.




  After the war, the two men and their families often visited each other. Rockwell had married Sarah Jane Powell and they had five children. Their third child, James Chester Rockwell, was born on the twenty-first of January 1868. He was frail but precocious and was considered a child prodigy. He sometimes attended the academy of Professor W. G. Quackenbush in Laurinburg, North Carolina, but was largely home schooled and self-taught. His father died when James was only six, but James persevered with his education. He was a voracious reader with a special interest in poetry, and he sold his first poem to the Augusta (Georgia) Chronicle when he was eleven years old. By the time he was sixteen, he was writing and selling pamphlet-length poems, having partnered with his older brother William to open a publishing company called “The Rockwell Publishing Company.” His poems and essays were published by Walter Hines Page, among others.




  Tragedy struck the young man in 1886 when his older brother William died. Never a strong man, James’s health failed, and he went to a resort in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains to recuperate. There he met a Baptist minister named Murchison, who inspired him to leave the Presbyterian Church and become a Baptist. He enrolled in the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary at Louisville, Kentucky. While studying to become a minister, he married his family friend and sweetheart, Loula Ayres, on February 29, 1888.12




  Their first child, Paul Ayres Rockwell, was born on February 3 of the following year, in Nichols, South Carolina. James Rockwell continued to be plagued by health problems and he was advised to move to the mountains, so he accepted a position with a Baptist church in Morristown, Tennessee. On September 5, 1890, Loula gave birth to a daughter, whom they named Agnes. The climate in Morristown did not help James’s health, so shortly after Agnes was born he accepted a position as the first resident pastor in Newport, Tennessee.




  Newport was a quiet town, located along the Pigeon River in eastern Tennessee. About fifteen miles from the North Carolina border, Newport is located in the misty blue foothills of the Great Smoky Mountains. When the Rockwells moved to Newport the population was just under one thousand. A brief logging boom had collapsed, but the city had a thriving tanning company and the Stokely cannery (later to become Stokely-Van Camp) was growing rapidly. The first Baptist Church of Newport was founded in 1876, but until they hired James they lacked a resident pastor and only held services once a month.13 James proved to be a very popular pastor, and his sermons were said to hold the congregation “spellbound.”14 A tall man with black hair and a bushy black beard, people sometimes said they felt as though they were listening to one of the apostles. While he was pastor, the church built its first parsonage, which the Rockwells moved into. On September 20, 1892, Loula gave birth to their third child: Kiffin Yates Rockwell.15




  Things were going well for the Rockwells. Their family was growing, the church was growing, and the congregation loved Reverend Rockwell. Then James contracted typhoid fever. He died on September 4, 1893.16 He was twenty-six years old, and he died less than three weeks before Kiffin’s first birthday.




  Loula Rockwell was in a terrible situation. Her husband had sometimes joked that “all preachers have in this world are babies and books,” and that is precisely what he left her. Paul was four, Agnes was two, and Kiffin was not quite one year old. To make matters worse, they were living in the parsonage, which she would have to turn over to the parson hired to replace her late husband. The obvious solution, and the one most women in the 1890s would have chosen, would be to go back to her parents’ house. Loula didn’t want to surrender her independence, though, or her ability to infuse her own ideals into her children. Paul and Kiffin spent many summers with their grandparents, and Loula probably accepted financial help from them, but she found a house in Newport and stayed there. She turned down an opportunity to teach at Carson-Newman College in Jefferson City, about twenty-five miles from Newport, because it would require too much time away from her children.17 Instead, she found a job teaching in the Newport elementary school system, a job that allowed her to earn money while staying near her children.




  For Kiffin and Paul, it was an idyllic childhood, despite the loss of their father. They spent summers with their grandfather, who became a father figure to them. On his farm and the surrounding lands, they went swimming and fishing, and they learned to ride horses. They both learned to shoot at an early age and spent many hours hunting. And they especially liked to listen to their grandfather tell stories about the marches and the battles he fought during the Civil War. Sometimes other veterans joined his grandfather, and the boys listened to tales of the “lost cause.” The boys also learned about ancestors in both the Rockwell and the Ayres families who had fought in previous wars. Not surprisingly, Paul later recalled that their favorite game was “playing at war.”18




  The stories Kiffin’s grandfather told the boy had a great impact on his personality. His mother tried to raise him to be a scholar, but his heart wasn’t in that. Throughout his life Kiffin searched for adventure, especially thrilling military adventures like his grandfather had described. He was idealistic, sometimes to a fault. He was firmly convinced that he knew what was right and what was wrong, and he was willing to fight for his beliefs. He could be critical of people who did not share his convictions, but he was loyal to his friends. And whenever a situation didn’t live up to his expectations, he always felt things must be better somewhere else—a better school, a better job, or a better military unit.




  The boys spent the school year in Newport. Newport may have been a sleepy little town, but compared to their grandfather’s farm it was a booming metropolis. There were other kids to play with in Newport, and the town was rural enough to have open fields, horses, and other ways to have fun. Years later, when friends reminisced about the Rockwells, they often focused on the fact that Kiffin was fearless and headstrong and wouldn’t give up. His skills in horseback riding especially impressed his friends, not surprising in an era when cars, motorcycles, and airplanes were unknown and boys envied anyone who could ride a fast horse. Some of the events his friends remembered were as follows:




  When Kiffin was four years old he attempted to ride an untamed Shetland pony on his grandfather’s farm. The pony threw him to the ground again and again, but he wouldn’t give up. By the end of the day, he had mastered that horse.19


 



  When Kiffin was around 8 or 10 years old he began to demonstrate “indomitable will, unfailing courage, and small boy generalship.” A friend had a Shetland pony named Dandy that would go into a “humpbacked, stiff-legged lunging and plunging act that wouldn’t quit” if somebody tickled his flank. None of the other boys in the neighborhood could stay on him when he did this, even the boys who were fourteen years old. Kiffin, however, would stay on Dandy’s back until the horse became exhausted and stood still, panting, with his tongue hanging out. Kiffin would also be panting and sweating from the exertion, but he was still seated on the horse.20




  One day Kiffin was riding a larger horse named Kentucky Chief when the horse suddenly bolted for the stable. It was headed for a Dutch door and the top half of the door was closed, so the horse could run under it but there was no room for a rider. As the horse reached the stable Kiffin reached up, grabbed an overhanging beam, and let the horse run out from under him. He seemed totally unconcerned by this near disaster.21


 


  Kiffin didn’t always escape unharmed. When he was ten, the local newspaper reported that “Kiffin, the little son of Mrs. Loula Rockwell, fell while playing last Saturday and broke his ankle. Dr. Smith who has been attending the little fellow says he is getting along nicely and is able to be out again.”22




  The Newport Plain Talk newspaper, which was published weekly during the years the Rockwells lived in Newport, provides insight into what life was like in the small rural town where Kiffin grew up. Seemingly trivial things, like the fact that Loula built an addition to her house,23 her sister came to visit,24 and an automobile was seen in town,25 were exciting enough to be newsworthy. The fact that life in Newport was quiet didn’t mean it was idyllic, however. A short, matter-of-fact article in the Plain Talk also described a smallpox epidemic that was sweeping the area, so victims and suspected victims had been quarantined in the town jail.26




  Newport opened a new “Newport Grammar School” in 1898, the year Kiffin started school. Kiffin’s mother Loula helped organize the school and she began teaching at that school the year it opened. She soon became the principal. This was a remarkable achievement for a woman in that era, particularly in a conservative small town like Newport. In fact, after she left it would be a hundred years until Newport had another female principal.27 Kiffin grew up “on strict orders from his mother,” according to family friends. Kiffin and Paul were extremely close to each other, but while Kiffin was daring and athletic, Paul was what was known as a “sickly child.” In addition to the normal run of childhood diseases, he caught pneumonia frequently and once had a bout with typhoid fever—the same disease that had killed his father.28 According to family lore, when Paul was fourteen doctors were so convinced he wouldn’t survive his latest case of pneumonia that they suggested Loula have Paul measured for a coffin.29 Given the poor health and untimely death of her husband, Loula had good reason to worry about Paul’s health.




  Loula was not a woman to sit passively and worry. She wasn’t satisfied with the results Paul was getting from the doctors in Newport, so she began looking into what today we would call “alternative medicine.” She became interested in the practice of osteopathy, which was founded by Dr. Andrew Taylor Still, MD, in 1892. While not rejecting traditional medicines and surgery for the treatment of disease, Dr. Still emphasized a focus on the whole patient and founded the concept of “wellness.” He believed problems with a body’s structure could hamper its ability to fight disease, and he developed exercises and manual techniques to correct his patients’ body structures.




  Loula set a new goal for herself. She enrolled in the Kirksville College of Osteopathic Medicine in Kirksville, Missouri, a school founded by Dr. Still. In February 1904, she left Newport and moved her family to Kirksville so she could study osteopathy and place Paul under the care of Dr. Still.30 At the time, it required two years of study to become a doctor of osteopathy (DO). In 1906, Paul graduated from Kirksville High School and Loula graduated from Kirksville College with her DO degree.31 She never stopped worrying about Paul’s health, but he no longer suffered from periodic bouts of pneumonia. Loula moved her family to Asheville, North Carolina, where she went into partnership with Dr. W. Banks Meacham.32




  In Asheville, Loula rented a large rambling house at 142 Hillside Street. Originally built as a farmhouse in 1832, the city had expanded to the point that the house was now on its outskirts.33 As the name implies, it was built on the side of a hill, overlooking the city of Asheville. The terrain and climate of Asheville were similar to that of Newport, but the city was much larger, with a population of more than fifteen thousand. It was a perfect place to raise a family, except that Loula’s children had reached the point where they began leaving home.




  Now that Paul had graduated from high school, Loula expected him to go to college. She had spent years preparing both boys for a life of scholarship,34 but that wasn’t what they wanted. Paul spent a few months in Asheville, and then he got a job with a surveying crew, scouting out possible railroad routes. He spent the winter of 1906‒1907 surveying in Tennessee, North Carolina, and South Carolina. When summer came, he wandered up to New York, where he got a job as a ticket-taker on Coney Island. That job, and the urging of the people he worked with, convinced him that maybe he should go to college after all.35




  In the fall of 1907, Paul enrolled in Wake Forest College. Wake Forest wasn’t entirely to his liking, so the next year he transferred to Washington and Lee University in Lexington, Virginia. He listed his major as “history,” but he took as many language courses as he could, as well as courses in politics, economics, and similar subjects.36




  Agnes lived with her mother and Kiffin in Asheville until she graduated from high school in 1908. That fall she entered Wellesley College in Massachusetts,37 leaving Kiffin the only child still at home. He attended high school at Asheville’s Orange Street School, where a teacher described him as “a handsome, intelligent, chivalrous boy of fifteen, immaculate in person as in honor, impatient of the tedium of school routine, restive, though ever courteous under restraint; with serious deep-set, gray blue eyes, aglow with enthusiasm over tales of daring adventure; breaking rarely into surprising light of merriment.”38




  One aspect of Kiffin’s personality that the teacher did not mention was his self-confidence. His mother jokingly referred to him as “Senator Smart” or “The Senator” because he looked like someone who was used to being in charge. Someone who knew what he wanted, and knew how to get it. In truth, he did not yet know what he wanted to do with his life, and he would explore several blind alleys before he found it, but that indecision was not apparent to others. When Kiffin’s teacher wrote that he was “impatient of the tedium of school routine” and enthusiastic over “tales of daring adventure,” she hit the nail squarely on the head. Kiffin had listened to his grandfather’s tales of daring adventure for years, and he yearned for his own adventures. He also missed his brother Paul. Several people who knew them commented on how close the two brothers were, and years later Loula wrote that “probably few brothers were ever so close and dear to each other as these two.”39 Surprisingly, although Paul was four years older than Kiffin, Kiffin was “the directing head in his association with Paul.”40




  There are no records that explain why Kiffin decided to go to the Virginia Military Institute, but it’s not hard to understand why it would appeal to him. It was located within walking distance of Washington and Lee University, where Paul was studying. VMI admitted students as young as fifteen, so Kiffin would not have to endure the “tedium of school routine” while waiting to graduate from high school. Best of all, it was a military institute. Uniforms, marching, drill, encampments—Kiffin could begin having his own adventures.




  It’s possible the idea of attending VMI took root when Paul came home from Washington and Lee for Christmas in 1908. It appears to have been a hasty decision, as in late January 1909 Loula wrote to the superintendent of VMI to let him know that Kiffin would “probably call upon you Saturday,” and she asked that they consider admitting him to the Fourth Class. She thanked the superintendent for having sent a catalog and a letter (there had obviously been at least some prior planning), and she explained that although Kiffin had missed the fall semester, she thought the work he had done in Asheville would enable him to catch up. She went on to make several suggestions as to what classes he should take and what order he should take them in, fulfilling her role as a doting mother and ex-schoolteacher. She added that Kiffin was very anxious to attend military school, and she thought it would be best to do it soon because he was growing very tall and had a tendency to stoop.41 (She underlined “stoop,” possibly prompted by her concern, as a doctor of osteopathy, about the effect of his posture on his health.) The letter also said that if, after consulting the boy, the superintendent felt he was not ready to enter the Fourth Class, he could simply send Kiffin home. Kiffin must have made a good impression, as he signed into VMI on February 1, 1909, and became a Fourth Class cadet, popularly known as a “rat.”




  The education Kiffin received at VMI was significantly different from his Asheville high school experience. Often called the “West Point of the South,” VMI emphasized muscular development and physical health as well as academics. Daily schedules were tightly controlled, with specified times for studying, eating, sleeping, bathing, exercising, and other activities. Rules were defined by a comprehensive book of regulations and were strictly enforced. The academic curriculum was surprisingly modern, with science and technology emphasized more than ancient languages and classic literature. VMI’s Official Register (essentially a student handbook) stated that its primary objective was to teach cadets how to learn and proudly declared, “The Virginia Military Institute was the pioneer in this state in the effort to attain this great end of education through the instrumentality of the sciences rather than through classical studies.”42




  Although the environment, uniforms, and marching at VMI were distinctly military, the school was not exclusively focused on preparing students to serve in the army. The United States did not at that time have a large standing army, and VMI graduates did not necessarily go into the military. In fact, Virginia residents attending VMI had to promise to serve in the capacity of a teacher within the state for at least two years after graduating. The cost for tuition, room and board, and all incidentals except uniforms was $365 per year (the equivalent of about $10,000 today).




  Kiffin enjoyed his time at VMI, finishing the year with a class ranking of 42 out of 120 despite the fact that he missed the first semester and began the second semester “out of sync” with his classmates. He was ranked ninth overall in German and scored in the top 20 percent in English.43 He also managed to endure the all-too-common hazing by upperclassmen. In the early 1900s, hazing was common at many universities and fraternities in the United States. At VMI, first-year students, or “rats,” were routinely beaten with bed-slats, broomsticks, flats of bayonets, and other cudgels. A student who attended VMI a few years after Kiffin described the hazing in a letter to his father:




  Am getting along very well to be where I am but I don’t like this place for they have almost killed several boys (rats) up here the last week. . . . It will certainly make a man out of you but I [would] rather not be a man if this was the only way of being one. One boy got a broom handle broken over him this morning and fifteen of as hard a lick as a great big stalwart man could hit with one of those short steel swords called bayonets. . . . They took my roommate ____ and laid him across two chairs and told him to say choo and just keep it up and as he was saying choo they almost strangled him by pouring water down his throat.44


  




  Kiffin was allowed to visit his brother for lunch on Saturdays, and Paul was outraged when he saw the bruises on Kiffin’s body. Kiffin laughed off his brother’s concerns, saying, “It was all in the game and the best way to make men out of rats was to haze them.”45 In the end, it wasn’t the beatings, waterboarding, or strict discipline at VMI that caused Kiffin to leave. It was a desire for action.




  Kiffin wanted to take part in exciting battles like the ones his grandfather had described. The marching and drill at VMI didn’t satisfy that desire. More important, he recognized that although VMI could help prepare him for a career in the army, it did not appear to him that there was going to be any military action in the foreseeable future. The Civil War had ended nearly fifty years earlier, the Spanish-American War had decisively eliminated whatever threat Spain might have presented, the Indian wars were over, and neither Canada nor Mexico seemed poised to launch an invasion. However, there did seem to be at least a possibility that the navy might see action. The US Navy’s “Great White Fleet” had just returned from a trip around the world ordered by President Teddy Roosevelt, and he seemed intent on using the navy to project US power abroad.




  It is not clear how Kiffin obtained an appointment to the US Naval Academy at Annapolis, but in the fall of 1909 he entered Werntz Preparatory School to study for the Naval Academy entrance exams. At this school he met many other students who were studying for exams, as well as midshipmen who were already enrolled in the Academy. They convinced him that it was not likely the navy would see action any time soon, and they also gave him an idea of what life was like in the peacetime navy. It was not something that appealed to Kiffin. He had already asked his mother to help him change schools twice within the past year, so he wrote to Paul and asked him to intercede with her.46 Paul succeeded, and on November 23, 1909, Kiffin enrolled at Washington and Lee University. He joined the Sigma Phi Epsilon fraternity, where Paul was already a member, and they were both members of Theta Nu Epsilon. (ΘΝΕ was a “secret” fraternity, originally begun as a chapter of Skull and Bones.) The two were once again inseparable.




  Paul later described Kiffin at this point in his life in a letter:




  He was bright enough not to have to grind in order to learn his lessons, and had plenty of time to mix with the other students. A good judge of human nature, he did not quickly make friends with people and accept them into his intimacy; but he was never discourteous to anyone, and when he deemed someone worthy, he was a real and devoted friend. Therefore, he was very popular and well liked among his fellows. Tall and handsome, with clear blue eyes, a graceful dancer and of a pleasing manner, he was much sought after by the girls, but he was not of a sentimental nature.47


  




  Kiffin returned to Washington and Lee in the fall of 1910, but Paul did not. Paul wanted to enter the US Consular or Diplomatic Service, and since he had already taken all the modern language courses offered at W&L, he decided to move to Washington, D.C., and put his education to use. He spent the winter of 1910‒1911 in Washington, but apparently diplomatic work was not forthcoming because in the spring he moved to Atlanta, Georgia, and became a reporter for the Atlanta Constitution.48




  Kiffin completed the 1910‒1911 school year at Washington and Lee but couldn’t decide upon a major. At this point his mother told him he “needed to learn the worth of a dollar.”49 Kiffin agreed to go to work, with the assurance that his mother would help him get back into college once he decided what he wanted to do with his life. He teamed up with three friends and organized “The Southern Press Bureau.” This company helped newspapers publish special advertising editions. Kiffin hit the road and traveled westward through the northern United States and southern Canada, selling the idea to local newspapers and helping them produce the special editions.




  Kiffin spent two years traveling across the country, eventually settling in San Francisco. He liked San Francisco and started his own advertising company there.50 Kiffin obviously had a flair for advertising, as the company grew to employ twenty people, but he missed his family. In the fall of 1913, Kiffin left San Francisco and returned to Asheville. He spent a few months with his mother and then traveled to Atlanta to see his brother.51 He arrived on New Year’s Day 1914.




  At the time, Paul was living in the Sigma Phi Epsilon fraternity house at the Georgia Institute of Technology. He had stayed up late the night before, celebrating the New Year with his fraternity brothers, and he was sound asleep when Kiffin arrived. As he gradually regained consciousness, he had the uncomfortable feeling that someone was staring at him. He opened his eyes and saw Kiffin looking down at him with an amused expression on his face.




  They spent the next few days catching up on the past two years. Resolving never again to part company, they rented an apartment on West Peachtree Street. Their attempt to publish a paper they called “The Commerce of Greater Atlanta” failed miserably, but Paul kept his job with the Atlanta Constitution and Kiffin found a job with the Massengale Advertising Agency. Britt Craig, another reporter for the Atlanta Constitution, wrote about meeting the two of them that spring:




  Not quite three years ago I stood on the corner of East Hunter Street and Whitehall and talked with a solemn, whimsical young man. . . . He carried a leather wallet that contained bills owed by bad debtors of the advertising concern with which he was then employed. It was a sunny day and the young man was reluctant to ply his business of collecting bad debts. He preferred to linger in this sunny spot and comment upon passing events and shopgirls, for it was in the shopping district. He had the solemn mien of a newspaper humorist, but there was the wistful glow of a dreamer in his eyes. . . . It was Kiffin Rockwell, and his brother Paul was standing with us. Now, of the two Paul was the more popular. Care-free, debonair, impulsive, he was the sort of fellow who made friends easily. Paul laughed when there was occasion. Kiffin smiled—reluctantly, it sometimes seemed. It also seemed that Kiffin said the funniest things—whenever he said them—by reason of the fact that you hardly expected Kiffin to say anything funny. Kiffin was quiet, retiring—almost timid. Paul was laughing, gay. Kiffin meditated a lot, Paul laughed a lot. They loved each other devotedly, and were as nearly inseparable as brothers ever are.52


 


  Several people who knew Kiffin at this time described him as serious and contemplative. One writer also described him as “quick to anger and visibly intolerant of those whose standards of conduct he felt did not measure up. To Kiffin there were no shades of gray; the world and everything in it was white, or it was black.”53 He made a strong impression on others. Many people described him as being at least six feet, four inches tall, but his 1914 passport lists his height as six feet, one and a half inches.54 Back then, passports did not include a photograph,55 but they did include a description. Kiffin’s was as follows:




  Age: 21




  Height: 6' 1½"




  Forehead: high broad




  Eyes: blue-gray




  Nose: straight




  Mouth: medium




  Chin: square




  Hair: brown




  Complexion: fair




  Face: long


  




  For Paul and Kiffin, the spring and early summer of 1914 were filled with the excitement of new plans, a new apartment, a new job, and being together again. The only shadow came in late June, when their grandfather fell ill. They returned to Asheville for a few weeks to be with their mother during this difficult time. Their grandfather, Enoch Ayres, died on July 26, 1914. He left an estate valued at $14,400, the equivalent of about $350,000 today. Not an insignificant estate for a family farm, but a far cry from the fortunes of men whom Paul and Kiffin were soon to meet. The estate was divided equally among Enoch’s surviving children, and Loula received $1,960 ($50,000 in today’s money).56




  When Kiffin and Paul returned to Atlanta, Europe was on the verge of war. This led to the fateful conversation at the lunch counter. In the midst of their frantic packing for New York and beyond, Kiffin made time to visit his boss, St. Elmo Massengale, to tell him he was leaving for Europe. Massengale, who had a very high opinion of Kiffin, tried to dissuade him. “I asked him if he realized he might be killed,” Massengale later wrote. “He said he was not afraid at all—that he believed whatever happened would be for the best. That God knew when and where his time would come, whether here or there, in peace or war, and that he thought his duty was to go.”57




  For Kiffin, this must have been an easy decision. He had spent his entire life yearning for adventure. He had briefly attended three different colleges, traveled across the country, and established an advertising business in San Francisco. Now he was more or less settled in Atlanta, collecting bad debts. The biggest war the world had ever seen was erupting in Europe, undoubtedly with cavalry charges, bugle calls, and all the excitement his grandfather had described. It was a war that he was clearly convinced would be fought between the forces of good and evil. It was a chance to fight for what he described as “the cause of all humanity, the greatest of all causes.”58
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  War!








   The lamps are going out all over Europe. We shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.




  —SIR EDWARD GREY


  




  WORLD WAR I WAS NOTHING LIKE THE WAR KIFFIN EXPECTED. HE WAS not alone in this, as almost no one anticipated the protracted stalemate, massive casualties, and outright butchery that characterized the “war to end war.” There had been incidents of trench warfare and stalemate during the American Civil War, the Boer War, and the Russo-Japanese War, but no one saw them as evidence that modern firepower had made cavalry charges and mass infantry assaults obsolete. Those were “brush wars,” conflicts that occurred in far-away places. Those wars weren’t being fought by Europe’s well-trained armies. Occasionally a fiction writer would try to imagine what would happen when the science of the Industrial Revolution was applied to the problem of annihilating humans from a neighboring country. In The Human Slaughter-House, for example, German author Wilhelm Lamszus imagined a war so devastating that the soldiers would go insane because of the mass carnage that surrounded them.1 That was simply fiction, of course. Somewhat more troubling was the warning given by retired general Helmuth von Moltke to the German Reichstag in 1900. General Moltke had been the hero of 1870, leading Germany’s armies in a series of rapid victories that defeated the French army and created a unified Germany. His words carried a lot of weight. “The age of a cabinet war is behind us,” he told the assembled lawmakers. “All we have now is people’s war.” He predicted that a future war between major powers would not be won by one or two campaigns, because neither side would admit defeat until it had been crushed as a nation. “It may be a war of seven years’ or of thirty years’ duration—and woe to him who sets Europe alight, who first puts the fuse to the powder keg.”2




  Despite these warnings, virtually all the politicians, soldiers, and populations in Europe expected the war to be short, glorious, and, of course, victorious for their side. In the capitals of the warring nations, excited crowds thronged the streets, cheering the bellicose speeches of politicians and showering soldiers with flowers as they marched off to war. They had no idea they were welcoming a cataclysm that would last four years, kill seventeen million people, and leave twenty million wounded. Nor did they realize that many of the soldiers they cheerily sent to the front would disappear into the face of the earth, their bodies shattered beyond all recognition as they were buried, unburied, and reburied by successive explosions. If they were lucky, their remains would eventually be placed in a cemetery with a cross, one of thousands, labeled “Inconnu” (Unknown). Inconnu, inconnu, inconnu—row after row after row.




  When Kiffin and Paul decided to go to France, all this was in the future. The cheering crowds, the screaming shells, and the bitter remorse had not yet begun. Austria-Hungary had declared war on Serbia to avenge the killing of their archduke, but the rest of Europe had not yet plunged into war. Not quite. But a complex series of treaties and alliances, combined with miscalculations, misunderstandings, and a few outright lies, inexorably dragged one country after another into the war. On Saturday, August 1, the day before Kiffin and Paul made their fateful decision at the lunch counter, Germany declared war on Russia, and France began mobilizing for war with Germany. On August 2, when Kiffin and Paul decided to fight for France, Germany demanded Belgium allow her troops free passage to attack France. Belgium refused on August 3, the day that Kiffin and Paul wrote to the French consulate in New Orleans. (Amazingly, they were not the only Americans to offer their services to the consulate that day. Edgar Bouligny of New Orleans went there in person and volunteered.)3 This was also the day that Germany declared war on France and sent troops into Belgium. England gave Germany an ultimatum: withdraw those troops within twenty-four hours or England would declare war. That evening the British foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, watched the street lamps being lit outside Whitehall. He turned to a friend and said, “The lamps are going out all over Europe. We shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.”4 On August 4, the day Kiffin and Paul boarded a train for New York, England declared war on Germany. That was also the day President Wilson announced that the United States would remain neutral in the European war. The following day, Kiffin and Paul demonstrated their thoughts on the matter by stopping in Washington, D.C., to get their passports. This was the day the German Army began bombarding the forts at Liege, Belgium. On August 7, Kiffin and Paul boarded the SS Saint Paul in New York and set out for England. The French launched their first attack against Germany that day, in the Alsace region, roughly two hundred miles south of where the Germans were attacking. Why were the first battles so far apart? And why did the Germans begin the war by attacking Belgium instead of France? To understand these actions, and the subsequent four years of stalemate, we need to look at the war plans.




  German war plans were based upon the fact that Germany was facing a war on two fronts. Russia and France were bound by treaties to come to each other’s aid if either was attacked by Germany. France had a modern army, excellent communications, and excellent railroads. Germany knew that when war came, France would attack within days. France had also built an impressive series of forts along the border with Germany. Attacking France along this border would require a long, costly siege.




  Russia lagged far behind Germany and France in terms of infrastructure. It would take Russia weeks to gather her army and march it to the German border, but once it arrived it would be a vast, virtually unstoppable force. People often described the Russian Army as a “steamroller.” Defending against this attack would require the entire German Army, leaving Germany vulnerable to an attack by France.




  In 1905, a German general named Alfred von Schlieffen had devised a bold plan to overcome these obstacles. His plan counted on the Russians taking a long time to mobilize. Germany would only deploy a small force in the east to slow down the Russian advance when it finally materialized. Similarly, Germany would only deploy a small force along the French border. This force would not attempt to attack the strong French fortifications. Instead, it would wait for the inevitable French attack. Schlieffen expected the French to drive this force back, but the German troops would slow the French advance and wear it down in the process. The main German force would sweep north through Belgium, bypassing the French fortifications, and then turn south to catch the French Army from behind.5 The French would be caught between two German forces and destroyed. With France knocked out of the war, Germany could concentrate all her forces on defeating the Russian Army. It was a risky plan at best, and it virtually guaranteed German troops would be forced to fall back along the eastern and western borders, subjecting German lands and German people to temporary occupation by the enemy. It also meant that Germany would violate Belgium’s neutrality, which could bring England into the war. Nevertheless, the German General Staff felt it was the only way to win.




  French plans were heavily influenced by the humiliating loss they had suffered in their war with Germany in 1870. In that war the German Army had marched across the border and quickly encircled the French Army. The immediate French reaction to that loss was to aggressively build forts along the German border. They also took a long, critical look at the way they had fought in 1870. They began that war by going on the defensive, letting the Germans decide when and where to attack. From that moment on, the French never regained the initiative. The war had been a series of German attacks and French retreats. Not only was that a losing strategy, but it also ignored France’s best weapon—the spirit of her people. The will to win, the élan vital that had carried a ragged throng to victory when they stormed the Bastille, had not been used against the invaders. This led to major changes in French military doctrine. The “doctrine of the offensive” came to dominate French thinking at their war college. General Ferdinand Foch was one of the foremost advocates of this doctrine, spouting phrases like “The will to conquer is the first condition of victory,” and “A battle won is a battle in which one will not confess oneself beaten.” Foch clearly understood the realities of modern warfare, however. He condemned the idea that morale alone could lead to victory as an “infantile notion.” He lectured on the elements of firepower, the need for protective cover, and other practical considerations.6 Unfortunately, the inspiration provided by his attack philosophy was much more compelling than his lectures on reality. The students of Foch soon emphasized the doctrine of the offensive to the point of absurdity. Colonel de Grandmaison, French chief of operations for the General Staff, was famously quoted as saying, “For the attack only two things are necessary: to know where the enemy is and to decide what to do. What the enemy intends to do is of no consequence.”7 Tragically, during the brief moments between when they leaped to attack and when the spark of life left their writhing bodies, millions of French troops would soon learn that what the enemy intended to do was of consequence.




  As the doctrine of the offensive came to dominate French military thinking, their war plans placed very little reliance on the border forts and focused on attacking Germany directly. In this plan, known as Plan XVII, their forces would sweep around the German fortifications at Metz and head straight for Berlin. They did not ignore the possibility that the Germans would attack through Belgium; in fact, they felt it would be easier to defeat the Germans if they did this. If the main German attack took the “long way around” and marched through Belgium, the forces guarding the border with France would be weak. The French attack would then smash through those forces and swing northward, severing the German right wing from its base and rendering it powerless.




  While France and Germany were putting these plans into action, Kiffin and Paul departed from New York aboard the SS Saint Paul. They had not taken time to notify their mother before they left Atlanta, so Kiffin wrote to her from their hotel in New York City the night before they shipped out. Paul had already written to let her know their plans, so Kiffin’s letter focused on explaining why they were going to war. He tried to convince her that it was the right thing to do: “You have always told me that you wanted me to live my life without interference, and this opportunity is one that only comes once in a lifetime.” Kiffin said it would be “a great opportunity” for Paul because it would get him “into the line of being a good short story writer.” He closed his argument by saying, “You know I have always been a great dreamer and I just couldn’t keep myself from this trip, for I felt the call of opportunity. You have always said you had great faith in my future and now is the time for you to prove it, by not worrying about me.”8 The letter was not entirely successful in convincing Loula, as she almost immediately started trying to get them sent home.




  Kiffin and Paul’s voyage to England was uneventful and pleasant. The passenger list included a duchess, two or three lords, and a number of military officers as well as the famous author and columnist Irvin S. Cobb. Kiffin and Paul got to know Colonel Sam Reber, the chief of the US Army’s Aviation Department, during this voyage. At the time, the entire Army Aviation Department consisted of 44 officers, 224 men, and 23 aircraft. Also on board was a man who claimed to be a Hungarian officer in the Red Cross, but whom Kiffin suspected of being a spy. Apparently the British shared Kiffin’s concern about the Hungarian, as the ship was ordered to stop before it got to Liverpool. A British cruiser pulled alongside and sent over a boarding party that arrested several Germans and the Hungarian.




  The arrest of the suspected spy delayed their arrival until Saturday, August 15. Kiffin and Paul hurried to London, and then, somewhat surprisingly, they stopped to see the sights. They had been in such a rush to get to France that they didn’t stop to say good-bye to their mother, but now they paused to spend ten days sightseeing in London. Kiffin wrote a long letter to his mother describing some of the sights they were seeing. Then, on August 25, Kiffin and Paul were once again in a hurry. They stored their trunks in London and hurried across the channel to France. The reason they seemingly stopped for sightseeing was divulged in a newspaper story two years later. The delay was the fault of the man who claimed to be a Hungarian Red Cross official. Kiffin and Paul were “detained” by the authorities (probably just warned not to leave the country) for ten days because they had been “found in company with a German spy” and the police needed time to check their story.9 Kiffin undoubtedly neglected to mention this fact to his mother because it would have caused her to have even more doubts about their trip.




  In France, a lot had happened since Kiffin and Paul left New York. The German right wing had effectively crushed the Belgian Army and was marching almost unimpeded toward France. The forts at Liège delayed them for a few days, but the Germans brought up massive 420 mm (16.5 inch) mortars nicknamed “Big Berthas,” which quickly reduced the forts to rubble. The Germans were marching to Paris on schedule.10 The British Expeditionary Force held up a portion of the right wing for two days at Mons, but they were forced to withdraw the day before Kiffin and Paul landed in France.




  Farther south, the French were being stopped dead by the German left wing. Plan XVII was proving to be a disaster. The German Army had grown significantly since Schlieffen first developed his plan, and the Germans had been able to strengthen their left wing as a result. The primary reason for the failure of the French attacks, however, was that at this point in history technology strongly favored the defense, especially if the defenders had time to dig in and prepare fire pits or shallow trenches to protect themselves. No amount of élan vital would enable unprotected infantry and cavalry to stand up to the concentrated fire of machine guns, clip-fed rifles, and quick-firing artillery. It wasn’t for lack of trying. On one day alone, August 22, the French Army lost twenty-seven thousand men who were killed trying to execute Plan XVII.11 The only good news for the Allies was that the Russians had mobilized a portion of their army faster than expected and, rather than wait for full mobilization, this force was attacking East Prussia much sooner than the Germans had expected.




  Paris was still optimistic. The French had not yet grasped the fact that the fighting in Belgium signaled the onslaught of a massive German right wing, and in France the battles on the German border were being portrayed as victories. Kiffin and Paul arrived in Paris and found a number of other Americans had already volunteered to fight for France. These Americans were already in France when the war broke out and they were eager to serve. In fact, so many foreigners had flocked to French military offices, offices already overwhelmed by the massive effort of mobilizing the French Army, that the minister of war announced that foreign volunteers would not be accepted until August 21.




  Even after that time, there was a problem. Before Kiffin and Paul departed, President Wilson had announced that the United States would remain neutral in this war. He further emphasized this decision by declaring that Americans “must be neutral in fact as well as in name . . . must be impartial in our thought as well as in action” and must curb “every transaction that might be construed as a preference of one part of the struggle before another.”12 Most of the Americans who were willing to fight for France cared very little about what the president said, but he had the legal power to back up his words. A law passed in 1907 said any American citizen who took an oath of allegiance to any foreign state would forfeit their American citizenship.13 To enlist in the French Army, they would have to take an oath of allegiance to France. A similar oath prevented them from joining the British Army.




  Several Americans went to the American Embassy to see what could be done. Ambassador Myron T. Herrick was a holdover from the Taft administration, and he did not see eye to eye with Wilson on this issue. He dutifully read the applicable passages of the law to the young men and then slammed his fist on the table and said, “That is the law, boys, but if I were young and in your shoes, by God I know mighty well what I would do!”14 He then suggested the risk to their citizenship would be much less if they joined the French Foreign Legion. The Foreign Legion was a famous (and infamous) unit that had been specifically created to allow foreigners to serve in the French military. Individuals who joined the Legion (or the Légion Étrangère, as it was officially titled) did not have to take an oath of allegiance to France. They only had to promise “to serve with faithfulness and honor” and to “follow the corps . . . wherever the government wishes to send it.”15




  Thanks to Hollywood, the stereotype of the Foreign Legion is a mixture of scoundrels and heartbroken romantics, fighting desperate battles in desert outposts. That is partly true, as the Legion had long served in Algiers, but they also fought in Mexico, Africa, the Crimea, Indo-China, and multiple European locations. The Legion did not ask questions about the backgrounds of its volunteers; it did not even care whether they enlisted under an assumed name. This made it a refuge for anyone trying to start a new life, including criminals. Technically it was an organization of mercenaries, although the harsh discipline and the salary of one sou (roughly 1 penny) per day meant a recruit really had to be down on his luck to seek his fortune in the Legion. Because of its reputation for tough fighting, the French Army considered the Legion an elite unit; yet in some ways it was also scorned by the army. Civilians tended to lie low and hide their valuables whenever the Legion camped nearby.




  To the Americans eager to serve France in 1914, the Legion was exactly what they were looking for. Dozens of men enlisted when the recruiting stations opened on August 21, and they were joined by Kiffin and Paul on August 27, the day they arrived in Paris.16 Normally, enlistments in the Legion were for a period of five years, but the Americans were allowed to enlist for the duration of the war only.17 Skeptical recruits were assured the war would not last longer than nine months.18 Forty-three Americans volunteered during those first few days, and they comprised a very diverse group. One of them, René Phélizot, was a big game hunter, a profession that back then combined the prestige of an arctic explorer with the fame of a professional athlete. Another volunteer was Alan Seeger. A graduate of Harvard University, he was already recognized as a rising poet. He would soon write the prophetic “I Have a Rendezvous with Death,” which would become one of John F. Kennedy’s favorite poems. Kenneth Weeks was an MIT graduate who went to France to study architecture but soon became known as a playwright and essayist. By 1914, he had published five books of plays, short stories, and essays. Already a wealthy man, he would share whatever comforts and luxuries he could find with his fellow legionnaires.19 Fred Zinn was a recently graduated civil engineer from Galesburg, Michigan. An unassuming man, his IQ registered at the genius level (168).20 When he graduated from the University of Michigan in 1914, he used his meager savings to travel to France as a graduation present to himself before settling down to a life of engineering. In Paris he joined the Foreign Legion, after which he saw a lot more of France than he’d bargained for.




  Bill Thaw was born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the son of a prominent businessman and multimillionaire. He dutifully attended Yale for two years before deciding that college and business were not for him. He dropped out of school and learned to fly at the Curtiss School of Aviation. He purchased a Curtiss Model E Hydro flying boat and soon made headlines by flying underneath all four of New York City’s East River bridges. After successfully competing in air races in the United States, he traveled to France to participate in the Schneider Trophy competition on the French Riviera. Newspapers referred to him as “the playboy of the Riviera.”21 A large, impressively built man, he had an imposing face that somehow looked as though he had been born with a moustache. The war erupted while he was in Paris. Thaw volunteered his services as a pilot but was told that France already had all the pilots she needed. He then donated his plane to the French government and enlisted in the Foreign Legion, at a penny a day.




  Bert Hall came from a very different background than Bill Thaw. He was born in Higginsville, Missouri, and named Weston Birch Hall by his father, who had served as an orderly during the Civil War. Like Kiffin’s grandfather, he was an “unreconstructed” Confederate. Bert worked at a number of jobs before the war—farmhand, railroad worker, circus hand, chauffeur, political “muscle,” and merchant seaman. He was a compact man with a smile that looked as though he was about to make a wisecrack (which he frequently did). Bert was not known for telling the truth if he could invent a better story. As an example, he claimed to have once been a human cannonball with a circus. He actually had worked for a circus, but as a marketer—someone who put up posters and called people to see side shows.22 Bert was driving a taxi in Paris when the war broke out, and he was one of the first Americans to join the Legion. Just why he volunteered has never been clear, as he was not one to be carried away by sentiments and ideals, but it may have seemed like an interesting adventure.




  The volunteers were sent by train to a French training center at Rouen, about seventy miles northwest of Paris. The first train left Paris on August 25. The volunteers hadn’t been issued uniforms yet, so they were still dressed in civilian clothes.23 There was one American who did not make the trip to Rouen, however—one who, according to some accounts, was dismayed to discover that he could only serve France by joining the Foreign Legion. Gervais Raoul Lufbery had been born and raised in France. His father had been born in the United States but moved to France, where he married Raoul’s mother. She died when Raoul was an infant. His father soon remarried, left Raoul and his two brothers in the care of French relatives, and took his new bride to Wallingford, Connecticut. As Raoul grew up, he took a series of odd jobs and wandered through North Africa, Turkey, Germany, and the Balkans. In 1906, he decided to pay a surprise visit to his father in Connecticut. Raoul landed in New York at almost the exact time his father boarded a ship to France. He missed his father then and never saw him again in his life.24




  Raoul wandered across the United States, joined the US Army and saw action in the Philippines, and eventually wound up in India. There he met a French exhibition pilot, Marc Pourpe, who was in need of a mechanic. Raoul had never worked on an airplane before, but he was a quick learner, and the two men spent 1913 barnstorming across Europe and Africa. Pourpe made headlines with a series of flights from Cairo, Egypt, to Khartoum, Sudan, and back, a feat that was only possible because Raoul preceded him every step of the way by train, camel, or foot with essential tools, parts, and fuel.25 In 1914, they returned to France to buy a new airplane. Then the war broke out. Pourpe immediately enlisted as a pilot in the French Army, and Lufbery tried to enlist as his mechanic. Much to his surprise, he was rejected because he was not French. He was American. Raoul had always considered himself French,26 but because his father was an American citizen who resided in the United States, Raoul was a US citizen.27 Lufbery had to enlist in the Foreign Legion, and he was then detailed to Army Aviation to serve as Pourpe’s mechanic. In the years to come, this same process would be used by many Americans who enlisted in the Legion and then went directly to pilot training.




  When the first American volunteers reached Rouen, they were billeted in an old machine shop. Some of the men were issued partial uniforms, depending on available supplies. Bert Hall wrote of receiving stiff, tan-colored fatigues and a pair of ankle boots that hurt his feet.28 Others received less, and by the time Kiffin and Paul arrived on August 28 they received no uniforms at all. Kiffin wrote his mother and described the conditions in Rouen:




  Paul and I are here drilling with the American corps and about sixteen hundred other foreigners from every land. I think Paul wrote you about our joining. As it is very hard to get letters through and we are not allowed to write much about what we are doing, will only tell you that both of us are well and feeling fine. It is, of course, a little rough, but it will make men of us both.


 



  We left Paris Friday morning and arrived here in the afternoon. Since then we have been living the army life, except that we have not yet gotten our uniforms. The American branch is quite a mixture, but there are several fine fellows. Yale, Harvard, Michigan, Columbia, Cornell and several other schools are represented by graduates. There are two or three college professors and two lawyers. We drill about six hours a day and have three hours that we do what we please.




  This will be the last letter I shall write you for some time, as they don’t like for us to write letters, and they read them all and don’t send them if one talks too much. Everyone uses postcards and I will “follow suit” after this. We do not expect to be here much longer but guess mail will be forwarded from this address.




  We both hope that you will not worry, as this is a great thing for us to do.29


 


  One aspect of Rouen that Kiffin didn’t mention in this letter was the chaos that was beginning to envelop the town as the German right wing bore down on it. It was now obvious that a very large German force had swept through Belgium and was marching toward Paris. When Kiffin and Paul arrived in Rouen, the Germans were ninety miles away. Four days later, they were within sixty miles. The French had given up their attacks along the German border, and the Russian Army that had excited everyone with its early attack had been soundly defeated at Tannenberg. Paris was being bombed by German aircraft, and the French government would soon leave Paris and move to Bordeaux. David King, another American volunteer, described the atmosphere in Rouen that Kiffin hid from his mother:




  The city was teeming with a marvelous, heterogeneous collection: wounded from the British Army, stragglers from the Belgian Army, refugees, French reservists, British Army Service Corps units—all wandering around the streets aimlessly, some terribly depressed, others hilarious and singing, and a good portion of them drunk.30


  




  On the morning of September 1, roughly two thousand Foreign Legion recruits, including the Americans, were loaded into French Hommes quarante, Chevaux huit (Men: forty, Horses: eight) boxcars and evacuated to Toulouse.31 Toulouse was located near the border with Spain, where they would be safe from the German onslaught.32




  While the volunteers were traveling to Toulouse, the first cracks began to appear in the German advance. German infantrymen had marched more than two hundred miles in the hot August sun, with full pack and combat equipment, and had fought multiple battles against British, French, and Belgian troops along the way. They were exhausted, and they were outrunning their supply lines, so they were also weakened by hunger.33 The closer they got to Paris, the more French resistance they encountered. Units turned to face attacking forces and left the flanks of their neighboring units exposed. French and British reconnaissance aircraft gave early proof of how important airplanes would be in this war when they revealed these gaps in the advancing German line.34 The fact that the General Staff had strengthened the German left wing may have worked against them, as, instead of giving way when the French attacked and drawing the French armies farther away from Paris, they had stopped the French attacks on the border, where they could more quickly be redeployed to meet the advancing right wing. Schlieffen had planned on the French pushing the left wing back and clearing the way for the right wing, like a “revolving door.”35 Instead, these French troops were rushed northward to help stop the German attack in what became known as the “Battle of the Marne.” The German advance stalled, and they began to dig in to defend against the French attacks. Both sides repeatedly tried to outflank each other, and they dug in when each attempt failed. The so-called Race to the Sea ended when they reached the English Channel. The exhausted armies faced each other across a makeshift series of trenches and foxholes that extended all across France and Belgium, from the Swiss border to the English Channel.




  It’s hard to comprehend the vast number of troops, the fierce fighting, and the staggering casualties that resulted from these battles. The French are believed to have lost 329,000 men killed, wounded, or taken prisoners in a little more than a month. The Germans lost almost 300,000 men on the Western Front during the same period, and an additional 67,000 men on the Eastern Front. Accurate figures on Russian and Austrian casualties are virtually nonexistent, but they have been estimated at roughly 550,000 and 400,000, respectively. Add in British and Belgian casualties, and the opening campaigns of World War I resulted in more than two million men killed, wounded, or captured. To put this total into perspective, the American Civil War was the bloodiest war in US history. During that war, the Union suffered 600,000 casualties while the Confederates lost 490,000, resulting in total casualties of almost 1.1 million men. The first five weeks of World War I caused nearly twice as many casualties as the four years of the American Civil War.




  This was the kind of war that Kiffin and Paul had entered.
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