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			There is a mysterious cycle in human events. To some generations much is given. Of other generations much is expected. This generation of Americans has a rendezvous with destiny.

			—FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT,

			PHILADELPHIA, JUNE 1936

			I have always taken the view that the fortunes of mankind in its tremendous journey are principally decided for good or ill—but mainly for good, for the path is upward—by its greatest men and its greatest episodes.

			—WINSTON S. CHURCHILL,

			LONDON, JANUARY 1941
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			SEPTEMBER 1939

			At 2:50 a.m. on Friday, September 1, 1939, a telephone rang in a darkened bedroom on the second floor of the White House. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, fifty-seven years old, the twice-elected president of the United States, stirred in his narrow iron cot and pushed himself up with his powerful arms and shoulders. His useless, withered legs trailed behind. He switched on a light, illuminating the clutter with which he liked to surround himself: an old rocking chair; a bureau and a heavyset wardrobe; a mess of family pictures and naval prints covering the walls; a litter of small china pigs and a herd of carved donkeys occupying the marble mantelpiece; a horse’s tail hanging over the door to remind him of his privileged childhood in New York’s Hudson River Valley. He picked up one of the telephones that competed for space on his bedside table with books, aspirin, a pack of cigarettes, an ashtray, a prayer book, odd bits of paper, and pencil stubs. On the line was Roosevelt’s ambassador in Paris, William C. Bullitt, relaying a message from his counterpart in Warsaw. Germany’s legions had breached Poland’s frontiers. The Luftwaffe was bombarding Poland’s cities. The greatest, bloodiest war in history had begun. “Well, Bill, it’s come at last,” said FDR. “God help us all.”1

			As the news spread, it reached the ears of five other men scattered across North America. Sumner Welles, the highborn under secretary of state and principal diplomatic adviser to the president, was the first to hear. Welles was brilliant, fastidious, and imperturbable; one minister from Central America compared him to “a tall glass of distilled ice water.” Welles subscribed fully to Talleyrand’s famous advice to a young diplomat: “above everything, do not allow yourself to become excited about your work.” When Roosevelt put down the telephone to Bullitt, he called Welles at Oxon Hill, his lordly 250-acre estate on the Potomac River. A few hours later, the under secretary arrived at the State Department for an emergency meeting with his boss, Secretary of State Cordell Hull, and other senior officials. Soon he was conferring with the president at his bedside: Welles, “stiff and correct as always,” sat in a chair by the bed; FDR leaned up against his pillows wearing a blue cape over his pajamas.2

			Over the next two days, as British prime minister Neville Chamberlain dithered, then rallied, and eventually declared war on Germany on September 3, followed quickly by France, Welles was never far from Roosevelt’s counsels. From his State Department office, a beautifully decorated, book-lined space with dark blue leather chairs, a gleaming mahogany table, and a marble bust of a statesman on a corner pedestal, Welles helped to coordinate Washington’s response to European events, starting with an emergency meeting of Latin American foreign ministers.3

			If Sumner Welles was at the heart of things, Bill Donovan was literally in the wilderness: camped beside Teepee Lake in Canada’s Yukon Territory, 250 miles from the nearest town. “Wild Bill” was an Irish American war hero, New York lawyer, and muscular Republican in the mold of Franklin Roosevelt’s distant cousin Theodore. TR certainly would have approved of Donovan’s monthlong hunting expedition in the Yukon with three other wealthy Republicans, including retired general Robert E. Wood, the chairman of Sears, Roebuck & Co. The men had a special permit from the Canadian authorities to collect taxidermy specimens for a natural history museum in Boston, and they were enthusiastic about their work. Riding on horseback through the spectacular Saint Elias Mountains and Kluane Lake country, accompanied by Native guides and a pack train, they hunted mountain sheep, moose, caribou, and bear, and caught grayling and arctic trout. Without a radio, they were oblivious to the worsening situation in Europe. Donovan nearly perished when he was thrown from his horse and almost tumbled over a cliff. He recovered to bring down a ram with an extraordinary long-range shot and bag a nine-foot-tall grizzly, “the great-grandfather of them all,” according to one of his companions. Meals were prepared by the Jacquot brothers, well-known local outfitters and guides who had trained in France as chefs. A typical camp dinner consisted of soup, roast lamb or duck with all the trimmings, a hot fluffy biscuit, lemon cream pie, tea, scotch, and cigars.4

			Around midnight on September 2, after just such a dinner, the gentlemen were enjoying a few rubbers of bridge when there was movement at the tent flaps. A stranger entered. “Me, Indian runner,” he said. “Message.” The man had ridden for thirty hours over difficult country to get the latest news through to General Wood, who despite his isolationist tendencies had recently been appointed to a new five-member government advisory body, the War Resources Board. Wood opened the envelope with which he was presented, scanned the radiogram it contained, and uttered a single word: “War!”5

			Also a long way from the national capital was Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s commerce secretary and confidant. Whatever Hopkins had in common with Welles and Donovan was not apparent at first glance. When the president’s cousin Daisy Suckley was first introduced to the social worker turned politician, she thought him “one of the most unattractive people I’ve ever met . . . A strange, weak-looking face, thin, slouching, untidy.” Yet she warmed to him, as most people did. Hopkins combined a fierce idealism with a wisecracking sense of humor and “ten-carat charm.” He also possessed a rare ability to reduce the most formidable and abstruse problem to its essence, a gift that would later lead Winston Churchill to confer on him the mock title “Lord Root of the Matter.”6

			In that first week of September, Hopkins faced his own formidable problem: a mysterious nutritional disease that his doctors at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota, feared threatened his very life. Hopkins was skeletal and bedridden, his eyesight was failing, and he had serious edema in his feet. His family was told he had only weeks to live. Yet he cheerfully underwent a series of unpleasant experimental treatments in the hope of recovering, staying in touch with FDR by phone and following events in Europe over the wireless. Having listened to the world news “at all hours of the day and night,” he told a friend, “I now look upon myself as a full blown authority.” Hopkins knew that he could not return to “the active list” until he had licked his ailment. But he admitted he was restless, writing that “with all the excitement going on it is tough quarterbacking from the bench.”7

			In New York City, news of Germany’s invasion of Poland was flashed up on the moving electric bulletin board that wrapped around Times Tower, the New York Times’ old building in Times Square. As darkness descended on Manhattan, New Yorkers congregated silently on the curbs and in the gutters of Broadway and Seventh Avenue to watch the board, buy a late edition, or cluster around a radio-equipped taxicab. The crowds stretched from 39th Street right up to 47th, where the statue of Father Francis Duffy, chaplain of New York’s “Fighting 69th” Regiment in the First World War and comrade and admirer of Bill Donovan, appeared to be blessing the congregation. Periodically the traffic in Times Square came to a jarring stop when pedestrians, motorists, or streetcar motormen paused to look up and take in the dreadful facts.8

			Most New Yorkers were not standing vigil in Times Square that night, however. As they settled into the three-day Labor Day weekend, they were thinking of rest, not war. Many were headed for the shore or the mountains, even as tens of thousands poured into the city to visit the World’s Fair at Flushing Meadows. “The country as a whole does not yet have any deep sense of world crisis,” admitted FDR privately. The vast majority of Americans detested Adolf Hitler and wanted the Allies to win, but helping them to win was another matter. Only one in six believed the country should enter the war at some stage, and only one in forty supported an immediate declaration of war. Twenty percent were in favor of helping the Allies in other ways, but more than half believed the United States should maintain an impartial neutrality. The war seemed very distant, and not especially threatening.9

			Wendell Willkie was a corporate lawyer and the president of the giant Commonwealth & Southern public utility holding company, headquartered downtown at 20 Pine Street. A product of small-town Indiana, he and his wife, Edith, now lived at 1010 Fifth Avenue, a grand apartment building opposite the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Willkie was a big, bearlike, rumpled man with a magnetic personality: a reporter observed that people who met him “often came away talking as if he were 14 feet tall and shot lightning bolts from his eyes.”10 Even though he was a lifelong Democrat, he was positioning himself to run against Franklin Roosevelt in 1940. His presidential candidacy had crystallized a fortnight earlier when he visited the editor of Fortune magazine, Russell Davenport, at his summer home on Saugatuck Harbor in Westport, Connecticut. His hosts had planned for tennis, golf, and poker. However, Willkie spent most of the weekend on the porch, “sprawled in a wicker armchair with one leg thrown over the arm of the chair,” his jacket off and cigarette ash tumbling down his shirt front, “talking hard” with Davenport about his political beliefs and prospects. Davenport soon signed up to be his campaign manager.11

			When the Wehrmacht rolled into Poland, Willkie was enjoying praise for a review of Lord David Cecil’s book The Young Melbourne that he had just had published in the New York Herald Tribune. The article revealed something of its author’s own approach to life. Willkie admired the “earthy exuberance” of the Whigs, the aristocratic statesmen who dominated eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century English public life and were the subjects of Cecil’s book. “Rowdy, reckless and robust,” Willkie wrote, “they could eat their twelve-course dinners, dance until dawn and gamble, drink and make love until breakfast—and still put in a hard day’s work on their estates or in Parliament.” Book reviewing was new to Willkie, and he told a friend, “I am almost childishly happy about writing a review that somebody would accept.”12 In fact, he had an advantage on that front: the Herald Tribune’s influential literary editor, Irita Van Doren, was Willkie’s mistress. Indeed, he may have been with her at her farmhouse in West Cornwall, New York, on the weekend of the invasion.13

			The fifth man, Averell Harriman, was a different kind of New York businessman. He was chairman of the board of his family railroad, the Union Pacific, and a senior partner at Brown Brothers Harriman & Co., a private banking firm located at 59 Wall Street, three hundred yards from the offices of Commonwealth & Southern. Tanned, athletic, and well-heeled, he spent much of each summer at his house on the North Shore of Long Island, where he played competitive croquet with friends on the lawns of Sands Point, Manhasset, and Great Neck.14 Harriman’s days as a world-class polo player were behind him, but that summer he and his wife had attended several big polo matches at the prestigious Meadow Brook Club in Westbury.15

			Harriman was not a typical Long Island socialite, however. He had a nose for power and a taste for hard work. Even more unusually, he was a Democrat, and had spent much of the past decade trying to inveigle his way into a big job in the Roosevelt administration. To this end, he assiduously tended his friendship with Harry Hopkins. In June 1939, he tried to persuade Hopkins to vacation at his private cottage at the resort he had established in Sun Valley, Idaho. Over the summer, he kept tabs on the ailing commerce secretary’s health, checking in with his personal secretary in Washington and pestering him in Rochester. “I am happy to hear through Miss Van Meter today that you are making satisfactory progress,” he cabled Hopkins on September 1. “When you feel like seeing me please let me know as I would gladly come down any time,” he offered on another occasion.16 Like Donovan, Willkie, and Hopkins himself, Harriman in September 1939 was at the margins of world events. They all wanted to get to the center.

			—

			THE PERIOD BETWEEN THE OUTBREAK of the European war in September 1939 and America’s entry into the war in December 1941 was the turning point of the twentieth century.17 Over those two years, the disposition of forces in the world changed utterly. In 1939, the wind was at Adolf Hitler’s back; in 1940, he conquered much of western Europe; but by the end of 1941, he faced the deadly combination of the United States, the Soviet Union, and the British Empire. In 1939, America was nervous and parochial; in 1940, she rearmed and remobilized; by the end of 1941, she was at war, and her course was set toward global leadership.

			The position of the United States in these momentous years was precarious.18 America was the most powerful neutral nation in a world of belligerents, a supporter of the democracies but not their ally. The U.S. president was by instinct an internationalist, inclined to apply a broad definition of American interests. Yet the limits on Franklin Roosevelt’s freedom of movement were severe, including historical precedent, public anxiety and congressional opposition at home, and unreliable partners abroad. FDR’s extraordinary achievement over the years 1939–1941 was to navigate these constraints and move a divided and hesitant America toward ever greater involvement in the European war.

			Roosevelt never threw over his natural caution. Democratic governments cannot “swing so far or so quickly” as individuals, he told an interventionist newspaper publisher in June 1940. “They can only move with the thought and will of the great majority of the people.”19 Accordingly, he avoided sudden moves and abrupt shifts in policy; indeed, he received almost as much criticism for moving too slowly as for moving too swiftly. Under his leadership, America’s involvement in the war deepened in stages, and always in response to events. Yet if the process was gradual, it was also relentless. With each reversal abroad and each advance at home, U.S. policy toward the dictators hardened.

			Roosevelt had five unusual helpers in this process, and he sent them to Europe on special missions that proved crucial to the course of the Second World War. Sumner Welles toured European capitals in the spring of 1940, during the so-called Phony War, when FDR was still feeling his way toward an effective policy. Four months later, after France’s disastrous collapse, Bill Donovan visited a lonely United Kingdom at the president’s behest. His eyewitness report, as well as the exploits of the Royal Air Force in the skies over Britain, convinced FDR that this was a country worth backing.

			After his reelection in November 1940, Roosevelt threw a lifeline to Britain in the form of Lend-Lease, and dispatched three envoys to secure it. In January 1941, he sent Harry Hopkins on a monthlong mission to London, and also co-opted Wendell Willkie, who had been the 1940 GOP presidential nominee, to deliver a symbolic message to the new prime minister, Winston Churchill. A week after Willkie’s return, he asked Averell Harriman to serve as his personal representative in London, with responsibility for expediting Lend-Lease aid to Britain.

			Finally, in the aftermath of Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, FDR sent Hopkins on two further assignments—back to London to see Churchill again, and to Moscow to meet with Soviet leader Joseph Stalin for the first time. Through these last two missions, Hopkins helped to establish the triangular relationship between the “Big Three”—Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin—who would go on to direct the Allied war effort after the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor in December.

			Winston Churchill said there were four “climacterics”—intense, pressurized turning points—in the period 1939–1941. These were the fall of France, the Battle of Britain, Lend-Lease, and Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union.20 Each climacteric produced a sharpening of Roosevelt’s position toward the war. Remarkably, FDR’s five special envoys were vital at each juncture—urging a course of action on the president, giving him comfort that he had laid a wise bet, helping him to implement a decision, explaining it to British or Soviet leaders, or selling it to the American people.

			It is significant that the president sent his personal emissaries across the Atlantic rather than the Pacific. A Europeanist by experience and instinct, FDR believed that the most potent threat to U.S. interests and global security came from Germany, not Japan. Consequently, his mind was concentrated on developments in Europe; he left the implementation of his Asia policy, which sought to contain the Japanese without causing a war, to Hull and the State Department. Perhaps, as events unfolded, this disparity betrayed a dangerous Rooseveltian blind spot. On the other hand, few could dispute that the greater evil resided in Berlin rather than Tokyo.21

			Over this critical period, then, Roosevelt entrusted five very different men, only one of whom was a professional diplomat, with seven important assignments in Europe. This represents an extraordinary passage of politics and diplomacy. Several of the missions were dangerous. Most were undertaken alone. All trespassed on the sacred turf of the State Department. They took the president’s men into the middle of the war and exposed them to the century’s leading figures. Taken together, the missions plot the arc of America’s transformation from a reluctant middle power into the global leader.

			We often think of Harry S. Truman, George Marshall, Dean Acheson, and George F. Kennan as the authors of America’s global primacy in the second half of the twentieth century: men who built the institutions of global order, rescued Europe from financial ruin, and set the conditions for victory in the Cold War. But all their achievements were enabled by the earlier work of Roosevelt and his envoys, who took the United States into the Second World War and, by defeating domestic isolationists and foreign enemies, into the world. In these two years, America turned. FDR and his envoys were responsible for the turn.

			—

			FEW PRESIDENTS HAVE ELICITED more hatred from their enemies than Franklin D. Roosevelt. Many scholars, too, disoriented by what speechwriter Robert Sherwood called his “heavily forested interior,” have dismissed him as facile and lacking fixedness of purpose.22 Some have mistaken his love of improvisation, and the flexibility of means he employed, for an absence of sure and certain ends.

			In fact, Roosevelt was the most important statesman of the twentieth century. He saved American democracy from the Depression, led the Allies to victory over fascism, won an unprecedented four consecutive presidential elections—and did all this with a broken body.

			FDR was a seductive figure and an effervescent one: to encounter him, said Churchill, was like opening your first bottle of champagne.23 He was, perhaps, the most patrician of all presidents, having grown up as the cosseted son of leisured grandees from Dutchess County in upstate New York. Yet he spurned the conventional career choices of his class and instead entered politics, serving as state senator, assistant secretary of the navy, vice presidential candidate, and governor of New York before his election to the White House. Roosevelt was no snob. He took a generous view of humanity, preferring the company of rogues to preachers, and attracting to his person a colorful menagerie of cronies. He was charming, but also tricky and sometimes heartless. He wore his friendships lightly; at times, he discarded them easily.

			Roosevelt was also elusive. When flying over Egypt in 1943, it is said, he looked down and said in recognition, “Ah, my friend the Sphinx.” He wrote afterward to his personal secretary, “I’ve seen the Pyramids and made close friends with the Sphinx. Congress should know her.”24 Congress, and the rest of Washington, knew very well that FDR was sphinxlike. He dissembled, advising his friends to “never let your left hand know what your right is doing.” He disdained formal record keeping, and, in the opinion of brains truster Rexford G. Tugwell, “put every possible obstacle in the way” of future scholars who sought to scrutinize him. He drew a heavy veil over his own thinking.25 Divining his intentions is, therefore, a task of classical proportions. Historians must piece together a mosaic of the man from thousands of tiny tesserae.

			The picture that emerges, for the most part, is one of coherence and purpose, not ambivalence and reaction. If the doctors at the Bethesda Naval Hospital had been able to sequence Roosevelt’s political genome, they undoubtedly would have found the gene for pragmatism. He “listened to every rustle in the leaves,” wrote one canny observer, “and built up his own position with unending care and subtlety.”26 He was cautious in his movements, and highly sensitive to public opinion. He had periods of inertia that seemed to outsiders like paralysis. His tactical shifts were ceaseless, yet behind them all a clear and inexorable direction can be discerned. To adapt his own metaphor, FDR steered his government like one of his beloved sailboats, tacking this way and that for advantage, sometimes drifting, but finally bringing her into his chosen port.27

			That is not to say that Roosevelt’s governing method was tidy or graceful. He “practised a highly personal form of government,” wrote philosopher and wartime diplomat Isaiah Berlin, that “maddened sober and responsible officials used to the slower tempo and more normal patterns of administration.” He uncoupled the chains of command. He set aside protocols and created intersecting administrative empires. Often he allocated a single task to multiple people. To his courtiers, FDR was a faithless prince, giving none of them a monopoly on his attention and regard. As a result, his administration never coursed with esprit de corps. But there was method to this administrative madness. By seeking intelligence everywhere, he avoided capture by any one source. By setting his advisers against each other, he tested the strength of their arguments. By diffusing authority, he maintained control.28

			FDR’s professional and domestic lives were analogous. Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. observed that “co-existence with disorder was almost the pattern of his life.” From the day he married his distant cousin Eleanor—to the displeasure of his formidable mother, Sara, who preferred not to share him—Roosevelt “had lived in a household of unresolved jurisdictions, and it had never occurred to him to try to settle lines finally as between mother and wife.”29

			Settled lines were not Roosevelt’s style. On foreign policy, this proclivity was strengthened by his distrust of the State Department. The career men in the diplomatic service were mainly Republicans, he believed, and out of step with his policies, being disinclined toward interference in the European conflict. His confidants agreed. Interior Secretary Harold L. Ickes felt the department was “undemocratic in its outlook” and “shot through with fascism.” Harry Hopkins hooted that foreign service officers were “cookie pushers, pansies—and usually isolationists to boot.” Not long after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, FDR is supposed to have joked that his State Department was neutral in this war and he hoped it would at least remain that way.30

			Aside from ideological misgivings, FDR found State to be a poor instrument for his purposes. “You should go through the experience of trying to get any changes in the thinking, policy and action of the career diplomats and then you’d know what a real problem was,” he told one visitor. On the day he died, he reviewed a letter prepared for his signature and observed with a laugh, “A typical State Department letter—it says nothing at all.” He felt the department was littered with “dead wood.”31 He had little faith in the security of its cables, leading him to conduct many of his communications with foreign leaders via naval channels.32 On top of all that, FDR shared the public conception of diplomats as effete dandies—the “boys in the striped pants.” Other White House terms of abuse for foreign service officers included “old maids” and “stuffed shirts.”33

			FDR never sought seriously to reform the State Department: instead, he sidelined it. He asked his key ambassadors to stay in touch with him via personal letters.34 Wherever possible, he cultivated personal relationships with crowned heads and other foreign leaders. In June 1939, for instance, he delighted in hosting King George VI and Queen Elizabeth for a weekend at his family estate in Hyde Park during their tour of North America. His idea was to increase Americans’ sympathies toward the British—and to stiffen British spines. “Roosevelt set the stage for their reception with the care and gusto of a Broadway director,” observed historian James MacGregor Burns. He deliberately treated the royal couple like old family friends, driving them in his Ford (which had been outfitted with custom-made hand controls) to a picnic lunch consisting of hot dogs, baked beans, and strawberry shortcake. Much to his mother’s displeasure, he even served Their Majesties cocktails before dinner. When FDR saw off his visitors at Hyde Park railway station, the crowd sang “Auld Lang Syne.” “Good luck to you!” called the president. “All the luck in the world!”35

			—

			FRANKLIN ROOSEVELT WAS, THEN, a leader who disliked faceless bureaucracies, distrusted his foreign ministry, craved information, and enjoyed personal diplomacy. If these factors were insufficient to predispose him to the use of personal envoys, there was another: the polio attack in 1921 that paralyzed him from the waist down and forced him to rely, for the sake of political success and his very survival, on family, friends, and aides. For nearly a decade after that calamity, as FDR sought unsuccessfully to regain his ability to walk, he relied on his wife Eleanor and close adviser Louis Howe to keep his name in the public eye.36

			When he returned to public life, he continued to encourage his wife in this role of emissary and investigator. As governor of New York, Franklin toured the state each summer with Eleanor, visiting hospitals, prisons, and insane asylums. It was on those early trips, she recalled later, that “she received some of her best training as a reporter.” While the head of an institution sat in the car talking to the governor, Eleanor would inspect the place on her husband’s behalf. If she reported that there was no overcrowding, “he would laugh heartily at her amateurishness.” “Idiot, didn’t you look to see if there were beds put away in closets or behind doors?” On one occasion, he asked her what the patients had to eat, and she relayed what she had seen on their menus. “Look into the pots on the stove,” FDR admonished her.37

			Eleanor never stopped looking into the pots. During their years in the White House, Roosevelt asked her to investigate poverty in Appalachia and labor conditions in Puerto Rico; during the war, she visited Britain, the South Pacific, and the Caribbean.38 Eleanor was able to represent her husband to people who would never see him in person. From her reports, and those of other intimates, FDR could pick up intelligence and gauge the public mood. Her visibility as a spokesperson for liberal causes also served a political function, enabling Franklin to hold on to his left-wing constituency even as he moved to the center. If conservatives complained, he simply pointed out that she was her own person. “Well, you know my Missus . . . ,” he would tell the press with an affectionate grin.39

			If personal envoys were an integral element of FDR’s domestic political apparatus, they played an even more prominent part in his diplomacy. Roosevelt savored personal diplomacy, but the perils of international travel and the questionable security and poor transmission quality of international telephone calls circumscribed its reach, causing him to look for alternative conduits.40 He was also intrigued by the practice of President Woodrow Wilson (whom he served as assistant secretary of the navy and whose portrait he hung in the Cabinet Room when he was president) of using Colonel Edward M. House as a roving diplomatic envoy. FDR corresponded with House until his death in 1938 and on several occasions expressed a wish that the colonel could undertake special missions on his behalf. In the spring of 1934, Roosevelt wrote, “I so wish you could go over [to Europe] and get a true picture for me!” He repeated the sentiment a year later: “I do wish I had someone to fulfil for me the splendid missions which you carried out in Europe before we got into the war—but there is only one you and I know of no other.”41

			The unavailability of the aged House, however, did not put Roosevelt off the idea of personal envoys. From the first years of the Republic, presidents have assigned individuals to execute diplomatic missions outside of the conventional channels. But there has been no more enthusiastic practitioner of envoy diplomacy than FDR, whose stable of emissaries included friends, allies, cronies, and the occasional political opponent, very few of them with much experience. He dispatched them practically everywhere—to western Europe, Russia, the Middle East, China, India, Latin America. Secretary of State Cordell Hull referred to such amateur diplomats as “raw materials” and believed they tended to “create havoc.”42 But the president was very taken with the approach, so much so that he tried to extend it from the diplomatic to the divine, appointing a personal representative to the Vatican43 and exploring the accreditation of emissaries to the Greek Orthodox Church and “the Mohammedan world.”44

			—

			FRANKLIN ROOSEVELT NEVER CALLED on envoys to greater effect than during 1939–1941, as the European war developed into a world war. As FDR edged the United States closer to the conflict, five uncommon individuals—a well-bred diplomat, a Republican lawyer, a political fixer, a former presidential candidate, and a tycoon—were the inspirations and instruments of his policy.
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			“A One-Man American Mission of Curiosity”
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			SUMNER WELLES IN ROME, BERLIN, PARIS, AND LONDON, FEBRUARY—MARCH 1940

			Before war pounced on the United States,” historian Waldo Heinrichs has written, “it crept up, stage by stage, over many years.” The stealthiness of its approach was enabled by the historical predisposition of Americans, flanked by vast oceans and unthreatening neighbors, to isolate themselves from conflict and strife abroad. High tariff walls symbolized their desire for separation. This tendency was reinforced in the 1930s by the devastating effects of the Great Depression and a persistent belief that the country had been tricked into entering the First World War.

			In the mid-1930s, accordingly, Congress limited expenditure on the military and passed a series of Neutrality Acts that were intended to “fence off the United States from future conflict.” This legislation banned most commercial dealings with warring nations, including financial aid and arms sales, although the 1937 Neutrality Act gave the president the power to authorize trade in nonlethal items on a “cash-and-carry” basis; that is, where the items were paid for and transported by the belligerents.1

			While America looked inward, the world slid ever closer to the brink, with the rapid accumulation of arms, conflicts within Spain and between China and Japan, and the steady progress of the dictators. In retrospect, the decade’s bleak milestones have all the tragic inevitability of the Stations of the Cross. Adolf Hitler consolidated his personal grip on Germany, began his vicious persecution of the Jews, remilitarized the Rhineland, and looked abroad for Lebensraum. Benito Mussolini invaded Abyssinia, exposing the weakness of the League of Nations, and tied Italy’s fortunes tightly to those of Germany. The government in Tokyo, which increasingly resembled a military dictatorship, extended its brutal rule in northeastern China and eyed the resource-rich European colonial territories to its south.

			On the periphery, Franklin Roosevelt began to shift his focus from the New Deal and domestic politics to foreign policy. He searched fitfully for ways that war could be averted—calling for the quarantining of aggressors in October 1937, then sketching a possible American peace initiative a few months later—but political opposition as well as his innate caution stayed his hand, even when Germany annexed Austria in March 1938. “It’s a terrible thing,” FDR told his speechwriter Judge Samuel Rosenman, “to look over your shoulder when you are trying to lead—and to find no one there.”2 Winston Churchill is supposed to have observed that “kites fly highest against the wind,” but Roosevelt preferred his kites to fly with the wind.

			FDR’s equivocation began to abate after the Munich agreement of September 1938, by which Britain and France capitulated to German demands for the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia so that the Sudetenland could be incorporated into the Reich. Munich showed that it was futile to negotiate with Hitler: a lasting peace in Europe was unachievable while the Nazis remained in power. Roosevelt signaled his determination to rearm and to revise the neutrality legislation, but again he met domestic resistance.3

			On November 9–10, 1938, a night that would become known as Kristallnacht, the Nazis orchestrated a nationwide pogrom against the Jews. Synagogues were burned and shops looted; twenty thousand Jews were sent to the concentration camps; the rights of those who remained at liberty were curtailed severely. “I myself could scarcely believe that such things could occur in a twentieth-century civilization,” FDR revealed to the White House press corps. Then, less than six months after agreeing to terms at Munich, Hitler violated them and invaded what remained of Czechoslovakia. After years of sipping from what Churchill, the leader of Britain’s anti-Hitlerite forces, called the “bitter cup” of appeasement, the British and French steeled themselves and guaranteed the territorial integrity of Poland. In Washington, Roosevelt renewed his efforts on neutrality reform and accelerated his efforts to shape American public opinion on European affairs.

			Events in Europe were also speeding up. In late August, Berlin and Moscow signed a nonaggression pact, and on September 1, despite final pleas from Roosevelt, Hitler invaded Poland, prompting William Bullitt’s late-night call to the White House.4

			—

			DESPITE A BRAVE DEFENSE, Poland fell quickly before the combined forces of the Nazis and their Soviet accessories, who intervened in mid-September 1939. Hitler and Stalin then proceeded to divide Poland’s carcass between them. For the moment, Mussolini declined to join in, his desire for easy gains trumped by Italy’s military unpreparedness. Roosevelt pledged to keep the United States out of the conflict, but he did not conceal where his sympathies lay. At the start of the First World War, Woodrow Wilson had promised that Americans would be neutral in thought and deed. FDR could not go so far as that. “This nation will remain a neutral nation,” he declared in a fireside chat, “but I cannot ask that every American remain neutral in thought as well. Even a neutral has a right to take account of facts. Even a neutral cannot be asked to close his mind or his conscience.”

			Taking his own account of the facts, Roosevelt moved quickly to achieve a sharper version of the neutrality reform that had previously eluded him. He wanted a kind of neutrality that favored the democracies, and increasingly the country agreed with him. At the president’s urging, Congress repealed the arms embargo and applied the cash-and-carry principle to all trade with belligerent nations. The main effect was to make America’s industrial output available to Britain and France, both wealthy trading powers that were able to pay for and transport their purchases safely across the Atlantic Ocean, which traditionally had been policed by the Royal Navy.5

			Roosevelt also reached out to Winston Churchill, who had been brought into the British cabinet by Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain and given charge of the Royal Navy as first lord of the admiralty. “I shall at all times welcome it if you will keep me in touch personally with anything you want me to know about,” wrote the president on September 11, 1939. This was the first of nearly two thousand letters, cables, and memoranda that would pass between the two men over the course of the war.6 As usual with FDR, the political was personal.

			In September and October, Moscow moved to establish its hegemony over the Baltic states: Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia. At the end of November, the Soviets initiated their “Winter War” against the Finns, who put up an impressive resistance. Apart from these peripheral engagements, however, the European armies remained still. Between the great powers, there was some fighting at sea but none on land. The Germans and the French dug in along their frontier but did not push across it. Awful crimes against civilians were committed within the occupied countries, but on the surface, things seemed so benign that two elderly British ladies asked the American Express office in Paris to organize for them a guided tour of the front. No wonder that isolationist senator William Borah of Idaho said, “There is something phony about this war.” The French also thought it a drôle de guerre (strange war); Germans dubbed it the Sitzkrieg (sitting war). Most observers knew, however, that the Wehrmacht would not stay seated forever. A spring offensive loomed.7

			—

			AT THIS UNCERTAIN MOMENT, Roosevelt decided to send a personal envoy to Europe to confer with a key neutral power, Italy, and the three principal belligerents, Germany, France, and Great Britain. The man he selected, Benjamin Sumner Welles, was described by Time as “a casting director’s dream of a diplomat.” Very tall, with a high forehead, noble nose, and neat mustache, Welles literally looked down on his interlocutors. He spoke three foreign languages and, according to one ambassador, had “a mind like a Swiss watch.” Welles’s voice was deep, his accent cultured, and his grooming impeccable. He carried himself with papal dignity: when he testified before Congress, he appeared to feel he was slumming it. One observer compared Welles’s self-control to that of a surgeon.8 But appearances were deceiving. Behind the haughty demeanor he was a pleasure-seeker whose reckless pursuit of his unconventional tastes would ultimately lead to his ruin.

			Welles was born on October 14, 1892, in New York City, into an old patrician, Episcopalian family. There had been Welleses in America since 1636, and their ranks included statesmen, clergymen, and scholars. Astors and Schermerhorns nestled in Sumner’s family tree like turtledoves. Edith Wharton was his great-aunt, and he could have passed for a character from one of her novels. He inherited his middle name, which he preferred, from his great-uncle, the famous abolitionist senator from Massachusetts, Charles Sumner.9

			Benjamin and Frances Swan Welles brought up their children, Sumner and Emily, in the moneyed, high-caste world of the Social Register. Summers were spent at Welles House, an estate on the South Shore of Long Island that had its own stables and greenhouses. Playmates were drawn from other established families, although it is surely apocryphal that Sumner never went out to mingle with them without wearing white gloves. It is said that for his commute to Miss Kearny’s Day School for Boys on 42nd Street, ten-year-old Sumner eschewed the roller skates that were fashionable at the time in favor of a slow walk. The following year, his parents signed him up for the Knickerbocker Greys, a cadet corps based at the Seventh Regiment Armory on Park Avenue and 67th Street, which drew its members from the higher reaches of New York society. “Whatever else the Greys taught him,” Welles’s son and biographer recalled later, “he held himself like a guardsman throughout his life.”10

			Shortly before his twelfth birthday, Welles started at Groton School, a prep school recently established in a bucolic setting outside Boston by the Reverend Endicott Peabody, and Franklin Roosevelt’s own alma mater. An apostle of “muscular Christianity,” Peabody had a profound influence on the education of the mid-twentieth-century American elite. His prescription for young men—cold showers, calisthenics, and church—must have come as a shock to the pampered, nonathletic Welles, who was interested in opera and Japanese art. In 1910 he received his Groton diploma and entered Harvard, only thirty miles to the southeast. During his freshman year, his beloved mother, Frances, died. For the rest of his days, Welles wore neckties of mourning black.11

			Welles did not fit in terribly well at Harvard, but he found more congenial company in the grand brownstones of the Back Bay, to which cousins and family friends gave him entrée. It was in this elevated society that he met his first wife, heiress Esther Slater. He was also well known in other, less refined Boston establishments, including an infamous brothel in the South End. Cramming his studies into three years, Welles spent his final year in Paris with an old Groton chum, ostensibly studying architecture but in fact sampling all the pleasures of the Belle Époque capital. Several older Parisiennes were attracted by this dignified young American with his black cravat, gray spats, and golden-topped cane. Welles returned to the United States just as Europe sank into war.12

			In 1915 Welles joined the clubby world of the State Department, having topped the diplomatic examinations. His application was sponsored by various eminent relatives and connections, including the assistant secretary of the navy, Franklin Roosevelt, who wrote that Welles “should give a very good account of himself in the service.” The two Groton-Harvard men were bound together by family ties; as a boy, Sumner had served as a page at Franklin and Eleanor’s wedding, at which the bride was given away by her uncle, President Theodore Roosevelt. True to FDR’s prediction, Welles proved a model foreign service officer in his early postings in Tokyo and Buenos Aires. Latin America would prove to be his abiding professional interest; the sensual aspects of its culture appealed to that side of his own character, which was otherwise masked by his solemnity. To his wife Esther’s sadness, Welles took lovers in Argentina, men as well as women.13

			In 1920, not yet thirty years old, Welles returned to Washington to run the State Department’s Latin American affairs division. The department, adjacent to the White House, was housed in a hulking granite building designed in the French Second Empire style, with mansards, pillars, and porticos. Two antique bronze cannon guarded its Pennsylvania Avenue entrance. Inside, the floors were a checkerboard of black slate and white marble; the offices were high-ceilinged and commodious. Welles pleased his superiors with his work. He came to believe that Washington needed to edge away from its hegemonic, interventionary position in Latin America toward something more likely to encourage hemispheric solidarity. In 1925, however, he resigned from the foreign service at the behest of President Calvin Coolidge. It would not be the last time that Welles’s unorthodox private life threatened his career.14

			A few years earlier, Welles had met the love of his life, Mathilde Townsend Gerry, a famous Washington beauty. John Singer Sargent had painted a well-known portrait of Mathilde as a debutante, but with her oval face and large, heavy-lidded eyes she resembled more closely a Modigliani. Eight years older than Welles, she was the only child of a wealthy railroad family, and a noted equestrienne. Her residence on Massachusetts Avenue was a magnificent French Renaissance mansion fashioned after Versailles’s Petit Trianon. Known as “the house with a hundred rooms,” it would later accommodate the Cosmos Club. In all these respects, Mathilde was perfect for Welles. The only problem was that she was married to Senator Peter Goelet Gerry of Rhode Island. After a long affair, Sumner and Mathilde each obtained a divorce and were married in June 1925. Publicity attended the newlyweds, and it must have reached the dour, puritanical Coolidge. The president viewed divorce very darkly, and this, along with the enmity of those who had felt the sting of Welles’s pen, was enough to cut short his government service.15

			—

			THE NEXT FEW YEARS were spent in exile, but at least it was a gilded exile. The Welleses built a magnificent manor house at Oxon Hill, Maryland, overlooking the Potomac. Guests to the estate were impressed by the Louis XV chandeliers, the fresh flowers from the gardens and hothouses, and the life-size portrait of Sumner hanging over the marble fireplace in the drawing room. The master of the house rose early in the mornings to ride his thoroughbreds along the estate’s bridle paths; in the evenings, he retreated to his book-lined study to read or listen to classical records with his eyes closed.16

			During these years, Welles grew closer to his old mentor Franklin Roosevelt, now governor of New York and increasingly a national Democratic leader. As Roosevelt closed on the Democratic presidential nomination, Welles helped draft the foreign policy section of the party platform and even paraded, in his shirtsleeves and waving an FDR placard, with the Maryland delegation at the raucous 1932 Democratic convention in Chicago. It was quite a turnaround for the austere Brahmin from the old Republican family.17

			In April 1933, President Roosevelt appointed forty-year-old Welles his assistant secretary of state for Latin America. Welles performed well in the job, contributing to the development of FDR’s Good Neighbor policy, according to which Washington renounced its right to intervene in the affairs of its sister republics and generally played a more respectful role in the Western Hemisphere. In 1936, he emerged the victor of a nasty bureaucratic contest for the position of under secretary, then the penultimate post in the department. This promotion brought him directly into the path of Cordell Hull, Roosevelt’s secretary of state. Hull looked the part of America’s chief diplomat: six feet tall with courtly southern manners, silver hair, and a manly jaw. A former Democratic senator from Tennessee, he had enormous cachet with Congress and the country for his service and his public rectitude.18

			But Hull’s defects were also numerous, albeit invisible to the public. He was prickly and sensitive to slights, with a foul mouth when provoked. As an administrator, he was cautious and unimaginative. Furthermore, his international interests were narrow, being principally concerned with trade treaties (or as FDR rendered the phrase behind Hull’s back, making fun of his lisp, “twade tweaties”). Years later, Welles wrote that Hull’s conversations with foreign diplomats were like “a train with twenty cars from which emerged a single passenger”—and always the same passenger, the reciprocal trade agreement. In a complex and dangerous world, this was simply not enough.19

			As under secretary, Welles expanded his influence throughout the department. He reorganized its divisions according to his own preferences and the urgent demands of the time. He worked punishing hours, plowing through stacks of incoming cables and turning out elegant memoranda of conversations. He made decisions quickly, and few details evaded his demanding eye. Reports appeared in the press that ambassadors preferred Welles’s “acute and precise comments” to discussions with “his vaguer and somewhat rambling superior.” So did the president. Welles was the one career diplomat Roosevelt really respected. More and more often, reporters spotted Welles crossing West Executive Avenue from the State Department to the White House, his ivory-handled walking stick in hand. FDR would sometimes motor across to Oxon Hill at the end of a summer’s day to discuss events over a mint julep.20

			Naturally, all this disturbed the equilibrium of the State Department. Even as Welles won the president’s trust, he incurred the enmity of the secretary of state, who felt overlooked and underappreciated.21 Hull was stung by FDR’s neglect and embittered by his subordinate’s behavior. But the trend away from him was irresistible. Hull was afflicted by several chronic illnesses, including tuberculosis and diabetes, which increasingly kept him from his duties and left Welles as acting secretary. As the pace of international developments quickened, Welles’s strengths were all the more obvious. He was a “field marshal” in the “war of brains” against the Axis, concluded one magazine. “Sumner Welles is naturally fitted to his work, tailored to it as accurately as his clothes are tailored to him.”22

			The quality of Welles’s tailoring was a cause of much comment, indeed wonder, among Washington’s scruffy press corps. Whatever the occasion, he was elegantly done out in the appropriate attire. Observers noted that on humid days his valet reported to the State Department at lunchtime with a fresh change of clothes for his master. Welles’s grooming—sober, punctilious, and superior—served as reportorial shorthand for his character. He was invariably described in wintry terms. The Washington Post declared that “his chill, frosty, icy demeanor” was “guaranteed to congeal a finagling foreign diplomat at ten paces.” Time compared the receipt of a diplomatic rebuff from the “enigmatic, icy, shiny-domed Sumner Welles” to “being stabbed to the heart with an icicle.”23

			Welles’s colleagues did not demur from these assessments. Harold Ickes, Roosevelt’s earthy secretary of the interior, observed that Welles was “glacially toplofty even when he is engaged in a fight.” “If he ever smiles,” Ickes recorded on another occasion, “it has not been in my presence. He conducts himself with portentous gravity and as if he were charged with all the responsibilities of Atlas.” Even the British Conservative politician Anthony Eden, an Eton-educated son of a baronet, thought Welles was “rather a stiff dog.”24

			—

			JUST BEFORE 11 A.M. on February 9, 1940, Franklin Roosevelt held one of his regular press conferences in the Oval Office. Nearly 150 newspaper reporters crowded around his desk, almost filling the bright, spacious room. After a bit of jovial banter, the president produced a typewritten sheet and read aloud from it:

			At the request of the President, the Under Secretary of State Mr. Sumner Welles will proceed shortly to Europe to visit Italy, France, Germany and Great Britain. This visit is solely for the purpose of advising the President and the Secretary of State as to present conditions in Europe. Mr. Welles will, of course, be authorized to make no proposals or commitments in the name of the Government of the United States. Furthermore, statements made to him by officials of Governments will be kept in the strictest confidence and will be communicated by him solely to the President and the Secretary of State.25

			The announcement brought forth from the newsmen a barrage of questions, most of which the president waved away. He was particularly concerned with dampening speculation that his envoy’s remit went beyond fact-finding. When a reporter asked whether Welles would be discussing the administration’s views on a possible peace, FDR sounded exasperated. “There you go,” he said. “Now, do not get didactic. You have to stand on this statement: ‘for the purpose of advising the President and the Secretary of State as to present conditions in Europe.’ . . . That is the whole thing. It is all in one sentence and probably anything you add . . . to enlarge on this, will be wrong.”26

			Of course, no one writing about such a dramatic intervention, which seemed to presage a deepening of America’s involvement in European affairs, could be expected to confine their speculations to Roosevelt’s single sentence. Many theories were propounded, but FDR refused to lift the curtain on his reasoning. He told an adviser that he himself was “the only person who knew why Welles had been sent abroad.”27 He gave his instructions to Welles orally, and told his cabinet that any information collected by the emissary would not be shared with them. Even one of Welles’s companions on his travels confessed to being “quite in the dark as to what it is all about.”28

			As usual with Roosevelt, there were wheels within wheels. Drawing on his private conversations at the time,29 it is possible to discern five motives for his decision to send Welles to Europe.30 The first was to delay the feared spring offensive by the Germans and buy time for the British and French to prepare for the onslaught. FDR told an intimate that he “wanted them to have as much time as they could have before the German attack commenced in all its ferocity.”31 Second, he hoped to weaken the Axis by keeping Italy neutral. An Italian declaration of war would not only complicate matters for France and endanger Britain’s freedom of movement in the Mediterranean; it would demonstrate that the tide of events was moving against the democracies. The Welles mission was one of several attempts FDR made in 1939–1940 to lever Mussolini away from Hitler, or as he put it, “to drive a wedge between the two madmen.”32

			The third purpose was in fact the mission’s official raison d’être: to obtain firsthand impressions of Europe’s circumstances and glean political intelligence on her leaders. Time ventured that the mission was ordered “on the theory of let’s-take-one-last-look-around-before-the-explosion.”33 Arthur Schlesinger once observed of Roosevelt, “Detail stuck in his mind like sand in honey.”34 Here was an opportunity for him to get some detail on Europe—and to take the measure of the dictators in Rome and Berlin. For some time, the Fascists and the Nazis had frozen out American diplomats, thereby depriving Roosevelt of the intelligence to which he was partial.35

			Fourth, the Welles mission promised to serve Roosevelt’s domestic political ends. In recent months, he had made a series of dramatic gestures to focus Americans’ minds on the European war in general and German culpability in particular—“to put the bee on Germany,” as he phrased it.36 This new maneuver was in the same tradition, he told the British ambassador Lord Lothian, helping to satisfy public opinion that “every possibility of ending the war had been exhausted.”37 Many believed there was a more naked political motive. Electoral politics were never far from FDR’s mind, especially in an election year. Many believed the Welles mission was his play for the peace vote should he run for reelection in November.38 After all, 96 percent of Americans still opposed entering the war against Germany. Congress was preparing to cut the U.S. armed forces budget by 10 percent. Isolationists and pacifists were urging Roosevelt to “explore every road of mediation for peace.”39 By sending Welles abroad, the president hoped both to nudge Americans toward greater engagement with international affairs and prove his bona fides as a peace-loving leader.40

			Finally, Roosevelt wanted to assure himself that there were in fact no lingering possibilities of making peace.41 He had made earlier peace moves, and he occasionally mused to visitors about being “a kind of umpire” or “moderator” in world affairs.42 Early drafts of his Oval Office statement indicate that he initially intended for his envoy to ask the belligerent governments to state “the basis upon which they would be prepared to make peace,” but he diluted the text when the British reacted adversely.43 Sumner Welles certainly conducted himself on his mission as if he were interested in striking a peace deal between the European powers.44

			This does not mean that in the spring of 1940, FDR was willing to countenance the appeasement of Hitler. Roosevelt had been convinced, probably by the time of Munich but certainly from the outbreak of the European war, that a lasting peace could not be made with the Nazis. On September 11, 1939, for example, he instructed Hull to warn his ambassador in London, Joseph P. Kennedy, whom he privately labeled an “appeaser,” that the “people of the United States would not support any move for peace initiated by this government that would consolidate or make possible a survival of a regime of force and of aggression.”45

			Furthermore, the organization of the trip indicates that Roosevelt never contemplated serious peace negotiations. Before announcing the mission, he consulted London but not Berlin.46 He provided Welles with personal letters of introduction, written in longhand and brimming with goodwill, to Mussolini, Chamberlain, and Édouard Daladier, prime minister of France—but not to Hitler.47 The order in which Welles visited the different European capitals favored the Allies, and the itinerary did not include Moscow—a strange omission if Roosevelt was really seeking to make a European peace.48 Elements of the State Department favored a compromise peace, including Welles himself, but Roosevelt’s views should never be conflated with those of his advisers, for he had advisers of every stripe.49 When a window on peace negotiations opened during the mission, FDR himself slammed it shut.

			What was the explanation for this apparent disjunction in Roosevelt’s thinking? If he was against peace negotiations with the Nazis, why would he allow Welles to explore them? The answer is that FDR was always comfortable holding contradictory views, until the contradiction resolved itself. Republican Henry L. Stimson, whom the president would soon appoint to his cabinet, observed that his “mind does not follow easily a consecutive chain of thought . . . it is very much like chasing a vagrant beam of sunshine around a vacant room.”50 Like Walt Whitman, Roosevelt was large; he contained multitudes.

			In the spring of 1940, FDR’s policy was as tentative as the Phony War itself. He was looking for ways to help the democracies without involving the United States in the war. He estimated the odds of a peace settlement at “one in a thousand,” a scenario that probably involved a complete capitulation by Berlin, or as Welles put it, “the German army laying down on Hitler” and compelling a change of regime.51 If there were any chance of averting a disaster, why not let one of his officials test it, even if he got out in front of FDR’s own position? The Welles mission was serving other purposes; why not this one, too? This was experimentation, not deliberate, clearheaded statecraft; but Roosevelt was capable of both these things.

			—

			DESPITE FDR’S OVAL OFFICE INJUNCTION not to “get didactic,” most of the American press presented the mission as a peace move. The New York Times saw it as the start of the “the President’s long-awaited ‘offensive for peace.’” Isolationist publications such as the Chicago Daily Tribune reacted shrilly to this creeping involvement in European affairs, likening the mission to Colonel House’s secret diplomacy prior to American entry into the First World War. Other newspapers charged FDR with playing politics.52

			The reaction next door to the White House, at the State Department, was overwhelmingly negative. Cordell Hull told a confidant he was “rather shocked” by the development, which he believed would “create confusion,” raise “false hopes,” and cause “five hundred different rumors.”53 Judge R. Walton Moore, who had been Hull’s candidate for under secretary of state, compared the mission to “shooting at the moon.”54 A rare supporter was Joseph Davies, a former ambassador to Moscow. “Sumner is just the man to get an objective perspective and procure it simultaneously from the principals involved,” he wrote the president. “No single Ambassador assigned to a European post could do that.”55

			The U.S. diplomats posted along Welles’s route all had concerns about the mission. The ambassador in Rome was William Phillips, another highborn, well-tailored New Englander. Phillips was an admirer of Welles, but he wondered privately what the envoy could achieve “surrounded by a bevy of American correspondents” and worried that the whole exercise would play into the Germans’ hands.56 In Berlin, U.S. interests were represented by the chargé d’affaires, Alexander Kirk, FDR having recalled his ambassador to Germany after Kristallnacht. Kirk was chagrined by the lack of information forthcoming from Washington on the Welles mission.57

			The ambassadors to Paris and London, William Bullitt and Joseph Kennedy, were both in the United States at the time of the announcement and were furious about it. Bullitt was the brilliant and headstrong scion of a prominent Philadelphia family, who had previously served as the first U.S. ambassador to the Soviet Union. He was black with rage at the news of Welles’s appointment because he regarded himself as FDR’s principal adviser on European affairs. Bullitt vented to various cabinet members and journalists, who duly reported on dissension in the State Department. To signal his displeasure, he refused to return to France until Welles had left, preferring to vacation on Hobe Sound in Florida.58

			Joe Kennedy was the Irish American businessman and patriarch—and outspoken isolationist—whom Roosevelt had unaccountably made ambassador to the Court of St. James’s. Kennedy was a friend of Welles’s rather than a rival, but he too was riled by the news of his European assignment. “Now just where does that put me?” he roared when he heard of the mission. “You would think I had just been pouring tea over there instead of working my head off. If they think they need a special ambassador over there to get all the British secrets I failed to get, they can count me out.”59

			The reaction from the countries to which all these gentlemen were accredited was also mixed. The status-conscious Italians affected skepticism but were secretly delighted that Welles would visit Rome before Berlin.60 The British, French, and Germans, on the other hand, each interpreted Roosevelt’s decision through the prism of their own private fears.

			London and Paris worried that Roosevelt was going wobbly. Sir Robert Vansittart, a fierce old Foreign Office lion and sworn enemy of appeasement, thought His Majesty’s Government should “warn President Roosevelt off any undesirable grass, before we have to receive the grass-snake, Mr Welles.” His acerbic colleague Sir Alec Cadogan, the most senior civil servant at the Foreign Office, was horrified at the “awful, half-baked idea of sending Sumner Welles (!) over here with a flourish of trumpets to collect data on which Roosevelt is to proclaim [the] basis of peace!”61 Taking advantage of his extra week’s notice, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain wrote to FDR admitting to “a good deal of anxiety” lest the mission embarrass the democracies and advantage Germany. FDR moved to reassure the British, promising to make clear that it was not a peace mission. London was partly mollified, and when the final announcement came across the wires, even Cadogan conceded it was “not too bad.”62

			The French government, lacking the advantage of prior notice, was flustered by the news of Welles’s appointment. The foreign ministry, the Quai d’Orsay, expressed to the U.S. embassy in Paris its “reserve as to the purposes of the visit.” Privately some Frenchmen muttered about American appeasement. Both the British and French press took their lead from their governments, protesting loudly against suggestions that the mission was a peace move and declaring their countries’ resolve to defeat the Nazis.63

			Far from viewing the Welles mission as an indication of the strength of its position, however, the German government feared it would expose its weakness. Worried that it might encourage popular hopes for peace, Adolf Hitler’s propaganda chief, Joseph Goebbels, quickly imposed a press blackout on the subject. Hitler believed the mission’s purpose was “to prevent an offensive.” Elements of the regime fretted that it could strengthen Washington’s ties to London—or, more damagingly, to Rome. The Führer moved to consolidate the Axis, writing to Mussolini that “the only purpose of this intervention is to gain time for the Allies; that is, to paralyze any German intentions for an offensive.” Germany’s official response to Washington was cold. Berlin signaled it was willing to receive Welles, but that was all.64

			—

			SUMNER WELLES SAILED from New York City for Naples on February 17, 1940, aboard the liner SS Rex. The Rex was a svelte, twin-funneled 51,000-ton vessel of the Italian Line, dubbed “the Riviera afloat.” She was fast, having in 1933 captured the westbound Blue Riband as the fastest passenger liner to cross the Atlantic.65

			Welles’s traveling party had a hint of grandness about it. It included Mathilde Welles, looking handsome in glossy furs, her niece Miss Thora Ronalds, and their respective maids, all of whom were to stay in Rome while the mission unfolded across Europe; dark-haired Jay Pierrepont Moffat, yet another Groton-Harvard man, who was chief of the European Affairs Division at the State Department; and Welles’s English valet, Reeks. Rounding out the entourage was the under secretary’s West Highland terrier, Toby, who habitually accompanied him to diplomatic conferences and was rumored once to have “barked most intemperately” at Cordell Hull. A reporter covering the departure admitted she hoped the “spunky little Scot” would return from Europe “with shreds of brown shirts in his teeth.” (Sadly, Toby would not get his chance, as he stayed in Italy with Mrs. Welles.)66

			Pier 92 at the foot of West 52nd Street, in the middle of “Luxury Liner Row,” was crawling with reporters there to see off Roosevelt’s enigmatic envoy. Media interest ran high. One radio correspondent observed that Welles had been described as “a listening post, a fact-finder, a sprinting Sphinx, a one-man American mission of curiosity, and a 1940 edition of Colonel House.”67

			—

			“ONE SEA VOYAGE IS MUCH LIKE ANOTHER,” wrote Jay Pierrepont Moffat in his diary. “It is time-out in the march of life, and hence to be treasured.” Other passengers on board the Rex included minor Belgian royals, a Swedish magnate, the prominent columnist Walter Lippmann and his wife, and a group of reporters detailed to follow Sumner Welles. There was “no sense of strain,” wrote Moffat, “no feeling that war was being fought on the waters of the Atlantic, perhaps just beyond the horizon.”68

			However, at Gibraltar, the British stronghold at the entrance to the Mediterranean, the war came into view. The British maintained a naval blockade of Europe in an effort to prevent Germany from obtaining succor from abroad. The Rex was invited to heave to near other detained ships, and Welles was spotted leaning on the rail, watching impassively as a British tender came alongside. While Welles joined the senior British officers at tea on the veranda deck, their colleagues seized 334 bags of U.S. mail addressed to Germany and Poland and covered the Rex’s cargo with navicerts—navigational certificates specifying the cargo was not contraband. The censoring of the mails was an ongoing irritant in the relationship between Washington and London. After a speedy turnaround of three and a half hours, which was attributed to Welles’s presence on board, the Rex was allowed to proceed.69

			The Rex sailed in to the calm, cobalt-blue Bay of Naples shortly after lunch on Sunday, February 25, a beautiful springlike day. “All the trappings of an official visit” were on display in Naples, Moffat noted, including civilian and military officials, flashing photographers’ bulbs, and whirring motion-picture cameras. At the train station on Piazza Garibaldi, attendants had “brushed and rebrushed yards of red plush carpet” laid for the occasion. Welles’s party made the three-hour run to Rome in a private railway coach, rolling through beautiful countryside, past fortified towns and castles, across the Pontine Marshes, and finally onto the flower-decked royal platform at the capital’s central train station, Stazione Termini. The welcoming ceremony there was splashed with color, including the red and blue of the Carabinieris’ plumed hats and the black shirts of the Fascist paramilitaries. Unimpressed, Toby lifted his leg on a stately urn. Reeks, who was holding the terrier’s leash, was mortified; the dark-suited Welles “looked stonily the other way.”70

			Pink blossoms covered the city’s almond trees; Romans hummed jaunty songs and flocked to American movies. Yet something was amiss: Welles felt that “the hand of Fascism lay heavy over Italy.” The newspapers were uniformly mute about his mission. Walking the streets, he could sense
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