







Praise for Heart of a Soldier


“Stunning … Soldier of fortune, rugby star, big game hunter, decorated U.S. Army officer, vice president in a major financial firm, patriot, writer, singer, poet, and friend to all who ever knew him, Rick Rescorla was a character out of Hemingway or Kipling. Stewart brings this bona fide hero to life in ways small and large.”

—Jim Haner, Baltimore Sun




“Excellent … Stewart has chosen a subject that is riveting in itself, and rendered it with glass-clear prose that leaves the reader with an intimate understanding of the story and its people…. Stewart’s description of Rescorla’s war experiences in Vietnam—blood, sweat, and terror—is gripping in its heroism as well as its horrors…. Stewart gives the reader a monument more enduring than the towers: a man’s sacrifice, an act of love that saved thousands of lives and made the dark wickedness of that day a backdrop for the triumph of heroic virtue.”

—Christopher E. Baldwin, National Review




“Stewart weaves together an almost Forrest Gump—like tale of a man who would touch history and make history.”

—Lynn Bronikowski, Rocky Mountain News
 


“James B. Stewart writes with such unblinking honesty about Rescorla that what you are left with is not the portrait of a hero (although if that word has any meaning, Rescorla deserves the title) but that he was one decent guy, a funny thing to conclude about a man whose life was devoted for so long to killing.”

—Margo Hammond, St. Petersburg Times
 


“Stewart’s painstakingly gathered accounts are crafted into a narrative that reads like fiction, letting the richness of events, personality, and anecdote do their work…. A meticulous account.”

—Diane M. Bacha, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel




“Stunningly detailed … movingly rendered.”

—Dorothy Rabinowitz, The Wall Street Journal




“Stewart writes with enviable precision and careful foreshadowing…. His battle scenes are riveting.”

—Stephen J. Dubner, The New York Times Book Review
 


“A fast and compelling story … of duty, love, and devotion. Through the eyes of Rick Rescorla, Stewart shows the magnitude of the loss of Sept. 11, both in its effect on the nation and on the thousands of people with an immediate connection.”

—Ray Locker, Associated Press
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Second Lieutenant Rick Rescorla in the Vietnamese Central Highlands, 1965. (Courtesy of Susan Rescorla)
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PROLOGUE

SUSAN GREER HEARD footsteps approaching from behind. She instinctively pulled on the leash to bring her golden retriever, Buddy, closer beside her. It was just after six o’clock on a Saturday morning in July 1998. Susan wasn’t used to seeing anyone on these early morning walks, especially on a weekend, when most of her neighbors in suburban Morristown, New Jersey, slept late and lingered over their coffee.

The sky that morning was clear and a soft blue, and already Susan could tell it would be a hot, humid day. She had gotten into the habit of rising early to walk Buddy, and she found that she liked the cooler air, the quiet, and the early morning light. On their walks, she and the dog rarely strayed from Dorado Drive, the street that wound through the complex of Spanish colonial-style town houses where Susan lived. She had moved there five years earlier, after her second marriage ended in divorce.

Susan was blond, attractive, and in good shape for a woman who was fifty-six years old. She jogged regularly, watched her diet, and shopped for stylish clothes—not that anyone would have guessed that from the way she looked that morning. After getting out of bed, Susan had pulled on a loose T-shirt and shorts, barely pausing to brush her hair. She wore no makeup or jewelry. Her mother would have been appalled, but her mother’s world of formal lunches, afternoon teas, and antique doll collecting seemed to have vanished.

Susan wondered sometimes what had happened to that world during the years she spent raising children and working to support them. Unlike her mother, who had never held a job in her life, Susan worked as assistant to the president of a bank. She enjoyed foreign films and often went to the Roberts cinema in Chatham, either with women friends or, as was often the case, alone. She had begun venturing into Manhattan on weekends to visit art galleries and antique shops. She visited her daughters but didn’t want to intrude on their busy lives. On most Friday evenings, like the night before, she came home from work, had a light supper, settled in with a book, and went to bed early. She didn’t like to acknowledge it, but she knew it to be true: she was lonely.

Susan hadn’t had a date in the five years since her divorce. She didn’t encourage anyone, didn’t go anywhere single men congregated, and no one had asked her out. At her age, twice divorced and with three grown children, she knew the odds of meeting an eligible man were so remote that she was better off not thinking about it.

Susan heard the footsteps coming closer. There was something odd about the sound of the steps. Then a jogger passed her. He was tall, a big man, about her age, wearing a knit shirt and tan slacks with the cuffs rolled up. But what really caught her attention was his feet. It wasn’t like her to say anything to a stranger, but curiosity overcame her. “What are you doing jogging in your bare feet?” she asked.

The jogger kept running but slowed down. He said that he was writing a play set in Africa. “I need to know what it feels like to run without shoes,” he said.

How intriguing, she thought. There weren’t many writers in the neighborhood; most of the men commuted to Wall Street or the many corporate headquarters in suburban New Jersey. Susan thought she should leave it at that, but there was something in the man’s voice that threw her off balance. Lately she had been thinking she had to take more risks. All her life she’d done the safe thing, the right thing, exactly what was expected of her. She had been told never to talk to strangers.

“Do you live here?” she asked, feeling slightly reckless.

He said he had moved in six months earlier so he could be close to his children and ex-wife.

“That’s nice,” Susan said. “Sometimes you can be better friends after a divorce.”

Buddy was now tugging on his leash, straining to chase after the jogger, and Susan was briefly distracted. She couldn’t see if the man had turned around to get a glimpse of her. Then he was out of earshot, picked up his pace, and disappeared around a bend in the road.

She hadn’t seen his face. But there was something about his voice, she thought. It sounded so calm, so reassuring, so forthright. And he was single. He had managed to communicate a great deal in just a few sentences. She had a premonition that they would meet again.

Susan found herself at her driveway and turned to go into the house. She looked again to see if the jogger might have turned around, but the street was empty.





1
PEACHEY AND DRAVOT 
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Rick Rescorla (right) and Daniel J. Hill. In a remote outpost in Africa they found friendship and adventure. (Courtesy of Susan Rescorla)

DANIEL J. HILL crouched behind the crest of a large hill above the bridge, his MAT 49, 9 mm submachine gun aimed just past the stream. His position gave him a clear view of the only paved road leading south from Elizabethtown, the capital of Katanga province in the Congo. “They’re coming,” someone yelled. There was a flurry of activity along the hilltop, as Hill’s fellow soldiers in the Katanga police force, in reality a paramilitary force fighting for the independence of Katanga province, checked their Belgian semiautomatic rifles and took their positions.



Through the shimmering heat, Hill could see the first of the Congolese troops in the distance. They looked tired and disorganized, walking rather than marching, dragging weapons behind them. Obviously the United Nations advisers assigned to the unit hadn’t been able to instill much discipline. As the group moved closer, Hill estimated their number at about three hundred to four hundred men, the size of a small battalion. So this was the force the UN and the Congolese government of Patrice Lumumba had ordered south to subdue Katanga and capture its secessionist leader, Moïse Tshombe. Let them come, Hill thought to himself. He was ready, his adrenaline pumping.

Hill, a blond, blue-eyed American, had arrived in the Congo just two months before, in the summer of 1960. He had flown from New York to Berne, Switzerland, then to Cairo, and on to Mombasa, on the Kenyan coast. From there he had traveled by train to Nairobi, then hired a driver to take him to Elizabethtown, in the far southeastern corner of the newly independent Congo. When he arrived, he discovered a faded but still charming city that looked like a corner of the French colonial empire. Palm and banana trees shaded buildings with iron balconies that surrounded a central square. Restaurants served French and Belgian cuisine.

The Congo, granted independence by the Belgians in June 1960, just a year earlier, had rapidly become a hotbed of cold war intrigue and tribal factionalism. Lumumba had requested and accepted Soviet military assistance, leading the United States to conclude that he threatened America’s vital interests in central Africa. The CIA launched an assassination plot to poison his toothbrush. An American was still something of an anomaly in Elizabethtown, but Hill didn’t attract much attention. There were already plenty of white visitors and residents, including French, Belgians, and Germans. Many of them were connected to the giant Belgian mining concern, Union Minière de Haut Katanga. They had stayed behind when most Belgians fled the rest of the country, after Tshombe declared Katanga’s independence and called for international support and recognition. They knew that Tshombe’s independence movement was in reality supported and largely financed by Union Minière, which feared nationalization under Lumumba.

Union Minière had promised Tshombe a fighting force that would make him president for life, and the company had advertised in London, Brussels, and Paris for experienced combat veterans. They were ostensibly being hired to train members of the Katanga civilian police force, the Gendarmerie, but the men who responded and were hired knew they were mercenaries in a war for Katangan independence. They formed a formidable military unit. Many of them were ex-Wehrmacht troops forced to surrender at the end of World War II. The French had offered them a way out of prisoner-of-war camps by recruiting them for the French Foreign Legion, then shipped the German soldiers to Indochina. They fought there until the French defeat in 1954, and then many had been sent to Algeria, where they fought in the brutal Algerian war for independence. They were hardened soldiers, paid directly by Union Minière in U.S. dollars, Swiss francs, or British pounds.

Hill reported to the company headquarters in Elizabethville and said he wanted to join the new Katanga military force. He produced his American passport, his recent discharge as a paratrooper in the U.S.Army, and a certificate showing his completion of the elite Ranger school at Fort Benning, Georgia. As an added bonus, he also spoke German. The recruiting officer immediately escorted Hill to Elizabethville’s leading hotel, where he enjoyed a bath, clean sheets, and excellent cuisine. If anyone at Union Minière raised any questions or suspicions about Hill’s qualifications, wondering, for example, what an American with Hill’s credentials was doing in a remote, strife-torn corner of Africa, no one approached Hill about it. Given the job description, the company rarely asked many questions. Two days later, he was hired and reported for training. In eight weeks, he was an officer in the Katanga Gendarmerie, with the rank of lieutenant.

At age twenty-two Hill was younger than most of his fellow soldiers, who seemed even older than their years. Many of them had been in almost continuous combat since 1939. When Hill saw them naked in the barracks’ showers, he was shocked by the visible scars on their bodies. So many had lost an eye that they jokingly called the unit the “one-eyed command.” Though they were working for Tshombe, they showed no real loyalty to anyone or any cause, except one another. They were utterly indifferent to the politics of colonial Africa. They were experts in survival, and their mission was to kill before being killed. Hill knew they would kill him in an instant if they suspected betrayal.

For Hill was not what he purported to be, which was an American adventurer looking for mercenary pay. He could allow nothing to reveal the fact that he was actually still working for the U.S. as an undercover agent to monitor military activity in the Congo. Periodically he compiled a detailed written report, then carefully placed it in a designated dead-letter drop. Or he would participate in a so-called live-letter drop. He would place the report in one of his pockets, then follow a prescribed itinerary: to the market, to the post office, to the crowded central square. Somewhere along the route, the report would be skillfully lifted from his pocket by someone whose identity Hill never knew.

Dan Hill had been a U.S. Army Ranger instructor at Fort Benning when his commanding officer had summoned him. The U.S. government had seen the Union Minière ads for mercenary troops and wanted to know more. Hill had already proven himself in undercover operations. Born in Chicago in 1938, Hill had altered a birth certificate so he could leave home and enlist in the army at age fifteen. As a paratrooper in Germany in 1956, he had been infiltrated into Hungary to provide logistical support for the short-lived Hungarian revolution. He had posed as a German, with all traces of his American identity expunged. He had a German passport, spoke German, wore German-made clothing, even German eyeglasses. If captured, he was never to reveal his real nationality. He successfully organized some weapons deliveries and, when the revolution was crushed by the Soviets, made his way out.



In this regard, Hill was hardly alone in the sprawling, resource-rich, but nearly lawless Congo of 1961. The place was teeming with spies and double agents. Many of the Europeans and most of the Americans Hill met he suspected of intelligence connections. In September 1961, United Nations secretary-general Dag Hammarskjöld left Léopoldville, in the Congo, for a flight to Ndola, just across the border from Katanga in Northern Rhodesia, for a meeting with Tshombe, hoping to broker a truce and an end to Tshombe’s secessionist ambitions. Just before the scheduled night landing, witnesses saw an explosion and the plane disappeared from radar screens. The wreckage was found the next day in a forest nine miles from Ndola. There were no survivors. A Rhodesian inquiry ruled the crash an accident, but Hill suspected a bomb, as did many others. But so many factions were arrayed against the growing UN presence in the Congo that it was anyone’s guess who might have done it.

With the death of Hammarskjöld, the remaining hopes for a peaceful solution to Katanga’s secession were dashed. Hill and his troops hadn’t seen any action, but rumors kept circulating in the restaurants and bars of Elizabethville that Lumumba was organizing troops in the north to crush the Tshombe-led independence movement in Katanga. Then reports had arrived that an armed force was moving south on the only paved road into Elizabethville. Hill’s commander had ordered him to ambush the troops and defeat them before they could occupy the provincial capital.

Hill had identified the bridge crossing at the Luguga River as a particularly vulnerable point for the advancing troops. It was the only bridge over the river, which was sure to be an impassable torrent at that time of year. Just past the bridge were a series of hills on one side and a deep ravine on the other, formed by a small tributary. If the enemy troops could be confined between the hills and the ravine, they would be easy targets for Hill’s forces firing on them from the higher vantage point of the hilltop.

So Hill and his men mined the bridge with tetrotal, a potent explosive. They laced the deep ravine with mines, booby traps, and trip wires. Once the enemy was in the ravine, Hill doubted anyone would come out alive. They also mined several large trees along the road just past the ambush point. He and his men took up positions atop the hill and waited. They were armed with grenades, rifles, bazookas, machine guns, and semiautomatic rifles. Hill ordered that no one was to fire or make any movement until all the Congolese troops had finished crossing the bridge. He didn’t want anyone to escape.

The first ranks of the Congolese troops arrived at the bridge and paused, waiting for the others to catch up. But they didn’t seem alert or suspicious. Once the battalion had reformed, they began the crossing. A few men seemed to be Indians or Pakistanis, members of the UN forces, but most were dressed in the olive shirts of the Congolese army. Hill’s men watched, motionless. Finally the last group finished the crossing. Hill gave the signal, and a huge explosion rocked the hillside. The bridge shattered and plunged into the river, cutting off any retreat. The trees fell across the road, blocking the troops’ forward progress. Then Hill and his men opened fire on the stunned troops below.

The Congolese forces scattered for cover. As Hill had anticipated, most of them ran for the ravine, which was a death trap. Mines and booby traps detonated, sending bodies flying. Seeing the carnage, some soldiers abruptly reversed course but were easily mowed down by grenades and blasts of fugas, a flaming chemical similar to napalm. No one attacked uphill, toward Hill’s positions. The rest of the Congolese battalion scattered in panic, managing only a few aimless bursts of gunfire. The entire exchange lasted less than five minutes. On Hill’s order, his men vanished, running along a predetermined path to waiting Land Rovers, which roared back to their headquarters. Though badly outnumbered, Hill hadn’t lost any men. On their first foray into Katanga, the Congolese had suffered a humiliating defeat.

A week later, Hill was invited to dinner at the copper miners club by his intelligence contact, a Belgian mining engineer working for the Americans. Hill filled the Belgian in on the ambush and the rout of the Congolese troops. “What were you doing there?” the Belgian asked.

“Commanding it,” Hill replied.

Several days later he was again dining with the Belgian, who suggested they take a stroll on the club’s grounds. An American materialized out of the darkness.

“Goddammit,” said the unidentified American. “What the hell were you doing out there? You don’t need to do that good a job,” he said, referring to the defeat of the Congolese force. “There have been terrible repercussions. The Congolese will never cross that river again.”

A United Nations force was going to have to be deployed, the man said. Both the American and British governments were now backing a unified Congo and were pressuring Belgium to stop its support for Union Minière. The threat of Lumumba had been removed, not by poisoned toothpaste, but by a CIA-backed coup led by Joseph Mobutu.

Hill was unapologetic; he was only carrying out the role assigned to him. He pointed out that he was dealing with hard-core, battle-hardened mercenaries who knew exactly what they were doing. Hill argued that if he’d pulled any punches, he would have aroused the suspicion of his men. “If that’s the way you feel,” he told the American, “then get me the hell out of here.”

Even without a new assignment, Hill knew it was time to go. Without at least tacit support from the Americans and Europeans, the Tshombe-led independence movement was doomed. Not long after his dinner at the miners club, Union Minière missed a payroll, failing to pay the mercenary troops. Though payment was promised, it was effectively the end of the Katanga military. His fellow soldiers asked Hill to join them in a daring attack on the Elizabethville and Bukavu banks to seize the money they contended was their due. Then they had a plan to escape over the border into Uganda, where the mercurial dictator Idi Amin, in return for lavish bribes, had promised them the use of an airstrip.



Hill wasn’t about to rob a bank with a bunch of ex-Nazis. But he couldn’t stay in Katanga. He loaded his few belongings into a tiny four-cylinder Morris Minor automobile that cost him $300 in U.S. currency. Then he set out on the only road to the southeast. The pavement quickly gave way to a dirt path as he headed across the dry landscape of the African bush. Four hours later he reached the border of Northern Rhodesia and showed his passport. After crossing the border, he stopped in the first town he reached of any size. It was Kitwe, a copper-mining town of several thousand people just thirty miles or so from the Katanga border.

[image: Image]

COMPARED TO THE CONGO, Northern Rhodesia was a haven of British-imposed order and tranquillity. One of the last frontiers of colonial Africa, it was a mostly self-governing territory still loosely tied to the wealthier and more populous Southern Rhodesia. Even as whites were pouring over its border in panic from the Congo, the British Queen Mother had made a state visit to the colony and toured the copper district, including Kitwe. In the capital of Lusaka, she hosted a garden party and unveiled a statue commemorating Cecil Rhodes, the imperialist mining magnate whose British South Africa Company had brought British rule to most of southern Africa, including both Rhodesias. But tensions and unrest were rapidly building between the white-dominated federal government led by Prime Minister Roy Welensky and the two largest factions supporting independence and black majority rule. A British commission concluded late in 1960 that the existing federal government was not viable due to the “strength of African opposition in the Northern Territories,” causing shock and dismay among white settlers. At the time there were approximately twenty thousand white residents in Northern Rhodesia and an estimated four million native Africans.

None of this, however, was immediately apparent to Hill as he made his way through the unfamiliar streets of Kitwe, located in the heart of Northern Rhodesia’s copper belt. Kitwe had little of the tropical charm of Elizabethville. As in many African mining towns, its roughly five thousand white settlers lived in tin-roofed, stucco-walled bungalows with wide verandahs in the center of town, while the African mine workers lived in small wattle- or thatch-roofed, mud-walled houses in a segregated adjacent community called N’Kana. A few of the white mine-owning families had become quite wealthy. They lived on large estates outside of town with swimming pools and tennis courts. They favored late-model American cars with enormous tail fins. A newstand incongruously featured an issue of the Saturday Evening Post with a Norman Rockwell cover.

Hill made his way into the center of town and discovered what looked like an English pub. He parked, then went in and ordered a beer. It was a Wednesday afternoon, and the place quickly filled up. People seemed excited, in a festive mood. Hill asked what was going on and learned that a big rugby match was being played later that afternoon between the Northern Rhodesia national rugby team and South Africa. Hill had never seen a rugby game, so he joined the throng heading toward the stadium.

Hill was fascinated by the game. It didn’t take him long to focus on the Northern Rhodesia player at left wing forward. He dominated the offense with great speed and accuracy. Other players clearly looked to him for leadership. He looked a little over six feet tall, with dark blond, curly hair above his suntanned face. He obviously had great stamina, and his leg muscles under his rugby shorts were lean and taut. He seemed to love every minute of the game. Hill was dazzled by him.

To the crowd’s delight, Northern Rhodesia decisively beat the archrival South Africans. Hill followed the revelers back to the pub for a few more beers, and soon after, the rugby team players arrived, still wearing their uniforms. The player he had admired was the center of attention, accepting congratulations and waving to friends and admirers. When he reached the bar, Hill intercepted him. “Hey,” he said. “Let me buy you a beer.”



The rugby player drew back slightly. “Who the hell are you?” he asked in a soft British accent.

“Daniel J. Hill, late of the U.S. Army Airborne Rangers and Special Forces,” Hill replied.

The rugby player paused for a moment. Hill had clearly gotten his attention. “Rick Rescorla,” he said, extending his hand.

As they shook hands and looked at each other closely for the first time, Hill felt something profound pass between the two of them. He couldn’t say exactly what it was, but it was a feeling he’d never before experienced. The two fell immediately into animated conversation. Rescorla, too, was a military man. He was from Cornwall, the southwestern tip of England whose people are fiercely proud of their Celtic ancestry. That explained his distinctive accent. He’d served in the British army in Cyprus, but after returning to England, he had opted for the colonial police force. The pay was better, and so were opportunities for advancement. Rescorla was now an assistant inspector in the Northern Rhodesia Police Force, which served as both a paramilitary force for the increasingly besieged British colonial administration and more traditional police functions.

Rescorla was fascinated to learn that Hill had been in the middle of the uprising in Katanga. Rescorla and his fellow police officers had heard about the fighting and one weekend had piled into a car and driven to Elizabethville to see for themselves. They took Scotch whiskey, which they traded for weapons and camouflage gear. Elizabethville was now being patrolled by UN troops, which had occupied the province with little opposition once the mercenary force dispersed. Most of the restaurants and shops had closed, and the streets were nearly deserted. Hill’s former colleagues had indeed carried out the daring escape they had planned. While in Elizabethville, Rescorla had visited one of the banks they robbed en route to Uganda. A mercenary had stood on the roof with an automatic weapon, holding UN troops at bay before escaping. The incident had quickly passed into local legend.



Hill readily shared his recent exploits with Rescorla. Several beers later, some attractive women joined them and invited Rescorla and the American to a barbecue one was hosting at her family’s home. “Come with me,” Rescorla insisted. Hill was swept into the festivities. There was a big, friendly crowd, ample food, plenty of beer and gin-and-tonics. It was a beautiful, clear night in tropical Africa. As everyone was leaving, Hill realized he’d had way too much to drink and had nowhere to stay. But then Rescorla materialized, equally drunk. He insisted that Hill return with him to his barracks.

The next morning Hill awoke with a terrific hangover. Rescorla’s room was simply furnished, with twin beds, a desk with a shelf lined with books, including Winston Churchill’s History of the English-Speaking Peoples, a chair for reading, and an adjoining verandah with a small table and two chairs. Rescorla’s gun was padlocked to his bed. Communal showers and toilets were down the hall. Rescorla was already awake, and he, too, had a throbbing head.

“I’ve got the perfect cure for a hangover,” Rescorla told him. They would begin with a ten-kilometer run, then a vigorous round of calisthenics, and finally a big breakfast at the officers club. Rescorla would find out just how fit these American military men were. Hill was fit—he’d been a judo champion earlier in his military career—but he barely kept pace with Rescorla, who despite the hangover seemed hardly out of breath. At first Hill’s head throbbed and he felt nauseated. But by the time they’d finished, showered, and shaved, Hill conceded that the cure had worked. Now he was famished.

Rescorla led Hill to the officers mess, located in a distinguished-looking white building with French doors opening onto a wide verandah. The main room was the dining room, and next to it was a lounge with a bar. There was also a room called the kitchen, though all the cooking was actually done by servants in an adjacent building and the kitchen served as a butler’s pantry. Hill was astounded. He’d never seen anything like this in the American military. There were white tablecloths on the tables. Food was served on elegant china, with silver utensils. Breakfast was a buffet, with a vast array of choices: all kinds of eggs cooked to order, bacon, ham, kidneys, kippers, cereals, milk, and fresh fruit and juices. Black servants dressed in white jackets and Bermuda shorts poured coffee at the table. One man’s sole duty was to keep a steady supply of freshly toasted bread propped in a silver toast holder. Hill and Rescorla filled their plates. When they were seated, a waiter brought them Bloody Marys.

This was the life, Hill thought. He’d grown up in a family that never seemed to have enough to eat. No wonder Rescorla had wanted a career in the colonial forces. But when Hill expressed his amazement, Rescorla told him it was nothing compared to the luxury enjoyed by officers in the regular British military.

Hill was in no hurry to move on. He found he liked the British and the easygoing colonial culture and social life. He liked the free-flowing Watney’s Red Barrel ale, the gin-and-tonics before supper, and being waited on by white-jacketed servants. And, of course, his new friend. Rescorla insisted that he stay. Hill thought vaguely that he might make contact with his American superiors—a missionary encampment just outside of Kitwe was actually a CIA station, bristling with radio equipment. Surely American intelligence would be interested in his dispatches from Rhodesia, which, while hardly as volatile as the Congo, was facing increasing unrest, white hostility to independence and black majority rule, and occasional Soviet- or Chinese Communist-backed insurgencies. Rescorla had contacts throughout the Rhodesian police force, and he encouraged Hill to join the British force. It needed people with Hill’s unusual training and experience. Rescorla felt sure something would materialize.

In the meantime, Hill moved into the barracks. No one questioned his presence there or at the officers mess. He was Rescorla’s American friend, and that was enough. Hill could see that though Rescorla was twenty-two years old and an assistant inspector, the other men seemed naturally to defer to him. Because of the spreading political unrest, the group that entered the force with Rescorla had been sent into the field before their training in Lusaka was over. Rescorla was the only one with prior military experience, and the others looked to him for guidance and reassurance. But one of his friends, Marcus Ward, who had shared a room with Rescorla at training camp, discovered that he imitated Rescorla at his peril, joking with Hill that “Rick knew all the tricks and I caught all the flack.” The stocks of their rifles were supposed to be kept burnished by rubbing linseed oil into the wood stocks and then hand-buffing them. But Rescorla bought some cheap furniture polish, which more or less achieved the same effect with minimal labor. When Ward tried the same polish on his rifle, he was summoned from the parade ground by their commanding officer, who inspected the rifle stock and reprimanded him by giving him extra parade duty. The men were required to rub their bayonet scabbards with burnt black shoe polish. Rescorla painted his scabbard black and applied a light coat of shoe polish on top of it. Ward copied him but was again caught and reprimanded. As Ward was summoned from the parade ground to be disciplined a second time, he could see a big smile on Rescorla’s face.

Regulation uniforms called for khaki Bermuda shorts worn at a length that was exactly one and one-half inches above the knee. But Rescorla wore his at least three inches above the knee, either out of vanity or for greater comfort. Somehow he got away with it. Still, though often irreverent toward his superiors, Rescorla insisted on strict discipline with the men under his command and prided himself on their parade skills and preparedness. His men always used a full salute, not the half-arm-cocked gesture Rescorla had seen used in films of the American military. When the alarm went off signaling an emergency, Rescorla and his unit were always among the first lined up on the parade ground. Most of their action came on weekends, when political demonstrations increasingly spilled into rioting. Thousands of Africans would attend rallies for one political faction or another, with speakers exhorting them to rise up against their white oppressors. Then tankers stocked with the local Chibuku beer would pull up, and people filled plastic bottles and passed them around. The combination of hotheaded political rhetoric and alcohol was often combustive. Rescorla and his colleagues would arrive in riot gear; rocks were thrown, arrests made.

Some of their missions were more serious. The African National Congress (ANC) and United National Independence Party (UNIP), the two major political factions, were beginning to smuggle in weapons and organize their own military units, the ANC backed by the Russians and the UNIP by the Chinese Communists. They had established base camps in the bush outside of Kitwe, and, tipped off to their presence by the Americans stationed at the missionary outpost, Rescorla organized several expeditions to disarm and arrest them. There had been casualties, though not among the British. Indeed, it was obvious that most of the Africans had not yet learned how to use the new weapons confiscated by Rescorla. Many of them believed that the mere sound of the weapon’s discharge killed the enemy and, as a result, didn’t bother to aim. Still, that would change as they became more experienced.

Except when Rescorla was off on such missions, he and Hill were virtually inseparable. Normally reticent with his fellow British officers, Rescorla told Hill everything about himself, and Hill reciprocated. Rescorla was sensitive to the growing tensions in British rule. He could see it in some of his own men, Africans genuinely torn between their British employers and their own people. And many British settlers, too, were torn between their lifelong loyalty to the Crown, which backed self-determination, and to their fellow colonialists, who fiercely opposed it.

Once a week the officers mess served a formal dinner, with candlelight, wine, and brandy and cigars after dinner. Everyone else had retired for the night, and Rescorla and Hill were sitting on the verandah outside Rescorla’s room, finishing off their brandy, when Rescorla asked Hill if he was familiar with the works of Rudyard Kipling.

Hill had already discovered that Rescorla was a prodigious reader. Though lacking a formal education, he had worked his way through the entire sixty volumes of the Harvard Classics, which included such works as The Wealth of Nations and the American Constitution and Declaration of Independence. Rescorla laced his comments with quotations from literature, especially Shakespeare. Since he’d joined the army, Hill had discovered that he enjoyed reading, though his taste ran to westerns by Will James, Zane Gray, and Louis L’Amour, and military histories. He had heard of Kipling as the author of Kim, which had been made into an animated Disney movie released in 1950. But otherwise he knew little about the famous British author, winner of a Nobel Prize, lionized by the late Victorians but increasingly dismissed as an apologist for British empire.

Rescorla had been mesmerized by Kipling’s depiction of valor and sacrifice. In addition to Kipling’s best-known works, Rescorla had had read virtually all of Kipling’s prodigious output of poetry, verse, short stories, and novels. Rescorla seemed delighted at the prospect of introducing Hill to a writer who had had a profound impact on his life. He insisted Hill join him in his room, where Rescorla turned on the lamp, pulled a worn volume from his shelf of books, settled into his chair, and began reading in a firm baritone.

“ ‘The beginning of everything was in a railway-train upon the road to Mhow from Ajmir.’ ” Hill listened with mounting fascination as he was swept into the British Raj, an exotic world not all that different from colonial Rhodesia, where two men—Peachey Carnehan, a “wanderer and vagabond,” a veteran of “adventures in which he risked his life for a few days’ food,” and Daniel Dravot, “a big man with a red beard, and a great swell he is”—proclaim that “ ‘India isn’t big enough for such as us.’

“ ‘Therefore we are going away to be Kings,’ Carnehan says.

“ ‘Kings in our own right,’ mutters Dravot.”

The work Rescorla had chosen, “The Man Who Would Be King,” is considered one of Kipling’s finest stories. Rescorla was an excellent reader, pausing occasionally for dramatic effect, shifting voices and accents for the dialogue. Hill was spellbound, and not just by the excitement of the story. The similarities to his own circumstances were striking.

Peachey and Dravot, of indeterminate but humble origin and adrift on the fringes of the British empire, choose as their prospective kingdom the province of Kafiristan, located in “ ‘the top right-hand corner of Afghanistan, not more than three hundred miles from Peshawar,’ ” Dravot explains. “ ‘They have two and thirty heathen idols there, and we’ll be the thirty-third and fourth. It’s a mountainous country, the women of those parts are very beautiful.’ ” The key to their plan is to take with them a case of 450 Snider rifles and use them to organize a fighting force. “ ‘In any place where they fight a man who knows how to drill men can always be a King,’ ” Peachey tells the narrator. “ ‘We shall go to those parts and say to any King we find, “D’you want to vanquish your foes?” and we will show him how to drill men; for that we know better than anything else. Then we will subvert that King and seize his throne and establish a Dynasty.’ ” They sign a contract to rule as equals, to forswear alcohol and women, and to “conduct ourselves with Dignity and Discretion, and if one of us gets into trouble the other will stay by him.”

In Afghanistan they do become kings, first Dravot, and then, after the region is subdued by their infantry, Peachey. They are worshiped as gods and direct descendants of Alexander the Great, whose troops passed through in 330 B.C. and whose descendants still inhabit the province. Dravot is beloved by the people; Peachey feared. Someday, Dravot says, when “ ‘everything was shipshape,’ ” he would bow on his knees before Queen Victoria and hand over his crown. “ ‘And she’d say, “Rise up, Sir Daniel Dravot.” ’ ”

It all ends badly. Breaking their contract, and in defiance of local custom, Dravot insists on taking a wife. When the terrified girl is presented for his approval and he asks for a kiss, she bites him, drawing blood. Local tribal leaders are shocked by this evidence that Dravot is as human as they are. His authority collapses. His troops mutiny, and his weapons are turned against them.



They flee but are trapped by the advancing troops in the rugged mountains of Afghanistan. Dravot turns to Peachey. “ ‘I’ve brought you to this,’ says he. ‘Brought you out of your happy life to be killed in Kafiristan, where you was late Commander-in-Chief of the Emperor’s forces. Say you forgive me, Peachey.’ ‘I do,’ says Peachey. ‘Fully and freely do I forgive you, Dan.’ ‘Shake hands, Peachey,’ says he. “I’m going now.’ ”
   Dravot walks onto a rope bridge precariously spanning a deep ravine. “ ‘Cut, you beggars,’ he shouts; and they cut, and old Dan fell, turning round and round and round, twenty thousand miles, for he took half an hour to fall till he struck the water, and I could see his body caught on a rock with the gold crown close beside.”

Peachey is captured, crucified, and left for dead. Horribly disfigured, he makes his way back to India, where he finds the narrator and manages to tell his story. Dismissed as deranged and incoherent, Peachey is taken to an asylum, soon to die. As he is led away he sings,


The Son of Man goes forth to war,
A golden crown to gain;
His blood-red banner streams afar—
Who follows in His train?



Rescorla reached the end of the story and paused to let its implications sink in.

“You,” he said to Hill, “are Peachey.”

It went without saying that Rescorla was Dravot.
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ON SOME EVENINGS Rescorla and Hill drove out into the bush in Rescorla’s Land Rover, taking with them food and drink. They built a fire, grilled steaks, and drank beer and whiskey. They chose a site that gave them a breathtaking vista of the Northern Rhodesian landscape. As night fell, they gazed at the stars of the southern hemisphere, looking for the distinctive Southern Cross used by the early navigators around the Cape of Good Hope. Sometimes they heard the sounds of wildlife in the distance—hyenas and the occasional roar of a lion. And they talked for hours sitting by the fire, discussing everything from their love affairs to world politics and philosophy.

Both men had grown up during World War II. After the war, their enmity shifted from the totalitarianism of the Nazis to the totalitarianism of the Soviets, and now they were strong anti-Communists. Rescorla had studied the writings of Marx, visiting the great library of the British Museum where Marx had worked. He could quote passages from Das Kapital. He had studied the evolution of Marxism, reading extensively about the Russian Revolution and Stalin’s purges. He and Hill both felt that communism was an affront to the human spirit, the latest in a long historical succession of oppressors of freedom and individualism. The Russians were poverty-stricken, which is what Rescorla expected from a system that refused to reward initiative and hard work. Rescorla believed in democracy, individual rights, and self-reliance. He could quote from the Magna Carta, the U.S. Constitution, and the Declaration of Independence. He often told Dan that one should be able to strip a man naked and throw him out with nothing. By the end of the day, the man should be clothed and fed. By the end of the week, he should own a horse. And by the end of a year, he should own a business and have money in the bank. It was a philosophy Hill admired.

After one of these long discussions, Rescorla grew quiet and then turned to Hill. “You know,” he said, “I hope you won’t find this strange, but I feel like I’ve known you before.”

Hill was amazed, because he realized he’d had the same feeling the afternoon he met Rescorla at the pub. Hill knew that General George Patton, the World War II hero who died in an auto accident in Germany, thought he’d been a soldier in many previous lives. Hill hadn’t given Patton’s claims much credence, but now he wondered. “I know what you mean,” Hill said.



“It’s called ‘déjà vu,’ ” Rescorla explained, using a term Hill had never heard. “Maybe we were Celtic warriors, fighting side by side.”

“Maybe we were fighting together against the Romans!” Hill said.

Rescorla’s face lit up at the prospect.

And maybe, Hill thought, they were both boys who had never quite grown up.

But at that moment, it seemed real. Hill felt it, the déjà vu Rescorla told him about. And he knew Rescorla did, too.





2
WINDS OF WAR 
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American troops landing on the Normandy Coast, D-Day, 1944. The soldiers stationed in Hayle, England, had given Rescorla his first introduction to America. (Corbis)

BORN ON THE EVE of World War II, Hill in 1938 and Rescorla in 1939, both were surrounded as infants by preparations for war and then the Allies’ struggle to defeat the Nazis and save democracy. The war dominated the news, conversation, and daily life both in Hayle, a Cornish seaport on the southwest coast of England where Rescorla was born, and Chicago, Hill’s hometown. In 1943 American GIs arrived in force in Hayle, which served as a staging ground for the Normandy invasion. Hayle was the headquarters for the 175th Combat Regiment of the U.S. Twenty-ninth Infantry Division, many of whose members were from Maryland, Virginia, and the District of Columbia. Hayle also housed the U.S. Army Engineering Unit from Detroit, an all-black unit. Bringing with them heavy machinery, bulldozers, and cranes, and roaring around town and the countryside in their open-air jeeps, they transformed the sleepy port into a noisy beehive of activity.

Nearly everyone in Hayle was fascinated by the Americans who had come to rescue them from the Nazi menace, but four-year-old Cyril Rescorla and his young friends were especially so. Cyril was Rescorla’s given name. He told Dan Hill that he had always hated it and began using “Rick” once he joined the British army. His middle name was Richard, and he thought the name Rick conveyed a much more modern, confident, masculine impression. But as a child, he was called Cyril. He and his friends would run down to Foundry Square to watch the Americans pass by in their jeeps. Most of the jeeps had names written on them, American names that sounded exotic and romantic to Rescorla: “Monty,” “Oklahoma,” “Joe,” “Fred.” Rescorla kept a notebook in which he dutifully recorded the names. Sometimes GIs would be hanging around the square, and Rescorla worked his way into their midst.

“Got any gum, chum?” he’d ask.

“Got a sister, mister?” was the standard reply.

Sometimes the soldiers handed out treats, such as chocolate-covered cherries, that were scarce in wartime England. Once an American sergeant gave Rescorla and his friends a ride in his jeep. The boys were ecstatic and couldn’t stop talking about it.

The men in the engineering unit were the first black people Rescorla and many other people in Hayle had ever seen. There was some racial tension between the unit and the all-white infantry division, and occasionally a fight would break out on weekends outside one of the bars or the dance hall. But the boys were too young to pick up the social and political dynamics. They were thrilled by the presence of the Americans, and the fact that some were black only made them more fascinating. One evening Rescorla and his friends saw a black man who had had his cheek slashed, evidently in a fight. One of Rescorla’s friends was impressed by the sight of the man’s blood, glistening against his dark skin, exactly the same color as a white person’s. The engineering unit also maintained a choir, which gave a performance of gospel music and hymns at the local chapel. The fervent singing made a lasting impression on the residents of Hayle.

As the months went by and D-Day approached, the military preparations grew steadily more intense. Not just jeeps but troop transport trucks and tanks began rumbling through town by the hundreds. The port was used to build large transport ships, called rhino ferries, for moving vehicles and heavy equipment cross the English Channel. At dusk Rescorla and his friends lay on their backs watching the sky as wave after wave of planes headed across the Channel on bombing missions. They all wished they were in a cockpit. At home, Rescorla built models of the airplanes made from balsa wood and decorated his room with photos and drawings of fighter planes. Outside, he and his friends roamed the surroundings of Hayle, enacting mock invasions from the wreck of a French fishing boat that had supposedly been smuggling British agents back to England or staging ambushes of imaginary Germans in the Weir, an undeveloped spit of land within the confines of the harbor. Rescorla and his friends carried pocketknives, which they brandished as weapons against the imaginary Germans. Rescorla taught them a maneuver intended to surprise any attackers, in which they spun around and threw their knives into a tree. Cyril seemed fearless, except for one incident: frightened by the sinister appearance of a gas mask, with its goggle eye openings and strange snout, he balked at putting one on a during an air raid drill at school, and his mother had to be summoned to calm him.

One day in June 1944, all the activity came to a sudden halt. The huge ferries in the harbor had vanished. The troops and all their equipment were gone. Then came news of the Normandy invasion. Nearly everyone in Hayle listened intently to their radios, gathering every night at 9:00 P.M. for the BBC news broadcast. Rescorla told Hill he would never forget the words of Churchill: “This vast operation is undoubtedly the most complicated and difficult that has ever taken place. The ardour and spirit of the troops, as I saw myself, embarking in these last few days was splendid to witness.”

But news of Hayle’s 175th Regiment was not so encouraging. The unit’s soldiers were in the second wave to hit Omaha Beach on D-Day, which meant that they escaped the enormous casualties in the first wave. But a few days later they bore the brunt of fierce fighting in the hedgerows of Normandy, some of it hand-to-hand combat at close quarters, in the pivotal Battle of St. Lô. The American units there sustained heavy casualties. Residents of Hayle were devastated to learn that not one member of the engineers choir survived.

Though Rescorla longed to join the Royal Air Force, his family wasn’t directly involved in the war effort. His father, Stephen, whom he called “Ste” as well as “Dad,” worked for the local power plant, whose huge brick chimneys dominated Hayle’s south quay. Over fifty when the war broke out, he was too old for military service. He was an unassuming man, about five feet six with dark, receding hair. He often took Rescorla fishing on the tidal estuary in his eighteen-foot rowboat, which he kept moored in Hayle harbor, just across the road from the family’s modest row house on Penpol Terrace. He also read to him, especially the English adventure comic books, which, in contrast with American comics, were mostly text—titles such as The Wizard, The Hotspur, The Rover. They told stories about boy heroes like Cowboy Kid the Footballer and Wilson the Wonder Boy, whose trademark was that he ran barefoot. Many featured stories of the American West. Whenever his father stopped to stoke his pipe, Rescorla grew impatient. “Come on, come on,” he begged until the reading resumed.

Rescorla’s mother, Winnie, did the shopping and the cooking and kept a neat, tidy house. She was known for her baked goods, and it seemed something was always simmering on the coal-fed stove. She had a cigarette every day after breakfast, then did the shopping in town and, with her best friend, stopped for coffee at Curnow’s Café. It was a daily ritual. Rescorla’s sister, Annie, whom he called “Sis,” worked as a housekeeper at the White Hart hotel. There was a big difference in their ages; she was nineteen years older, though she continued to live at home. All of them seemed to dote on young Cyril. He showed a taste for adventure at a young age and, when he was four, gave them a scare that was reported in the Cornishman of March 31, 1943:


In the dock opposite Penpol Terrace, some children were playing along the water’s edge, and without any of them noticing it, one youngster, Cyril Rescorla, fell in. Ronnie Williams was the first to notice the boy floating in the water, and ran to the spot and succeeded in pulling him out.



Unlike other members of his family, perfectly content in Hayle, Rescorla dreamed of foreign places and adventure, fantasies fueled by weekly trips to the Palace cinema. On most Saturdays, his mother gave him a shilling, the cost of admission for the cheaper seats, but other times he and a friend climbed the back stairs and sneaked in through the emergency exit. Almost all the movies were American, many of them westerns or action-filled adventures about World War II. He loved the actors Burt Lancaster, Randolph Scott, and Audie Murphy, who starred in movies like Gunsmoke, Destry, and To Hell and Back, in which Murphy, the most decorated American soldier in World War II, played himself. Colin Philp, one of the friends who often accompanied Rescorla to the movies, would sometimes see the glow of excitement on Rescorla’s face when the cavalry came to the rescue or the Yankees rolled over a German position. The movies only reinforced the heroic, romantic images of Americans Rescorla had forged during the war. In his view, Americans were men of honor, principle, and determination who made something of themselves.

Rescorla and his friends were riveted in 1946 when they learned that postwar British heavyweight boxing sensation Bruce Woodcock would be contending for the title of heavyweight champion of the world in New York City on May 17. Woodcock, undefeated in forty fights, winner of the British title in six rounds, was heavily favored against an American, Tami Mauriello, a former light heavyweight who had failed in two previous title bids. The British press viewed Woodcock’s success as a metaphor for Britain’s hoped-for return to its rightful place in the postwar world, and local sentiment in Hayle was overwhelming for Woodcock. Among the local boys, Rescorla was Mauriello’s lone supporter. He insisted that Mauriello would win simply because he was an American.

When the day of the match came, he and his friends gathered around the radio for the blow-by-blow coverage. Woodcock seemed to have Mauriello at bay during the first four rounds as he punched methodically and Mauriello threw a few powerful but wild right swings. The Hayle boys were cheering Woodcock wildly, eager for what seemed an inevitable victory. Then, in the fifth round, Mauriello exploded with another of his wild right swings, and this one connected. Woodcock was knocked out. “Tami won!” Rescorla shouted in delight. “Tami won!” His friends were dejected. And they weren’t going to let Rescorla forget it.

At some point, most Cornish men acquire a nickname, and after the fight, everyone called Cyril “Tammy.” Rescorla liked the name because of its association with an American prizefighter, and when he dispensed with Cyril once he joined the army, he thought of keeping it. He settled on Rick instead, since it was his given middle name. But not in Hayle: there he would always be known as “Tammy.”
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DAN JOSEPH HILL’S first memory, at age three, was the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor. He was living with his parents and two sisters in Oak Park, Illinois, where his father, Daniel John Hill, worked for the railroad. His job made him exempt from the draft, but he immediately volunteered for the infantry and left almost immediately for England as part of the Seventy-ninth Infantry Division. Dan didn’t really notice his father’s absence, because he traveled as part of his job and was rarely at home anyway. On Christmas Day 1942, with his father abroad, Dan’s mother, Roberta, gave birth to another daughter. Dan was furious that she wasn’t a boy.

The Hill family lived in an apartment upstairs from the Geyers, a family of German immigrants. The father was a carpenter who had fought for the kaiser in World War I, and the family spoke German, which was where Dan first picked up the language. He also spoke it with his maternal grandmother, who was German. The Geyers had three sons, and the two oldest enlisted in the U.S. Marines. Dan watched in awe as they came up the steps to his apartment, wearing their dress-blue marine uniforms. They brought him a rocking horse. After that, it was hard to get him off of it.

A couple of years later, Dan became obsessed with the comic hero Superman, and his mother made him a red cape and sewed an “S” onto a blue sweatshirt. He would wear the cape and jump out of their second story windows, somehow escaping injury. One of Dan’s cousins was a fighter pilot, and he sent the boy an actual air force parachute. Dan got into the harness, climbed on the roof, and waited for his mother to come home. When she did, he leaped off the roof. The parachute barely deployed but opened just enough to break his fall. For the rest of his life, he wanted to jump.

Dan would spend hours downstairs with John Geyer, the youngest of the sons, watching and helping him build models of fighter planes. John’s father had mounted a huge map of the world, and he had small flags on it to identify the locations of his two sons and Dan’s father. Usually the radio would be on, tuned to the latest news of the war.

In 1943, Dan’s father came home for a brief visit before returning to England. There was beginning to be talk of an American-led invasion of the continent, and Dan senior wanted to be part of it. His father took him by the shoulders and looked into his eyes. “You’re the man of the house now,” he said.



That meant Dan had to go to work. His father’s pay came to $100 a month—$25 in base pay plus $75 a month for family support—which barely paid the rent, let alone food and clothing for a family of five. The Hills left the Oak Park apartment and the Geyers and moved to something less expensive in Chicago. Dan went to work for the milkman, who picked up the young boy each morning at 1:30 and drove him to the dairy in his milk truck. They loaded the truck, then drove to the icehouse and packed it in. Dan ran from the truck to the various houses and apartments. He could carry eight quarts of milk in a single trip. When they finished, the milkman took Dan to a diner for breakfast. The first time, he was so excited to be eating out that he ordered everything on the menu. He was at school by 8:00 A.M. In addition to his breakfast, Dan earned $3 a day.

Dan’s mother had enrolled him in the second grade at Our Lady of Perpetual Help, a parochial school with a reputation for higher academic and disciplinary standards than the Chicago public schools. Dan had trouble understanding why, but he constantly ran afoul of the nuns trying to teach him. One day his teacher, Sister Francis Marianne, asked him to spell the word I, a seemingly simple task. “E-y-e,” Dan replied.

“Spell it again,” the nun insisted.

“E-y-e,” Dan replied.

His teacher took a metal ruler and hit him on the head. “Again.”

The exchange continued in this vein, Dan stubbornly spelling “eye,” the teacher demanding that he spell the single-letter pronoun. The more he persisted, the more she struck him.
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