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From It Doesn’t Take a Hero

“My father’s saber was a sacred thing in our family. We called it his West Point sword, because he’d gotten it the year he graduated, in 1917. ‘Duty, Honor, Country,’ the West Point motto, was his creed, and it became mine.”
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The son of a general who led the Lindbergh kidnapping investigation and served President Roosevelt on a special assignment in Iran, Norman Schwarzkopf was well prepared for the primary goal of his young life: West Point.

But Schwarzkopf faced disillusionment when he confronted the cynicism and incompetence of the “real” Army. He almost decided to leave the military. Instead he stayed to become part of the solution.
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“Frank and refreshingly candid … a rattling good read.”

—The Tampa Tribune-Times

“Surprisingly trenchant … down to earth.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“This superb autobiography … details the life of a genuine hero.”

—The Globe and Mail (Toronto)




“[In Vietnam] I had to be a complete son of a bitch to get any results, which often entailed losing my temper five or six times in a day. Being calm and reasonable just didn’t work.”
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Leading soldiers into battle for the first time in Vietnam, Schwarzkopf gained a deep respect for his comrades. But he knew too many lives were being lost unnecessarily—and hated the rift that divided his country when Americans at home turned their backs on the war.
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“A superb portrait of the modern American soldier.… His straightforward, vivid account of his two tours in Vietnam provides one of the best jungle-eye views of the war.”

—The Washington Post Book World

“If there has been a healing in the nation following the Vietnam divisiveness, General H. Norman Schwarzkopf is one of the ones who can legitimately claim to have helped.”

—The Denver Post

“[A] terrific read. Passionate, angry, funny.… A dynamic storyteller with a disciplined mind that cuts away clutter to clarify pivot points.”

—The Toronto Sun




“At midnight I went back to my office. I felt as if I were standing at a craps table in some kind of dream—I’d bet my fortune, thrown the dice, and now watched as they tumbled through the air in slow motion onto the green felt. Nothing I could do would change the way they landed.”
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An exhilarating series of commands ultimately led to Schwarzkopf’s role as commander-in-chief of Allied Forces in the Gulf War. Here is the General’s behind-the-scenes account of how the allies waged war from a country deeply suspicious of foreigners. From his perspective we experience the sensitive negotiations with Israel and Saudi Arabia, the decisions that were sometimes hotly contested in Washington, the contributions of Colin Powell, Richard Cheney, and President George Bush, and the day-by-day, hour-by-hour tensions of being commander-in-chief under the gaze of the entire world.
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“Schwarzkopf’s account of Desert Storm reads crisply and clearly.… It’ll make you feel good all over again.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“An excellent book.”—General Sir Peter de la Billière, commander of the British forces in the Gulf War
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PREFACE

[image: ]

This book almost didn’t get written. On the day of the Gulf War victory parade in Washington, D.C. in 1991, I attended a memorial service at Arlington Cemetery for the men and women who had died in Desert Shield and Desert Storm. I sat on the stage behind the President and looked out at an audience filled with families who had lost loved ones. The grief that marked their faces made me think that writing a memoir that included the Gulf War would only cause them more pain. But over the course of the day, as I talked with some of them, they surprised me by saying they wanted me to write. Two days later the same thing happened at the ticker tape parade in New York City. On the reviewing stand, family members of people who had died also asked, “When are you going to write your book? We need to hear the full story.” Without their encouragement, I never would have gone ahead.

My original goal was to model my account on the Personal Memoirs of U.S. Grant—the great two-volume work that, to my mind, is still the finest military history of the Civil War. But unlike Grant’s, my book was to be a full autobiography, not primarily the story of a war. Writing it turned out to be a more personal process than I’d bargained for, and the following pages contain more emotion than their nineteenth-century model. That was the only way to tell the story, even though I had been taught at West Point that an officer should avoid any public display of feelings. For the entire first part of my career, I prided myself on being unflappable even in the most chaotic of circumstances. That guise lasted until Vietnam, where I realized that I was dealing with human lives and if one were lost, it could never be replaced. I quickly learned that there was nothing wrong with being emotional.

One of the toughest personal decisions I had to make was whether to discuss my mother’s drinking in these pages. Her alcoholism had as much to do with shaping me as did the fact that my father was a general. During my boyhood her illness was our family’s unspoken secret, and I carried it with me for twenty-five years before I felt I could mention it even to friends. Today there are many organizations and agencies to help alcoholics and their families; I hope that children of alcoholics reading this book will realize that they are not alone.

As Peter Petre and I worked, I found myself telling the story of the U.S. Army along with my own. From the time I was twelve years old until I retired last year at the age of fifty-seven, the Army was my life. I loved commanding soldiers and being around people who had made a serious commitment to serve their country. I was lucky to be given exciting assignments in places ranging from southern California to West Berlin. But while I was good at soldiering and was promoted rapidly, I wasn’t always happy with the Army: often I hated what I saw going on around me, and came close to resigning not once but several times. When I received my commission as a second lieutenant, the Army was suffering from the aftereffects of the Korean War; in many ways it was ethically and morally bankrupt, which led eventually to the debacle in Vietnam. By the end of my second tour in Vietnam, the Army had not only reached its nadir but also lost the confidence of the American people. I agonized over the question of whether to stay in—and decided I would, in the hope of someday getting a chance to help fix what I thought was wrong. As I rose to senior rank over the years, I saw the Army transform itself into a force that Americans could be proud of. The units I commanded during Desert Storm were the product of twenty years of reform, and soldier for soldier, officer for officer, we had the best-trained, best-equipped army in the world.

In my account of Desert Storm, I’ve tried to lay out an enormously complex set of events as clearly, concisely, and completely as possible. I’ve made it a point not to digress into military or political analyses that were not central to the events as they unfolded. Similarly, I avoided going back to justify or excuse the various choices we made. I’ve tried to reconstruct the behind-the-scenes decision-making process on the basis of my recollections and the detailed notes I kept throughout the crisis. As my account of conversations with President Bush, Secretary of Defense Cheney, and General Colin Powell will show, the process was tortuous and sometimes filled with emotional strain and debate—we knew our choices would affect the lives of hundreds of thousands of people as well as the prestige of the United States. The discussions and disagreements recorded here are not meant as criticism of the leaders. I respect and admire the President, Cheney, and Powell, and we ended up in unanimous agreement on every major issue.

My account of the war omits a handful of operations, some behind Iraqi lines, that remain classified, and I have also been careful to avoid any mention of classified programs or information. Such discussions would have changed none of the conclusions I’ve presented. Also, many generals and foreign leaders confided in me in the course of events, and I have honored their trust. Finally, throughout the book and in my depiction of Desert Storm, on some occasions when I have criticized a fellow officer in such a way that I felt it might be embarrassing to him or his family, I have chosen to omit his name.

There are other omissions, however, that I regret. I wish I could have mentioned the thousands of people who helped me, taught me, supported me, encouraged me, and served by my side: the secretaries who made it look as if I knew how to spell; the drivers who got me there on time most of the time; the enlisted aides who helped me entertain foreign dignitaries in my home; the aides-de-camp who ran my life better than I myself could have; the chaplains who ministered to me and the doctors who sewed me up; the military game wardens who showed me all the great places to hunt and fish; the civilian personnel who held together installations I commanded and adapted gracefully whenever I came up with one of my bright ideas; the privates, NCOs, and officers who took my orders and delivered results that made me look better than I deserved; my chiefs of staff, assistant commanders, and other deputies whose lives I didn’t always make easy but who gave me their loyalty and never let me down; the senior officers who took the time to develop me as a subordinate; and the foreign friends who not only welcomed me into their countries but initiated me into the nuances of their cultures. I wish I could have named more of my West Point classmates and their wives, and dozens of my other friends and peers. Finally, I wish I could have named the hundreds of Central Command staff members who gave such superb support before, during, and after Desert Storm. They kept track of the troops, gathered the intelligence, transmitted the orders, wrote the reports, saw to the supplies, wired up the phones, served the meals—and otherwise made things happen. A little piece of this book belongs to each of them.

Tampa, Florida
August 2, 1992



“It doesn’t take a hero to order men into battle. It takes a hero to be one of those men who goes into battle.”

—General H. Norman Schwarzkopf,
from a television interview with
Barbara Walters, March 15, 1991
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When my father went off to war in August 1942, his last act was to make me the man of the house. I was with him and my mother in the backyard, which to me always seemed like a magical place, with tall evergreen shrubs and fragrant lilacs and a mysterious old stone barbecue shaped like a throne. It was dusk and the first few fireflies were out; my older sisters, Ruth Ann and Sally, were busy inside the house. I was seven years old.

Pop stood in front of me and gave a little talk about how he had to leave because he was going off to serve our country. Because he was leaving, he said, I was now going to have a big job. It was up to me to look after the girls, because men are the protectors of women. He said he had great confidence in my ability to do this, and as a demonstration of his confidence, there was something he wanted me to have. Then he went into the house while I waited with Mom. When he came back out, he was carrying his Army saber. “I’m placing this sword in your keeping until I come back,” he said, and laid it in my hands. “Now, son, I’m depending on you. The responsibility is yours.”

My father’s saber was a sacred thing in our family. We called it his West Point sword, because he’d gotten it the year he graduated, in 1917. He was always quick to tell you that West Point had shaped his entire life. “Duty, Honor, Country,” the West Point motto, was his creed, and it became mine. He kept the saber on a table in his study, and when I was a tiny boy he would sometimes pull it from its scabbard and show me where his name was engraved on the blade. (It actually said N. Norman Schwarzkopf, because the engraver had made a mistake, but that didn’t matter.) The sword had special meaning for me because it was my name, too, and because from the first day I could remember, my parents had told me I was going to West Point. My sisters didn’t like it a bit, because girls were left out. But there was never any question about what my role was going to be.

When he handed me the saber I felt an awesome obligation. To be accountable not only for it, but for Mom and the girls! I was overwhelmed. My mother I thought I could handle. It was my sisters I was more worried about, since I had no control over anything my sisters did.

Mom made sure I put the saber back in its place in the study. Then it was time for bed. My mother was a registered nurse and always insisted we get our sleep. Pop kissed me one last good-night, and I lay looking out the window. It was still twilight, and I watched the stars start to come out. I fell asleep thinking, “How am I going to do this?”

The next morning when I woke up, my father was gone. Nothing was ever the same again.
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Up to then I’d had a wonderful boyhood, filled with dogs, Christmases, birthdays, tree climbing and sled riding, and all kinds of friends. Despite the Depression, we had plenty of food on the table; the most we ever saw of hard times were the tramps who would show up at the back door. Mom would have our maid give them lunch, but when they’d eaten, they had to leave immediately.

We lived in a great stone fortress known as the Green House, on Main Street in Lawrenceville, New Jersey. The walls were covered with ivy, and a plaque beside the door said “1815.” The house had previously been leased by the Lawrenceville School, an exclusive boys’ school whose practice fields stretched out behind an iron fence across the street. Princeton was six miles down the road to the left; Trenton, the state capital, was six miles to the right. We had a large front yard with a copper beech tree that reached all the way to the heavens, like Jack’s beanstalk. The year Pop left I carved my initials on the trunk. Next to the beech was a big Camperdown elm—a great climbing tree whose branches drooped in such a way that you could go up and be hidden in the leaves. Beyond the barbecue pit in back, my parents owned an acre of land where they’d built a badminton court and where Mom had a flower garden with a little brick path weaving through it.

The house had a feeling of great space inside: high ceilings, a big parlor with antique furniture where we were forbidden to play, Pop’s study with its bay window and deep leather chairs, and a large living room centered around the family radio, one of those big curved-top radios with a lighted-up dial. We’d sit by it and listen to The Shadow and The Lone Ranger and The Green Hornet and our own dad. Millions of Americans knew Pop’s name because he’d been head of the New Jersey State Police at the time of the Lindbergh kidnapping. After he left the police, he became the voice of Gang Busters, a crime series that was one of America’s most popular radio shows. It came on at eight o’clock on Saturday evenings, the only night of the week we were allowed to stay up late.

The Gang Busters lead-in was a simulated prison break. First you would hear the sound of prisoners marching. Then, all of a sudden, sirens would start to wail and you’d hear running footsteps and whistles blowing. Next, machine guns would open up. Finally an announcer would say, “Philips H. Lord presents Gang Busters!”

Philips H. Lord was the producer; Pop was the interviewer. An announcer would describe that week’s crime and say: “We will now hear from the principal law enforcement officer who was involved in this heinous crime. He will be interviewed by Colonel H. Norman Schwarzkopf, former superintendent of the New Jersey State Police.”

Then Pop would come on. He had a nice, measured, reasonable-sounding voice, not too deep. He’d say: “Well, Sheriff Smith, we’re here tonight to talk about the Joe Ludwig murder case. I know that you were the principal law officer involved in this in Morristown, New Jersey. Can you tell us what happened on the night of the twenty-sixth of October, 1933?”

“Why, yes, Colonel Schwarzkopf. As a matter of fact, I will never forget that night. I was sitting in my office and snow was falling outside, and all of a sudden the phone rang …”

You’d hear a phone ring, and then the actors would read their parts. When it was time for a commercial the actors’ voices would fade and Pop would come on and say, “That’s very interesting, Sheriff Smith. We need to talk about that in more detail.” Then the announcer would say, “But first a message from Palmolive Brushless Shaving Cream.”

After the commercial, Pop would say, “Now, tell me more about what happened to that stolen automobile as it was careening down the road …”

It was absolutely fantastic.

The stories enacted in these Gang Busters scripts were all true crimes: Murder Inc., Louis Lepke. My mother objected for a while to letting me listen because the show was so violent, and one night her concerns were borne out. The program was about the Blonde Tigress, a gang leader who had escaped from prison after murdering a guard by sticking a knitting needle through his eardrum right into his brain. For months afterward, every time I thought about that I wanted to cover my ears so no one could stab me.

The show always ended with a bulletin about a criminal at large. That was the climax for me. They’d describe some horrible felony and say, “Be on the lookout for a man five feet seven, a hundred and forty pounds, black hair, brown eyes,” and I’d be hanging on every word, even though I had no more idea than the man in the moon what “five feet seven” meant. But I’d try to conjure up a face. The criminals I imagined all had black mustaches and looked a lot like Adolf Hitler.

At the back of our house, down a long hall and through the dining room, was the Schwarzkopf family’s favorite place: the kitchen. It was big and warm and always smelled good. My mother had a pantry with all sorts of delicious things on the shelves. She did a lot of canning in those days. There was a breakfast nook, a big stove, and a wooden table covered with sheet metal in the middle of the room. When my dad brought home pheasants he’d shot or fish he’d caught, they would be cleaned on that table, and Mom would roll out her pie crusts there, too.

Most days I rode my bike to school, down Main Street, left, up a ways, right, down that road, left, and up a hill. After class I’d link up with my friends Johnny Chivers, Billy Kraus, and Jimmy Wright. We’d spend nickels at the Jigger Shop, which was the town’s most popular soda fountain, play cops and robbers, and smash empty Coca-Cola bottles on sewer grates. Near Johnny Chivers’s house the trolley that ran from one end of Lawrenceville to the other crossed a little brook on a trestle about four feet high. One afternoon, after we got tired of defying death by walking on the rails, we snuck into Billy Kraus’s father’s farm and pulled up some carrots and potatoes. Then we found an old tin can, filled it with brook water under the trestle, built a fire, and set the vegetables to cook. We felt very daring because this was just what hoboes did. Though the potatoes were so underdone that biting one was like eating an apple, I’ve never had a better meal.

My boyhood would have been perfect had it not been for the fact that I had older sisters. I spent most of my young life thinking my middle name was “Stupid,” as in “Here’s my stupid brother Norman” or “Norman, you’re so stupid.” Sally and Ruth Ann went to a private girls’ school in Princeton called Miss Fine’s School. Ruth Ann, who was born four years before me, was Pop’s favorite. He called her “Yan.” She had blonde hair, loved dresses and braids, and embodied all the feminine virtues expected in a little girl. She’d come home after school, practice her piano, read, and think up interesting questions to discuss with Pop. Sally, who was two and a half years older than I was, was more of a tomboy. Though she played the recorder and read even more books than Ruth Ann, she preferred to play outside. If Ruth Ann wasn’t around, she would sometimes pal around with me and my friends, provided she got to be in charge.

When the two of them deigned to include me in their backyard games, Ruth Ann would be a princess, Sally would be a general—and I would be a serf. They constantly made me the butt of their jokes. One day they tricked me into thinking Snow White was on the phone. I had a crush on Snow White—I had seen the Walt Disney movie and I thought she was everything a boy could ever want—so I grabbed the receiver and listened. “What did she say?” Ruth Ann asked.

“She said, ‘Number please,’ ” I answered. My sisters, who had called the operator, thought this was hilarious. They rolled around on the floor, holding their stomachs and laughing uproariously.

Sometimes I got revenge. One afternoon, the year before Pop went overseas, Mom took us to see the movie Geronimo. I was big on Indians and thought the movie was great—full of blood and gore. One thing Geronimo did in this movie was scalp lots of women and children. The next day I was in the kitchen, bothering my mother, and she said, “Why don’t you go out and play?”

“I don’t have anybody to play with.”

“Why don’t you go upstairs and play Geronimo?” I had just gotten a toy war bonnet and tom-tom, and that encouragement was all I needed. I took a hammer from the kitchen drawer, went into my sisters’ room, and tomahawked their dolls, punching a neat round hole in each one’s forehead. When Sally and Ruth Ann came home, they screamed bloody murder, and I said to my mother, “But you told me to play Geronimo.”

It was up to my mother to settle such disputes, because even then Pop was hardly ever around. When President Roosevelt had called up the National Guard in November 1940, Pop had left his job as a vice president of Middlesex Transportation Company, a subsidiary of Johnson & Johnson, and gone on active duty. He only came home on weekends. But he and my mother made sure his presence was felt. When he came home on Friday night, we’d have a great reckoning of how we had behaved while he was gone. If we’d been good children, we got medals. He had a ready supply because over the years he’d won all sorts of awards for marksmanship. Getting a medal was the highlight of my week. The fact that the medal might say “Left-Handed Pistol Champion, New Jersey State Police 1925” was irrelevant to me because I couldn’t read anyhow.

Fortunately Mom was very forgiving, and usually did not report transgressions like my tomahawking the dolls. However, she did report my attempt to build a campfire next to the garage in December 1941. She discovered the burnt matches and sticks in the snow and confronted me; I denied knowing anything about it. That Friday, Pop gave me a talking-to. He and my mother had some neighbors over, and after dinner we all went into the formal parlor, where Pop took me aside and sat me down on a loveseat near the door. It was an uncomfortable place to sit, covered in scratchy brown upholstery and with springs so tight that they had no give. My father said he knew about my fire and that he was worried I’d hurt myself or burn down the house. As he spoke he pulled out his cigarette lighter. Pop was a chain-smoker and that Zippo fascinated me. He lit a cigarette, then held out the lighter and said, “If you want to play with fire and burn yourself, you might as well use this lighter and put your hand in the flame right now. Do you want to do that?”

“No,” I said.

“Good,” he said. “I want you never to play with matches again.”

Then he went on to the subject of honor. He told me: “No matter what happens, no matter how bad a situation is, no matter what you think the consequences will be if you tell the truth, an honorable man does not lie. A Schwarzkopf does not lie.”
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When Pop reported back to the military in 1940, he was one of the Army’s most unusual colonels. The bulk of his experience involved commanding not soldiers but police. Pop had grown up in Newark, the only child in a German-speaking household, and graduated from West Point in time to serve in World War I. He fought in the battle of the Marne and was gassed with mustard gas, which made him prone to pneumonia all his life. After the armistice, the Army appointed him provost marshal, or military police chief, of an occupied German town, because he spoke the language. A couple of years later, though, Pop had to leave the military because his father, a jeweler, had become crippled with arthritis, and Pop couldn’t support his parents on his Army pay.

Then, in 1921, Teddy Edwards, the governor of New Jersey and father of an officer who had served with my dad in the war, chose Pop to organize the state police. Prohibition had just come in, and New Jersey was more like the Wild West than the land of suburbs and traffic jams you see now. If you ventured between towns at night in some parts of the state, you did so at your peril. There were bootleggers and smugglers bringing liquor and cigarettes from down south into New York, and gangs of highwaymen roamed the countryside. Governor Edwards, a political maverick, wanted a police superintendent who had no ties to the northern New Jersey political machine, which was linked to some of the gangs. Even though Pop was only twenty-five years old, he had the right qualifications: on top of his experience as a military police chief he was enterprising, honest, and tough. He’d played Army football and had been captain of the polo team and heavyweight boxing champion of his West Point class.

That first summer, my dad recruited over one hundred men. He housed them in tents and subjected them to weeks of tough physical training based on drills used by the U.S. Cavalry. He turned out to be a natural at the job: he loved every aspect of organizing the force, from setting up training schedules to designing uniforms to inventing exercises that would build morale. There are photographs of his “monkey drills”—competitions in which trainees would do stunts like standing astride a team of four horses galloping abreast. Of one hundred and sixteen recruits, eighty-one made it. My dad assigned about half of them, on horses, to the southern part of the state, where roads were still primitive, and the other half, on motorcycles, to the north.

Pop loved to talk about those days before any of us children had been born. He’d tell how he and his men once borrowed motorboats to nab some pirates who had been raiding coal barges on the Raritan River, and how bootleggers would offer him bribes to keep the troopers off certain roads so they could take contraband through. Pop approached the job like the western sheriff who says to the bad guy, “Get out of town by sundown.” A gang would be moving into a town, and he’d take a couple of troopers, big gorillas, and pay the leader a visit. He’d say, “You do not want to move into Red Bank. Let me explain what’s going to happen if you do.…” Pop served under five governors and ran the force for fifteen years, and gradually the force got New Jersey under control.

Dad kept lots of interesting objects from his police days at our home. On the bar in the basement was a slot machine the troopers had confiscated. It was rigged so it could only take slugs, and Pop kept a stack of them there for anybody who wanted to play. The basement also had a pistol range, consisting of a cast-iron box on a stand. You would hang targets inside. At the back of the box was a slab of armor plate, mounted in such a way that the bullet would go through the target, smash against the plate, and slide down to where the plate curved under. I liked to reach in and touch the crushed bullets—they felt dirty, the way lead does.

In the living room we had photographs from the Lindbergh kidnapping, the most notorious crime of the 1930s. Because it occurred in rural New Jersey, and kidnapping was not yet a federal offense, the state police led the investigation, which resulted in the conviction of Bruno Hauptmann, an immigrant German carpenter, in 1935, and his execution in 1936 The case against Hauptmann was built entirely on circumstantial evidence, which led some people to call it brilliant police work, while others called it a frame-up. As kids, we knew the case was controversial, but Pop told us the outcome was just and we thought this must be correct. But by the time the case ended, Harold Hoffman, a politician Pop despised, had been elected governor. He used the controversy as a pretext to replace my father with a political ally.

The controversy continues even to this day. My father was a great record keeper, and in our attic in Lawrenceville there was a filing cabinet filled with duplicates of every document that ever came across his desk regarding the Lindbergh case. When I grew older I read the files. These left no doubt in my mind that the outcome of the trial was just. When my father died, my mother gave these records to the New Jersey State Police, and when the state of New Jersey reinvestigated the case from 1977 to 1981, they came to the same conclusion I had.
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My first memories of Pop are from after the Lindbergh case, when he was doing the Gang Busters shows in the late 1930s. He was far from wealthy, but earned enough money to afford the Green House, employ a maid, and send my sisters to private school. While Lawrenceville wasn’t as fancy as parts of Princeton—our neighbors included storekeepers and farmers as well as teachers from the Lawrenceville School—we owned one of the town’s finest houses and my parents were prominent in the Princeton and Lawrenceville social scene. Their friends were professors, businesspeople, and town leaders; they belonged to the country club set, the contract bridge set, and the badminton set—though not to the social-register and coming-out-party crowd. On some nights, my dad’s state trooper friends would show up to play poker. Pop had taught me the rules, and I’d sit with him at the table so I could watch what was going on. My parents liked to hold cookouts in the summer and noisy parties at Christmastime. Theirs was a pretty hard drinking crowd. The morning after a party I’d go around eating olives and maraschino cherries from the cocktail glasses.

When Pop was called back into the Army in 1940, not much changed. He and Mom kept up their social life on weekends, and sometimes he brought me to visit his encampment. The first was Camp Kilmer, midway between Princeton and New York. I remember following him down long rows of tents until we came to the one where he slept, with his cot all neatly made up, its blanket so tightly stretched that you could drop a quarter on the cot and see it bounce. He also showed me a tent with the regimental flag out front, where his office was. After almost a year, he transferred to Fort Hancock, one of the installations that guards the approach to the Port of New York. When I visited there I was in a frenzy of anticipation, because he’d promised to show me the fort’s “disappearing guns.” The idea of something that disappeared fascinated me. These were the days of Mandrake the Magician, who could make himself vanish and come back. I didn’t want to be too pushy when we got to the fort, but I could hardly wait to see the guns. When I finally did, I was horribly disappointed. They were guns mounted on platforms that could be elevated above the embankment when it was time to fire, then quickly brought back down so the enemy couldn’t shoot at them directly. But if you were standing behind the embankment, where we were, they didn’t disappear at all. I don’t think he realized how literal-minded a seven-year-old can be.

He took me to the room where he slept and showed me a book on his bedside table. It was Mein Kampf. He told me Hitler was a bad man and that a great deal of what he had written in that book was now happening in the world. The title appeared on the cover in German script. I was learning my alphabet and recognized this was a different kind of writing entirely. That was in November 1941.

A few weeks later came the attack on Pearl Harbor, and it finally dawned on me that something momentous was happening. When the news hit, I was sitting in a tree at Johnny Chivers’s house. His mother told me, “This is terrible. It means your father will have to go to war!” I didn’t understand what she meant—he was a soldier and away from home already. In the days that followed I listened to the news reports with my mother and sisters, but things didn’t get any clearer. Christmas was coming soon, and as I tried to make sense of what was going on, Tojo and Hitler and Mussolini and Santa Claus got all jumbled in my mind.

Soon Lawrenceville was full of commotion. All the families had to put blackout shades on their windows, and the town ran air raid drills. When the air raid siren went off, that was the signal to pull down your shades. Then some obnoxious local official who had been appointed air raid warden would come around and berate people who had failed to do so, or who had lowered their shades but dared allow light to creep around them. Once we had a near panic because a blimp at Lakehurst Naval Air Station detected a German submarine off the coast. We really thought the Germans were about to invade New Jersey. We kept our blackout shades down continually for about a week.

By then, we boys were all armed to the teeth with toy machine guns and dressed in soldier suits and camouflaged helmets, and we fought the Germans and the Japanese on a daily basis in our backyards. At school, the worst thing you could call somebody was a Nazi or a Jap. Dummkopf became a popular insult, and a few times at school I had to explain that “Schwarzkopf” had nothing to do with Dummkopf. These incidents rarely led to blows because I was big for my age. But I never liked to fight—I was worried I would hurt my adversary.

About six months passed, and I assumed this was what life would be like for the duration of the war. But in June 1942 my father was summoned to Washington to meet with General George C. Marshall. My parents were astounded: as chief of staff, he was the top-ranking general in the entire Army, the boss of Eisenhower, Bradley, and Patton. Going down the chain of command, there were probably thousands of officers between him and a guy like Pop. But Marshall had a reputation for reaching down and picking West Point men out of the ranks when he had a problem to solve. On the path leading from the locker room to the West Point football stadium, there is a plaque engraved with a remark Marshall supposedly made: “I want an officer for a secret and dangerous mission. I want a West Point football player.” In this case, the West Point football player was Pop, and the mission was Iran.

Marshall’s problem involved delivering military aid to the Soviets. Stalin’s soldiers were in desperate need of weapons and supplies: in the southern part of Russia the Nazis were closing in on Stalingrad; their main thrust was to seize the oil fields near the Caspian Sea and the Caucasus, opening the way to the Middle East. To help thwart them, the United States was pouring in vast quantities of materiel. Much of it went through the so-called Persian corridor: ships would sail to the head of the Persian Gulf, where their cargoes would be unloaded and trucked north through Iran, across the Caucasus, and into the Soviet Union.

But too many shipments weren’t making it through. In the wilds of Iran, mountain tribes would ride down, attack convoys, and help themselves to whatever they wanted, or block the roads and charge exorbitant tolls. When the U.S. ambassador complained to the shah and said that he must stop these raids, the shah said, “We can’t.” Iran had a 22,000-man national police force, called the Imperial Iranian Gendarmerie, that was supposed to maintain order in the countryside, but the name was more imposing than the organization. So General Marshall had to take time out from getting several million GIs ready for combat and worry about policing the back roads of Iran. That was where Pop came in. The general ordered Pop to Tehran to be an advisor to the Imperial Iranian Gendarmerie and come up with a way to make it an effective force.

From my point of view as a seven-year-old, all I knew was that my dad had gone to Washington to meet with a guy named George Marshall. After he’d been gone a couple of days the telephone rang and he told Mom the news. I was in the hammock on the side porch, missing him, while they talked. Then Mom called us together and announced Pop was going to Tehran. We had no idea where that was, so she got out the globe and we started searching. It seemed as if we spun it a great distance. Suddenly Ruth Ann jabbed her finger down and said, “Here.” It was halfway around the world! Mom turned to me and explained that Pop was about to travel to an exotic, magical, faraway place, the land of the Thousand-and-One Nights, where people wore long robes and carried knives in their belts and rode camels across the desert. I’m sure she knew all too well what could happen if the Wehrmacht attacked across the Caucasus, but she didn’t talk about that. I still hadn’t made the connection that this was war and that my father might get killed.

So his leaving was no big tragedy. He was going off for a long time. Well, what was a long time? He was gone all week long anyhow. That was already a long time. Nobody expressed it to me in terms of months and years. Even if they had, I doubt I’d have understood.
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I think Mom would have been glad if she could have gone off to war, too. I can imagine her running a field hospital, coordinating teams of harried doctors and nurses, finding ways around shortages of bandages and supplies, and staying absolutely collected because that was the way to save the most lives.

Instead, she found herself in tedious, completely unheroic circumstances on the home front. Most of my parents’ social life had revolved around Pop—he was the one who attracted attention and she was content to be at his side. Now she found herself a single mother with a large house, three kids, and a way of life that was impossible to sustain on Army pay. Worse, there was no one in Lawrenceville who shared our situation—the other fathers were all well beyond draft age. So was Pop, but he was the only one in the National Guard. This was not the kind of war Mom was equipped to fight.

She was a remarkable woman. She was born Ruth Bowman in 1900 in Bluefield, West Virginia, a little town where as a girl she had made pocket money taking tourists up a mountain to look at the sunrise. Her father was county school superintendent and her mother head of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union. Her parents got divorced when she was eighteen, partly because my grandfather liked to drink and my grandmother couldn’t make him give it up.

Mom used to say she’d left Bluefield because she loved them both and they kept trying to get her to pick sides. She came north and studied nursing at Trenton’s largest hospital, working her way up to assistant superintendent of nurses; then she went into private-duty nursing for wealthy families. She made a successful career at a time when women mostly stayed home.

She and Pop met at a Trenton reception in 1928, when he was still head of the state police. He asked her out and she said yes. She loved to tell the story of how, upon spotting him the following weekend in a parade, decked out in his uniform and riding a white horse, she pointed him out to one of her friends and said, “That’s the man I’m going to marry.” It was a tempestuous romance. Pop was thirty-three years old and quite the man about town; he courted my mother, but even though she turned down another beau, he wouldn’t commit. So Mom said, “The hell with you, buster,” moved to New York, got a job at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital, and started dating other men. That drove my father wild, so he went to New York, fetched her back, and married her.

It had been decades since she’d left Bluefield behind, but Mom stayed faithful to her West Virginia roots, and you could see that in the way she sized people up. She hated inherited wealth or privilege. Organizations like the Daughters of the American Revolution and the First Families of Virginia irritated her, even though she was proud that on her father’s side of the family she could trace her ancestry to Thomas Jefferson. She’d talk about getting invited to join the DAR and burst out, “I want nothing to do with that bunch of nitwits! I wouldn’t waste my time doing that.” The people she held in respect were those who earned their position through hard work, rather than having it handed to them.

My father taught me honor, but I learned tolerance from her. The year he left she transferred me from Lawrenceville Elementary to the Princeton Elementary School, where she thought I’d get a better education, and I traveled back and forth each day on the Princeton–Lawrenceville bus. While I was on my way home one afternoon, a black lady who had been our maid got on. I had been taught that when a lady gets on a bus, you offer her your seat. So I gave her mine, but some kids started snickering and whispering as though I had done something really dumb. When I got home, I told this to Mom, who was fixing dinner at the long table in the kitchen. She stopped what she was doing, sat me down opposite her in the breakfast nook, and told me what I’d done was right. Then she said: “You have to understand that you’re one of the luckiest people in the world. You were born white, you were born Protestant, and you were born American. That means you’ll be spared prejudices that a lot of other people have to put up with. But always remember: you had nothing to do with the fact that you were born that way. It gives you no right to look down on anybody who wasn’t. No matter what the other children say, you must never look down on anybody.”

Putting aside her career and being part of the Princeton and Lawrenceville social scene had made sense to my mother as long as she shared it with my father. They were a great couple, happy with each other, their lives, and their friends. With my dad around, she felt confident and independent, proud of his accomplishments and also proud of her own. But once he went away, everything she loved about their life disappeared, and she was left with the burdens.

The worst headache was the house—it carried a large mortgage and high taxes, and cost too much to run. Soon after my dad left they tried selling it, but there were no buyers. Next, Mom thought she could find a family to lodge with us, but after she had one all lined up they made another arrangement. Meanwhile, she had to have the oil burner taken out, as all of America’s oil was needed for the war effort. So to heat the house that winter of 1942–43 we had a big coal furnace installed, and Mom had to go down to the basement at least twice a day to shovel coal. Household help was hard to find, because all the maids now had jobs in Trenton munitions factories. Gasoline became very scarce as well. We owned a wonderful Pontiac sedan called a “torpedo back,” whose roof came down to a point in the rear—a real Gang Busters car. But all of a sudden we couldn’t go anywhere, which bothered Mom, because she liked to drive. You had to have a ration sticker on your windshield, and ours was a black “A,” the lowest status possible. Our allotment dropped to three gallons a week by the end of 1942 and was even lower in 1943. Mom saved most of our ration for visits to Grandma Schwarzkopf in Newark, about fifty miles away. She and Grandma Schwarzkopf didn’t like each other very much—the first thing Grandma Schwarzkopf said to Mom when Ruth Ann was born was, “A German woman would have had a boy first”—but Mom was a dutiful daughter-in-law.

I always enjoyed our visits to my grandmother’s house for the first half hour. She spoiled me rotten because I was my father’s son. There was always plenty of candy around and some special little present for me, like a toy soldier. After the first half hour, however, I was ready to go home. I felt that old people talked too much, I didn’t like them always hugging and kissing me, and besides, they smelled funny!
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We all tried to do our bit for the war effort in Pop’s absence. That first year, Mom trained women in Lawrenceville to be nurse’s aides. Ruth Ann and Sally worked at British War Relief in Princeton, unraveling old sweaters so the ladies could knit them into socks. We listened to the war bulletins, and when word came of the Allies winning in North Africa and invading Sicily, we cheered, even though I was too little to grasp the details of what was going on. My school was participating in a War Department fund-raising program, and I went around collecting nickels and dimes to help buy a jeep for the war. I think we had to collect seven hundred and fifty dollars. When we reached that goal we had Jeep Day, a miraculous occasion when the Army actually brought your jeep to the school. I’ll never forget how fantastic that jeep looked. It was way up in the air, on a platform truck, was painted Army green with white stars on the side, and was draped in red, white, and blue banners. Of course, the same jeep was probably brought to every school in New Jersey, but we didn’t know that. This was the jeep we had bought. The Princeton Elementary School jeep was going over to fight the Germans and the Japs.

Collecting money for the war effort got me interested in making some money for myself. Mom was great at encouraging this entrepreneurial spark. The spring after Pop left she helped me get a paper route. Each afternoon I had to report to a loading dock in town to pick up my bundle of the Trenton Times. You had to fold the papers a certain way, and if you did it right, you could ride your bicycle and chuck a paper all the way up onto a customer’s front porch. I was the slowest folder. The other paperboys would come in after me, fold their papers, load their bikes, and be on their way, while I was still standing there folding mine. Once I got on my bike, I was no good at hitting the customer’s front porch; my papers usually landed in the shrubbery between the house and the street. Then I had to decide whether to stop, get off my bike, pick up the paper, and lay it on the porch, or let it stay where it had landed. Usually I’d let it stay. Meanwhile, I’d be running late, and the newspaper office would be getting complaints that the paper hadn’t been delivered. I lasted about three weeks. Mom and I finally had a little business conference and agreed that my future was not in newspapers.

Next I got interested in selling seeds. Seed companies put fascinating ads in comic books that showed terrific premiums you could earn selling door-to-door. I studied those ads and decided to try for the complete fishing outfit, which included a rod and reel and a box of tackle. Mom helped figure out how much I’d have to sell and we filled out the order form. “Are you sure you want to order this many seeds?” she said. “Maybe you should try for the magnifying glass instead.” But I’d made up my mind.

The seeds came in little packets that sold for a dime each. The packets had marvelous pictures of the things you could grow—exotic melons, tropical flowers, pyracantha vines that would climb up and cover your house. I couldn’t understand why more people didn’t want them. I spent weeks knocking on doors all over Lawrenceville, but I still had hundreds of unsold packets. Meanwhile the seed people started sending letters that said, in effect, “You’ve got our seeds. We’re waiting for the money.” Mom helped think of new people to ask and new neighborhoods to try. But as more weeks passed, the seed people’s letters turned nasty, and finally she declared that I’d done a good job and sold everything I could. She paid for the rest of the seeds herself. I waited eagerly for my rod and reel to arrive. When the package finally came, it wasn’t shaped like a rod and reel—it was rectangular. I thought they must have folded the rod somehow, but when I opened it, it was a Bible. With it came another letter from the seed people, referring to fine print in the contract that said if you took too long to pay, the company could determine your premium. I thought it was unfair, but Mom took no position except to say, “Next year we will not sell seeds, Norman.”

Meanwhile, Pop sent mail. His letters and packages came not just in a stream, but in a torrent. He’d gotten hold of a typewriter in Tehran, and even though he’d never learned to type, he churned out thousands and thousands and thousands of words every week. Deliveries were uneven, so often there would be nothing for three weeks and then suddenly twelve or fifteen letters would arrive. Mom would sit us down in the living room and read them aloud. Those letters were something to see. Pop had a set of colored pens and he’d illustrate the pages with intricate drawings of things he’d observed and funny cartoons. He wrote about everything. Marble palaces and mosques, bread riots, raids by wild mountain tribes, tedious diplomatic lunches, goings-on in the Big House, which was the villa he shared with other members of the U.S. mission, his houseboy Ali, the politics of the Iranian parliament, and his troubles with his teeth. A lot of this went right over my head, but there was always something to capture my attention, such as the way Tehran rug makers would take a new rug on which they might have slaved for months and age it to increase its value. “They lay them out in the streets,” he wrote, “let people walk on them for days at a time, let donkeys and sheep and camels that go along the sidewalks tromp all over them, and the other day I saw one that a man wanted to make real old lying out in the street where cars and horse-carts would ride over it.”

Pop also sent packages filled with gifts from the bazaars—silver filigree jewelry, prayer rugs, and lamb’s wool hats. Mine were all-boy things I could really relate to: a tribal hunting knife, a camel bell, the cured horn of an ibex he’d shot. The best was a three-hundred-year-old Persian battle-ax he sent for my tenth birthday, a lethal-looking thing about two feet long, inlaid with silver and engraved with Farsi verses and an inscription that said it was intended for a young nobleman. With the ax came a letter in which he called it “a prediction of your worthy success in the ‘Battle of Life’ ” and spoke warmly about his love and ambition for me:


It really is something to have completed the first decade of your life, and to look back over the years and realize all the joy and pleasure that you have brought to Mommy and me, the grand association with your lovely sisters, your accomplishments and realizations, your friends, your experiences and progress along life’s highway. I am proud of you, my boy, and look into the augury of the past and see a glorious future. Deep in Mommy’s heart and my heart lie unspoken hopes and ambitions for you, an abiding love and understanding, and the knowledge that the success of our lives will be written in your deeds.



My parents exchanged mail privately as well. Those couldn’t have been happy notes, because all through 1943 Mom was struggling to make ends meet and gradually losing heart. That summer, she and Pop decided that we should move out of the Green House and have it broken up into rental apartments, so it would pay for itself until a buyer could be found. One of Pop’s friends helped with the plan, but the bank that held the mortgage was reluctant to finance the conversion, and there were other problems. Meanwhile, the burden was on Mom to find us an affordable place to rent, and get us packed and moved by the end of the year.

At the height of all this, in October 1943, Pop came home briefly. He’d flown to Washington to plead for trucks and boots for his gendarmes, and was with us for only a few days. That visit is a blur in my mind except for something that happened to Sally on Halloween. She and Ruth Ann had come in the front door from trick-or-treating. I was already in bed, and Mom and Pop were in the kitchen. Sally walked back and found them at the long wooden table, sitting next to each other, smoking cigarettes, in serious conversation. Mom was crying. My sister worried about it for days: she had no idea why Mom was so sad. Of course, the grown-ups were keeping all their problems from us. When Pop left soon after, Mom found herself facing another winter alone.

A few weeks later I got home from school and found my mother sitting on the front steps, hugging her knees and in tears. She had just come up from the basement and was all smudged with coal dust. I was scared and kept trying to find out what was wrong, but she was jumbling her words. She said we didn’t have anything to eat, there was nothing in the house, nothing was ready for dinner. But I knew we had food. Something was happening to my mother and I didn’t know what it was.

We moved to Princeton in early December, first to an apartment, then to a rental house on Hibben Road in a prosperous old neighborhood near the Princeton Theological Seminary. The house was smaller and easier to manage than the Green House had been, but my sisters, who were used to living at the best address in Lawrenceville, thought it was a comedown because it was made of wood while most of the nearby houses were grander and made of stone. But it had bay windows and a screened-in front porch, and there was really nothing wrong with it, except that the two years we spent there were so unhappy. After we left Lawrenceville it became apparent that Mom was drinking heavily and that that was what caused her to slur her words and not be herself. Maybe she’d been drinking before we moved and we hadn’t known. But in Princeton the problem grew too severe to hide. Within six months it had become the central fact of our lives.

I used to dread coming home at night. I’d go around the side of the house, where there was a window that looked into the kitchen. I’d stand in the dark and look inside and try to judge what kind of night it was going to be. Mom had a Jekyll-and-Hyde personality. When she was sober, she was the sweetest, most sensitive, loving, and intelligent person you could ever meet. But when she was drunk she was a holy terror.

Mom did her drinking before dinner. Sometimes she’d take an eight-ounce glass, fill it three quarters full of bourbon, and swallow it down. Then we’d sit at the table and she would start. When Mom was drunk, a terrible meanness would come out, mostly in the form of personal attacks on my sisters. She might look at Sally and say, “Sit up straight! Why are you always slouching? Why don’t you sit up straight at the table?” Then it would be, “Just look at you. You’re such a mess. Look at that hair.” The small jabs would go on until she sensed she’d hit on something my sister was particularly sensitive about, and then she’d bore in until my sister broke down in tears. Sometimes the vulnerability involved a boyfriend, or school, or weight; whatever it was, Mom found it.

My defense was to isolate myself as much as I could: get in there, have dinner, and disappear upstairs to my room. But after dinner Sally and Ruth Ann had to wash the dishes; they had no escape. They’d stand at the old cast-iron sink with their backs to Mom, who sat at the kitchen table and continued to criticize them. Anybody who hasn’t lived with an alcoholic parent would find it hard to imagine how those kitchen scenes unfolded. Years later Ruth Ann wrote an account of one in a short story. She changed her name to Bethesda and Sally’s to Lena, but the rest is fact:


Last night Mother kept them standing against the wall in the kitchen until nine o’clock, all because they had talked French while doing the dishes.

“You think you’re so smart, talking about your Mother, well you just stand there,” she had said over and over, watching them as she ate from the saucepan, stuffing her mouth with string beans.

“What do you have to do that’s so important? You just stand there. And you, Miss Bethesda, you stand with your legs together. Do you hear me? You put those fat thighs together!” String beans fell out of her mouth when she said “fat thighs.”

“Miss High-and-Mighty,” Mother stuck out her lower lip, “looking down her nose at her mother. You think you’re so smart talking French. Why can’t you stay on your diet, answer me that!”

“I don’t know, Mother,” Bethesda answered. Actually, she didn’t know. She wished she could! It made her ashamed to think how ugly she was now with her big body and frizzy hair.

“You think you’re so special working with Miss Fine’s girls,” Mother made her voice real high for those three words, “proud as peacocks down at British War Relief with the society ladies.… How about some war relief for your mother! How about some of that, Miss Bethesda!” on and on. Lena hadn’t said a word. Then Mother started in on Daddy, how he was living-the-life-of-Riley, whatever that was, with his houseboy, Ali Akbar. Bethesda didn’t know why Mother hated Ali Akbar so. “Ali Akbar. Ali Akbar. The colonel and his little houseboy, Ali Akbar,” Mother had said making little eyes, mouthing the words at them. That’s when Bethesda answered back.

“He’s doing his part,” she told Mother, even though she knew what would happen next. Mother sent Lena upstairs. Then she slumped on the table and began to cry.

“Nobody cares about me. Not one person in the whole wide world cares what happens to me.”

Bethesda watched her carefully. “Pull yourself together,” she wanted to say. “Roll with the punches! There’s a war on!” But she didn’t say anything. She watched Mother’s dark head rolling back and forth on her arms. She waited for what was coming. She knew that now Mother would make her cry.



When we moved to Princeton, Mom made a new friend whom the three of us hated. Her family had a lot of money but she was just the kind of idle rich person Mom usually did not want anything to do with. This woman was a falling-down drunk. I don’t think I ever saw her sober. She was one of those women who wears heavy makeup put on carelessly, so that it looks like it’s melting—lipstick smeared around the lips, eyebrows plucked and haphazardly painted back on. We viewed her as the cause of Mom’s alcoholism because Mom would go out sober with her and come home drunk.

They spent a lot of time with the woman’s brother, a great big guy, grossly overweight, who seemed to be in a perpetual sweat, oozing perspiration out of every pore of his body. I think he must have been making a play for my mother. Another guy was always hanging around, too, a big buddy of theirs who looked just like the movie star Sonny Tufts—tall and husky, with slick blond hair, blue eyes, and a million-dollar smile. He tried to chum it up with Sally and me. Once he even took us pheasant hunting, in open country not far from the courthouse where the Lindbergh trial had been held. But I thought he was a total phony and wanted no part of his friendship; if I’d had my way, I would have taken my Persian battle-ax to him. These weren’t the kind of friends Mom and Pop had had before Pop left.

Each of us dealt with the turmoil in a different way. Ruth Ann always argued: the older she got, the fiercer her quarrels with Mom became. Sally would tough it out: she became the daughter who tried to hold the family together. I didn’t like confrontations, but sometimes I fought back with sabotage: when Mom was out of the house I’d search the kitchen for the bottles of bourbon and gin, pour them out behind the garage, and smash them. At times it was anger that overwhelmed me, at other times fear, but what I felt most often was complete helplessness. I simply retreated, which Mom let me do because I was the youngest and her favorite. Deep inside me was a place where I would withdraw when things were unhappy at home. I discovered I could hide the painful feelings and still make friends and love dogs and help old ladies across the street and be a good guy. I had lots of buddies, but no really close friend. I learned to be self-contained and independent. Maybe that was a gift my mother gave me.
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I was still pretty happy when I was out of the house. The school offered a detailed course on the Revolutionary War, particularly as it related to our area—the Battle of Princeton and the Battle of Trenton and Washington’s crossing of the Delaware. I loved the idea that I was walking the very same ground as George Washington. I was also fascinated by natural history, particularly birds. There wasn’t a bird that flew in the state of New Jersey that I couldn’t identify. I could tell the males from the females and could look at the color of an egg or the shape of a nest and identify the kind of bird it belonged to.

I imagined myself to be a mighty hunter. We had a garage and some apple trees behind the house, and I was constantly back there setting traps. My earliest trap was a white box propped up by a stick with a string tied to it, like you see in cartoons. I found out very quickly that animals are too smart for that—you couldn’t even catch a house cat. Then I discovered a book at the library called A Boy’s Guide to Wilderness Living and learned to make rock falls and deadfalls and snares, all of which were too clumsy to work. Finally I sent away for a wire mesh trap with a little spring door that could capture chipmunks alive. I was really excited. My plan—once I had caught and trained a large menagerie of chipmunks—was to produce H. Norman Schwarzkopf’s Trained Chipmunks of World Renown, an act Barnum & Bailey would covet for their center ring. Then I caught one. I got up one morning and found a little chipmunk in the trap, scared to death and squeaking like crazy. I immediately let him go and felt ashamed that I’d taken away his freedom even for the short time I had. Compassion always got the better of my predatory instinct.

I remember the first thing I ever killed. It was a robin. I was big into my bow and arrow at the time, constantly launching arrows at all sorts of targets, figuring I’d never hit any of them. One day I spotted a robin in the backyard. I lined up, let loose the arrow, and my God, I’d hit it! The arrow was sticking right through the bird, which flapped around on the ground for a few minutes before it died. There was no way for me to bring the robin back to life, and it was my fault.

I went inside, got the fanciest box I could find, lined it with the very softest fabric I could find, and buried the bird, digging a deep hole and saying all the prayers I could remember. I vowed to heaven that I would never, ever, ever again shoot at a bird, or anything else, if I could just be forgiven for having committed this terrible crime. Pop used to preach endlessly that you should never point a weapon at anyone or any living thing unless you intended to use it, and now I saw he was right. After that I wasn’t so blithe about shooting my bow and arrow or my BB gun at anything that moved. Sometimes I’d fake it with my buddies. We’d be stalking something with BB guns and when we got close enough I’d shoot, but I always aimed to miss.

Mom seemed to understand my need to get away. She signed me up for all the organized activities we could find. Because of the war, there weren’t that many—the Cub Scout troop had disbanded, and there was no Little League or soccer league. But I went to a boys’ club every Saturday, where I learned to shoot a twenty-two. I also sang soprano in the boys’ choir at Trinity Episcopal Church. One of the reasons I joined the choir was that you got paid: for one long practice and one Sunday service per week, each boy got fifty cents, which seemed like a lot. I even went to dancing school, and though I’d have been mortified if my friends had found out I was learning ballroom dancing, I loved it. Part of the reason was that it was a coed class, with several pretty girls. Even at age eight or nine, I was a very romantic young man.

When Mom reported on my activities to Pop, he started to worry that I was becoming a sissy. Although he’d sung in the West Point choir himself and was an excellent dancer, he wanted to see me more active in sports. In his letters all through 1944 he mounted a get-Norm-on-the-field campaign, assigning me manly tasks such as reporting the Army football score to him each week. He had a point: though I swam and hiked at summer camp and played pickup games of baseball and kick the can with my friends, I really wasn’t athletically inclined.
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My father’s wartime adventures began to seem quite unreal to me, compared with the battles in our own house. The longer we lived in Princeton, the more irrelevant his letters seemed. No one told him the family was in trouble, and Mom hid her drinking whenever one of Pop’s officers stopped by to visit on his way to Iran. My father had no idea what was happening in our lives. His letters often included messages such as “I know I can depend upon you to be the man in the house,” and I had a sense of having failed utterly at the job. But the letters didn’t speak to what I cared about or needed. I missed having a father. Many of my friends whose fathers taught at Princeton or Lawrenceville School had their dads around. The men were nice to me, but no one tried to be my surrogate father. If they had, I would have resisted with all my might, because nobody could replace my own.

We prayed he would come home and rescue us, but we didn’t know when that would be possible. The first war bulletin that ever made sense to me was in June 1944, when I heard about D-Day on the radio. The announcer quoted Ohio governor John Bricker’s now-famous line that this was “the beginning of the end of the forces of evil and destruction.” I was excited, astounded, mesmerized—it meant the war was almost over and maybe my dad would come home. But when the defeat of Nazi Germany finally came the following spring, the shah’s government was dependent on the United States, and Pop wrote that his mission could go on for years. Then he was unexpectedly called back for consultations in Washington and came up to Princeton for a month’s leave. It was June 1945.

I later learned that my father was stunned at the condition in which he found Mom, but he never showed it at the time. When she’d launch into a tirade at dinner he’d change the subject or wait for an opportunity to excuse us children from the table. Eventually he talked to Ruth Ann and Sally about Mom’s drinking, but it was only to explain that he couldn’t stay with us to solve the problem. To Ruth Ann, who was fifteen, he said: “There’s still a war on. There’s a job to do for the duration, and you have a part. You have to take care of your mother. I’m counting on you to carry the ball.” To Sally, who was thirteen, he said, “You have to roll with the punches.”

He and I didn’t discuss her drinking at all, but what he did for me was much more effective. I asked him to send me away to military school, and he agreed. Pop had gone to military school, and I had already tried the idea on Mom. I told him, “I’m tired of being in this house with nothing but girls. It’s turning me into a sissy.” That was all it took. I couldn’t tell him I wanted to get away from my mother’s drinking and the constant fighting. It would have embarrassed me to say those things.

That September, I entered the sixth grade at Bordentown Military Academy. I was delighted, because I was marching to the program my father had set out for me. I’d seen pictures of him in his military uniforms as a little boy; now I was going to military school, and maybe someday I’d go to West Point. If I had any worry, it was whether I would measure up.

Bordentown was a picture-postcard military academy midway between Princeton and Philadelphia—a big old white stone building with a parade ground out front and dormitories and playing fields behind. For the first time I became a success—scholastically, athletically, and militarily. My grades had always been only average or a little above, and my report cards had consistently said things like “Norman is doing fine, but he’s not working up to his potential.” Now I was getting straight A’s. It was all a matter of structure and focus; the classes at Bordentown were somewhat harder than those at Princeton Elementary School, but Bordentown had mandatory study hall at night, and no pretty girls or radio shows or adventures with my buddies to distract me.

Physically I thrived, too. I grew that winter to nearly six feet tall, and played soccer and learned to throw the javelin and shot put. Militarily, I got promoted to private first class, the highest rank you could achieve in sixth grade. I liked wearing a uniform, sitting formally at the dining table, and marching to class. And I liked the discipline; if you come from a home as chaotic as mine had become, it’s very reassuring to know what’s expected. We younger boys lived in a dormitory run by a house mother named Mrs. McKay, a warm old lady who took a special liking to me and made me feel totally safe and secure. In the space of a year I changed from a shy chubby boy to a tall bold adolescent. I’m sure my sisters had mixed feelings about this transformation, especially in its crude early phase. When I came home at Christmas I wanted to show them they could no longer push me around, so I’d hold up my fist with one knuckle jutting out, bang them in the arm, and say, “If you scream I’ll hit you again.”

I didn’t spend much time at home after Pop’s visit in 1945, and he made sure it stayed that way. The following June, after school let out, he wrote to my mother saying now that the war was over, he wanted me to live with him in Iran. She came into my room one day and said, “How would you like to go to Iran and join your father?” She had to repeat the question before I could believe it was real. All I could say was, “When do I leave?”

Pop had arranged for me to travel with Major Dick Waters, who was to depart in August to join Pop’s staff. The plan was for us to start in Washington, D.C., drive to Florida, where Major Waters would say good-bye to his family, and then catch a plane at the Army Air Force base at West Palm Beach. Within a week Mom and I were wandering the halls of the Pentagon, getting my passport and arranging endless shots to immunize me against cholera, the plague, diphtheria, and other diseases you could catch in Iran. The Pentagon was new in those days. I remember being amazed that you could walk and walk and walk inside it and never seem to go anywhere. Everybody was nice to us, not least because Pop had just been promoted to brigadier general as a reflection of the importance of the United States’s link to Iran.

It took almost a month and several trips to Washington to get all the inoculations. We stayed with one of Mom’s friends from nursing school and also spent a couple of weeks with my sisters at the shore, in the little town of Sea Girt, New Jersey. I met a girl there named Eileen, whom I was convinced I’d love for the rest of my life. I took her to the movies and worked up enough nerve to hold her hand—big stuff for an eleven-year-old. Then we had to say good-bye forever because I was going off to join Beau Geste in the desert.

Finally, on my twelfth birthday, August 22, 1946, Major Waters pulled up at the curb in his white sedan. I stuck my suitcase in the backseat and kissed Mom good-bye, and we drove off. I mark that day as the start of my military career because, from then on, I lived in an Army world.
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