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    occupied Belgium and his sketches began to 
appear frequently in Schribner’s Magazine and Leslie’s 
Weekly. There were lots of illustrators working the war 
beat but not many at the front, much less behind the 
German lines. He began to get a “Name.” 

What had been “almost a lark” turned his life 
around. “He came home loathing war, and fiery with 
the knowledge that he must do something about it,” 
wrote a friend. For the time being, “doing something 
about it” meant joining the French Army as a truck 
driver. But when the Americans entered the War in 
1917, he was transferred to our army and made chief 
illustrator for the doughboy’s paper, the Stars and 
Stripes. His pictures appeared in nearly every issue, 
reaching some 500,000 soldiers weekly and making 
him one of the best known illustrators in America. 
The publication of his first book, I Was There – with 
the Yanks in France was successful, but he was shaken 
and unsure. The War had changed him. “I lived 
with death,” he said. “The reality of battle cannot be 
described. It is understood only by those who have 
killed men with knives.”

In war time, Baldridge met Caroline Singer, a 
newspaper writer from San Francisco on leave to work 

with the Red Cross. They were perfectly matched – 
both independent, footloose, and curious. She was 
married, and it took a while to sort that out. Cut 
loose from the Stars and Stripes he went his way – 
to China (“if there were any place where one could 
escape from all thought of war it would be China”) 
while she went home to San Francisco. Somehow they 
became a couple. That they were not married was 
known to few. One who learned after both were dead 
could only say “but they were the most married couple 
I ever saw.”

The two set up housekeeping in New York with the 
understanding that “every two years, no matter what 
we may be doing and whether we have any funds or 
not, we are to knock off and spend a year traveling.” 
And so they did, for much of the next 30 years. They 
traveled far, they traveled light and, mostly, they 
traveled poor. 

Their great book Turn to the East was published in 
1924 after one of their “off ” years. They took off for 
the Far East.

The trip reshaped both Cyrus’ style and his purpose 
as an artist. Following Frank Holme’s motto: “Show 
it in a few bold strokes” he had drawn the soldiers of 
the AEF and illustrated “chalk talks” that helped pay 
his way through the University of Chicago. Holme’s 
advice had been practical. 

But in Asia he found that a great artist with a single 
line could tell a story, or mesmerize a listener with a 
single note. A single gesture could open a world of 
pleasure or pain:

“One slow gesture, sharp as a cry in the silence. In that 
moment lives the whole span of a woman’s existence, 
sorrows with a pent-up intensity from, which I can never 
altogether recover.”

and, of his friend and master Takeuchi Seijo:

“He chose a 
brush and poised 
his hand. A few 
swift strokes. Across 
one fan spread a 
stalk of bamboo, 
alive, quivering in 
the wind.”

Frank Holme’s 
instruction 
presented far 
deeper challenges 
and rewards than 
he had realized.

Cyrus visited 

China, with and without Caroline, three times. He 
was there in a chaotic period when warlords gained 
great power, then lost it, overnight. They lived for 
at time in concubine quarters of a warlord’s estate 
in Peking. During their stay, Peking was reoccupied 
twice more by different warlords, and by order of the 
second, “the Christian general,” they had to move on.

In China, Cyrus made hundreds of sketches, and 
met everyone from poor farmers and street hawkers to 
generals, industrialists and white “China hands.” Fresh 
in his mind were the artistic insights he had made in 
Japan. He began to catch the spirit and not only the 
image of what he saw around him. “I have discovered 
that no artist can interpret his model without 
understanding the background of which the model is 
part.” he said. 

Struck by the patience of the Chinese, and their 
forbearance with human frailties, he was nevertheless 
repelled by what he saw as their narrow sense of social 
concern. Reflecting on this in 1947 Baldridge wrote a 
prophetic warning:

“If post-war China borrows Western industrialization 
without the West’s mitigating social concept, the result 
could be one of mankind’s blackest chapters.”

In the end Cyrus and Caroline felt they had to 
leave. They had seen too much suffering and they 
were falling victim to self-protective apathy “The time 
to touch home base had come—we were becoming 
acclimated to misery.”

1n 1926 the couple reached another “take off ” 
time. For 13 months, on foot, tramp steamers and 
whatever-means-possible, they made their way from 
Sierra Leone to the Congo River and then north to 
Ethiopia. Along the way they lived in native villages 
where Baldridge sketched and communicated with the 
Africans through pictures. They traveled light, he in 
a golf cap and she in anything comfortable. With no 
pith helmets, no guns, never taking advantage of the 
privileges easily available to those with white skins, 
they made their way through the steaming heart of 
what was then truly called “the white man’s graveyard.” 
And, it must not be forgotten that for a white woman 
to make that trip at that time was something close to 
apostasy.

The magnificent book that came from this was 
named White Africans and Black to challenge 
the view of whites that the people of color around 
them came from a continent of primitive people, 
homogeneous in color and culture. This was a 
breakthrough in 1928 and one African American 
reviewer described his work as “. . . the rare symphony 
with which Baldridge handles subjects usually 
treated as savages that make this collection unique 

and valuable.” Charles Johnson, President of Fisk 
University, called the pictures “the best representation 
available of African Life.”

There was more to come: India, Pakistan, Iraq, 
Persia among them. Half the World is Isfahan, again 
written by Caroline while designed and extravagantly 
illustrated by Cyrus, is one of the most beautiful travel 
books ever written. And, it came about when they 
believed that Caroline was dying:

“[Caroline’s] health was deteriorating day by day. Why 
should she waste away, futilely waiting? Medical science 
impotent to accomplish more, let us at least have one 
grand spree together. Perhaps a trip to Persia.”

The book is filled with discovery and adventure. The 
sands were virtually roadless. In places the people were 
sullen and dangerous, in others giving and delightful. 
In Meshed Cyrus was surrounded by a crowd of men 
and nearly stoned for sketching a mosque—an affront 
to fundamentalists. The two watched The Merchant
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