
Cpl. David Pierce’s Notebook
January 1, 1918

New Year’s Day
(The 15th New York Arrives in France)

We marched off the boat with jazz,
les enfants perdu
  black orphans
rechristened
by the sea and the Holy Spirit
     soldiers 
advancing into the Kingdom.

This land will hear our song.
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David’s Letter to Giselle the Morning After the Blast
Undelivered

February 13, 1918

I have nowhere to send this damn letter. 

Where are you? All I can do is write this down because I can’t 
speak fear into existence, not in the middle of a war. A fool, 
I write as if you can read this with your mind, some sort of 
mental telegraph, I guess. I wish. I didn’t know you for long, 
but somehow, I know you. 

We have returned to our base to receive orders. There will 
be no forgiveness for the attack last night. We will show the 
Germans who we are and why we’re here. 

Giselle, I pray that you survived. I swear I can feel you out 
there somewhere. 

I will see you again.

Sincerely,
Cpl. David Pierce
93rd Division
369th U.S. Infantry Regiment
Old 15th New York
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Cpl. James “Jimmy” Peyton’s Journal
February 13, 1918

I’m starting this journal in hopes of writing a book about 
this war. If I survive, that is. Last night was incredible! Three 
amazing things happened, all at once:  

1.	 Our band conquered France
2.	 I think David fell in love
3.	 We almost died in a German attack

Our concert drove those French folks crazy! I never felt more 
loved. The applause went on forever, and I felt so warm in 
there, like in a cocoon. I didn’t want to leave. David was 
brilliant on his cornet solo, as always (I can only call him 
David in this journal, out in the real world he only wants to 
be called Pierce). He never shows his feelings, but even he got 
caught up in the excitement—I could tell.

We are soldiers newly arrived to save these people, but we 
are their musicians, too. When we’re not in combat, our band 
tours the countryside to entertain the troops, the townsfolk, 
the wounded, and, well, the dead. This is just one part of a 
larger picture—many of us here signed up for this war because 
we believe in Lt. James Reese Europe’s vision. He says our 
doing well over here will show the world the excellence of 
black men, and that will make things better for our people 
back home. 

But back to last night. It took us a long time to get out of the 
opera house, because the townsfolk wanted to shake our 
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black hands to thank us. Wow! We then get invited to this 
little club not too far away. It was cold outside, but we didn’t 
care. The place had good food and drink. The music was nice, 
but so different from ours. First time seeing an accordion. The 
walls were painted red, and there were candles on each of 
the covered tables, so the room felt cozy. There was a step-
up stage on the front right side of the room. The smiling and 
fluffy feathered showgirls had been dancing the cancan just 
before, and they were pretty, but you couldn’t tell one from 
the other. 

But this singer who came after them! Just lovely, with her soft 
eyes and smooth brown shoulders. Bare shoulders. Straps 
of sparkly blue and gold beads fastened at the back of her 
neck (like a swan’s neck) barely held that silky, shapely dress 
up. Every man in the room wanted her, but we all knew 
we couldn’t have her. Some things you just know. What 
impressed me most was her rich voice, singing those old sad 
French songs as if she’d lived each one. She and David stared 
at each other all night, and I knew something was happening. 
When her set was done, they just walked up to each other on 
the dance floor like it was old times. 

After a while, David brought her over to our table. “Bonjour, 
Mademoiselle,” I said as I kissed her hand. I was showing off 
my new French. She was pleasant enough, but there was this 
watchfulness about her. They talked the rest of the night. I 
didn’t eavesdrop, but I didn’t need to—it was clear they were 
getting along fine. 

I was getting up to give them some privacy when all of hell 
opened up right in front of us.
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This French guy walked up, all proper. He was well dressed, 
but real stiff. He yanked up Giselle and ignored David. He 
told her it was time to leave. 

Poor David! He looked confused, then angry as he sized up 
French Guy. When French Guy pulled on Giselle’s arm again, 
David jumped to his feet. I jumped up too. My thinking was 
French Guy would have to get past the both of us. 

But Giselle shocked us by suddenly walking off with French 
Guy. She didn’t even look back. David tried to follow, but I 
pulled him back, thinking we didn’t know what that story 
was. Just as I was about to say so, there was a huge BOOM! 
and everything went black.

When I opened my eyes, all I could see was darkness. I smelled 
smoke. I heard women screaming. All around us, feet were 
shuffling. I realized I was on the floor. David appeared above 
me, and he was shouting. I shouted back, “What?” because 
my ears were ringing. David cupped his hands around his 
mouth and shouted, “Blast!” I understood then. We were 
under attack. 

As I started to rise, I heard the tat-tat-tat of machine guns. 

“Down!” David shouted.

He shoved me back to the floor. We drew our pistols and 
dashed behind an overturned table to use it for cover. (We 
were trained how to take cover just the other day.)

I remember David shouting, “Two hostiles, 12 o’clock!” 
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I saw two Germans barging through the front doors. A classic 
sneak attack with an explosion, then follow-up with gunfire. 
(Just learned about that, too.) It dawned on me that they could 
kill every one of us in there. 

Suddenly, David fired two quick shots at the men in the 
doorway, and they both went down. David is known as an 
expert shot. Hope I can get good one day soon—this was the 
first time in my life using a gun.
 
We scrambled to the front, careful to watch the door for more 
soldiers. Mostly everyone in the club had rushed to the back 
to hide under tables. David came face-to-face with one of our 
so-called fellow soldiers from the A.E.F. It was O’Dowd. We 
didn’t like him—he didn’t believe that Negroes should be 
serving in this war. O’Dowd had been shot. David asked him 
how bad he was hit. O’Dowd frowned and answered with, 
“Not bad, sorry to disappoint you.” He was a smartass.

David said, “Yeah, I am disappointed, but even I won’t leave 
you to the Krauts. Come on!” David lifted O’Dowd from the 
floor, supporting the big guy. I followed behind.

“Corporal Peyton!” David shouted.

“Yes sir!” I shouted back. 

“We’re getting out of here. Watch the door—it’ll be like 
Leonidas and the 300.”

“Huh?” I didn’t know who that dude was, but we could have 
used 300 men at the time. 
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“We’re shooting ’em as they come through that narrow-ass 
doorway!”

“Oh! Sir, yes sir!” 

Just as I feared, two more pointy German helmets were 
rushing through the front door. We three opened fire, quickly 
taking them down. The other A.E.F. soldier who came with 
O’Dowd—Fitzgerald—made it to the door and was waiting 
for us, pistol drawn. Together, we American soldiers pressed 
forward through the door over the Germans’ dead bodies and 
out into the dark night. I heard the sound of trucks pulling 
off. There was no sign of any other enemies nearby.  

“A raid with civilians inside. Damn,” David said with disgust.

“Yeah,” Fitzgerald said. He grabbed O’Dowd from David and 
gave him a brief look of gratitude for saving his friend. We 
all knew the unity wouldn’t last, but it felt good anyway. We 
four jumped into a Davidson-Cadillac armored car that was 
kept in town for emergencies. We sped back to the rail station 
so we could report on the attack.

That was my first encounter with the Germans, and I was still 
shaking after I was safely back at the base. David was quiet. 
Despite everything that happened, despite nearly losing his 
life in a flash, I knew his mind was on Giselle.
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Jimmy’s Journal
March 17, 1918

It was hard to leave the peaceful Aix-les-Bains. We are now 
headed to war. Up till now, there were only stories told 
second-hand from soldiers who survived the Front—now it’s 
our turn to gulp down this sour red wine. I’m hearing that the 
Germans like to crucify captured soldiers, and they really like 
to slit throats. 

And now I know why we need gas masks.

From this train’s window, all I see is destruction for miles 
on end—entire villages hollowed out. Farmland burned to 
a crisp. Long strips of barbed wire stretched out for miles. I 
see thousands of little crosses and flags marking the graves of 
both French and German soldiers. They will sleep in eternity 
all mixed in together. No nations, just souls.

Where does the music fit into this story now? 
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David’s Note to Giselle from the Trenches
Date Unknown

Your body is a temple of blinding white fire. 
That night, I became your phoenix.

What fool willingly allows himself to be consumed in your 
scorching death-life?     

’Tis I. 

Such madness, but by God, I love it…
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David’s Notebook
April 25, 1918

Funeral Rites

A horse drags his dead German rider.
He no longer has a face. 
Don’t know where they ended up. 

Then Mitch appears.
He’s shrouded in fire.
Smoke chokes me as I shout his name.

He stands stone-still. 
Still dead. 
Aneas and Hector reunited in the Underworld.

Except this Hector is not the favorite son of Troy. 
Nor Harlem’s, for that matter. 
His shade haunts the subway now. 


