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			Prologue

			It was a sunny, warm Friday evening on September 12, 1958, when the Wisners’ oldest son, Frank George Wisner II, walked out of the family’s Locust Hill farmhouse near Galena, Maryland, on the Eastern Shore, just in time to see his father slip quietly into the backseat of a sedan. His father, Frank Gardiner Wisner, did not look back at his twenty-year-old son, who was confused, upset, and emotionally exhausted by the mental disease his father suffered. Aunt Elisabeth, his father’s older sister, who had rushed to the farm to help the family deal with the crisis, sat next to Wisner in the backseat. Down-to-earth, deeply devout, simple in her habits, and focused on charitable works, such as the Red Cross, Elisabeth could always calm her brother when she was with him. Frank thought his sister was essential in his life and Elisabeth could clearly see now that her brother desperately needed medical help.

			The psychiatrist behind the wheel started the engine. Another psychiatrist sat in the front seat, leaning around to talk to Wisner. The car sped down the dusty dirt lane that snaked away from the farm and headed to the Sheppard and Enoch Pratt Hospital a little more than eighty miles away near Baltimore. Wisner’s wife, Polly, walked up to her son as the car drove away and told him that his father was being taken to a mental institution. Three close friends—business partner John Graham; White House national security adviser Gordon Gray; and Desmond FitzGerald, who ran Asia operations for Wisner at the CIA—had spent much of the morning with Polly and Elisabeth convincing Wisner that he needed to go with the psychiatrists to Sheppard Pratt. Henry Sears, who owned a nearby farm and had partnered with Wisner in land ventures, had stopped by earlier and made the same pitch. “Frank, you simply have to do this,” Sears told him.

			Frankie—that was the nickname that mother and father had given their oldest son—said nothing. He walked back into the farmhouse, where he collapsed into an upstairs bed and slept for most of the next forty-eight hours. Home that summer from college, he was wiped out from taking care of his dad, who for more than a month had been drinking heavily and roaming the farmhouse at night, unable to sleep. Frankie worshipped his father. It was agonizing for him to witness the alcohol abuse, the hyperactivity, the sleep deprivation—all flashing lights for the mood disorder tormenting Wisner.

			Polly followed her son back into the farmhouse. Her husband’s nervous breakdown had been torturous for her. When he was like this, Wisner could be rough with people, particularly with Polly, whom he thought too controlling when he was in his agitated state. Mental illness took a toll on marriages. Polly and Frank had been deeply in love and Polly had been totally devoted to her husband and his career in Washington. Yet what affection there had been between the couple was dissipating by fall 1958. Still, they stayed together. Though not a woman to complain openly, Polly was deeply embarrassed by her husband’s aberrant behavior. She did not want his reputation—indeed, the entire family’s reputation—indelibly stained by this. Hoping he somehow would just snap out of it, Polly told many friends only that Frank was going to the hospital for “a complete rest.”

			

			*   *   *

			
			Frank Gardiner Wisner was one of Washington’s most powerful men—though few in the city had the security clearance to know it. He led the Central Intelligence Agency’s clandestine service, whose thousands of committed spies and saboteurs conducted covert operations all over the world. Wisner had pioneered the United States government’s entry into secret political warfare, with a mission to fight the Soviets using the same covert tools—such as espionage, guerrilla attacks, and propaganda—that the Russians employed. He had organized infiltration and psychological operations against the Soviet Union and its satellite countries in East Europe, had overseen coups in Iran and Guatemala, and had been privy to America’s deepest and darkest secrets. And now he was on his way to an insane asylum.

			Memos that Wisner was entering a mental facility raced through Washington. James Angleton, the CIA’s top counterintelligence officer, told the Federal Bureau of Investigation that Wisner had suffered a complete nervous breakdown. FitzGerald notified Gordon Gray. President Eisenhower’s national security aide alerted others in the White House. The CIA prepared cover stories to keep other government agencies in the dark as much as possible about Wisner’s condition. But harsh gossip spread quickly in Washington and abroad. “Frank Wisner has gone off his rocker,” columnist Joseph Alsop wrote U.S. ambassador Charles “Chip” Bohlen, a seasoned American diplomat and a close Wisner friend who was at the time posted in the Philippines.

			It had not always been apparent that Wisner was mentally ill. In the nine months before he checked into a mental hospital, he had often appeared normal at top-level intelligence meetings, he had testified before Congress on Communist penetration in Latin America, he had sent Vice President Richard Nixon speeches by East Bloc leaders, and he had talked a young CIA officer into not quitting the agency. Solidly built, a handsome man at forty-nine, he seemed the last person friends expected to become unhinged. And Wisner’s illness was a roller coaster. At times Wisner in fact was sane. At other times he was falling apart but putting up a good facade.

			But episodes of erratic behavior began to pile up. During a visit back to Washington in June, Bohlen found Wisner “very tense and wound up,” he told Joe Alsop. Polly agreed. The drinking in the evening became a problem. Friends noticed he had a strange physical tic. He would flex his arm muscles, then his jaw muscles. Children who visited began asking their parents what the matter was with Mr. Wisner, who seemed frenzied. He became verbose, even sending Elisabeth a seven-hundred-word telegram describing a dove shoot he planned to have. He did not seem to friends to be using his tremendously large vocabulary with the facility and diversity he had once had. His words became imprecise. Yet in moments of anxiety or anger, which occurred more often now, Wisner’s words flowed with machine-gun rapidity. He quarreled with Polly, who locked up the liquor cabinet at their Georgetown home; he told off-putting stories; and he had heated arguments at Washington dinner parties. Billie Morrone, his secretary at work, discovered stacked up on his desk his uncashed paychecks, which the CIA finance office always delivered to him in a sealed envelope with his name on the front. And there was the nervous breakdown he had suffered nearly two years earlier when Soviet tanks crushed a popular revolt in Hungary.

			In March Wisner had flown to Singapore to be on scene for what he thought would be a successful CIA operation to oust Sukarno, the strongman of nearby Indonesia, which has more than seventeen thousand islands stretched over an archipelago longer than the distance between New York and Los Angeles. The CIA paid for Polly to accompany her husband on the five-week trip, which would take him to a half dozen Southeast Asian countries; the agency likely hoped that she would keep him in check if he had any flare-ups.

			Sukarno had run afoul of the Eisenhower administration, which considered him too neutral and Communist leaning for America’s Cold War with the Russians. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles and other top U.S. officials also did not like Sukarno, who by then had been married five times. “I think it’s time we held Sukarno’s feet to the fire,” Wisner had declared, but the highly secret operation, code-named “Haike,” failed. The rebellious colonels and the psychological warfare the CIA counted on to oust Sukarno sputtered. The Indonesian strongman proved to be more adept and tenacious at holding on to power than the CIA had anticipated. Director Allen Dulles shut down the operation, which had cost the agency $10 million.

			As the coup attempt unraveled, Wisner did, too. At a stopover in Manila to see Bohlen, he was utterly depressed, convinced America was losing the Cold War. Greeting him at Washington’s airport, FitzGerald found Wisner confrontational and disconnected from reality. Exhausted, the spymaster took five days off at his Locust Hill farm in Maryland. It wasn’t enough. In the late summer, FitzGerald finally talked his boss into a longer respite at Locust Hill. But still Wisner did not improve.

			Desperate but not knowing where to seek help in the medical community, Polly phoned Elliott Randolph, an eye doctor at Johns Hopkins University’s ophthalmology institute. A longtime friend of the couple, he had been a weekend guest at Locust Hill in the past. Randolph told Polly her husband needed a psychiatrist. She talked Frank into visiting Dr. Eugene Meyer, a psychiatry professor at Johns Hopkins University who happened to be the brother of Polly’s old friend Katharine Graham, the wife of Washington Post publisher Phil Graham.

			Their sessions did not go well. Wisner had always had a disrespectful view of doctors and believed that since he was the paying customer, he could keep them waiting for appointments rather than the other way around. And he didn’t like Meyer. Wisner thought he was smarter than that psychiatrist and tried to bully him. Meyer soon gave up and Polly booked Frank with another psychiatrist, Dr. Zigmond Lebensohn at Sibley Memorial Hospital in Washington. Lebensohn was considered an innovative physician in the treatment of patients afflicted with mania and depression, which the doctors by this time suspected was what Wisner had. Wisner liked Lebensohn and thought of him as an intellectual equal. Lebensohn could see that outpatient treatment would not be enough for Wisner.

			Polly reached out to her husband’s CIA colleagues like FitzGerald. Word went up the agency’s chain of command that their clandestine service chief was seriously ill and needed institutional care. Dulles alerted the CIA’s medical staff that his top covert action deputy must be hospitalized.

			The CIA took an enlightened attitude toward mental illness in its ranks, considering those who suffered from it to be Cold War battle casualties. Heavy drinking, which agency officials also believed was more prevalent in their organization than elsewhere, was looked upon as an occupational hazard. Field officers were encouraged to seek mental health treatment so they could return to work and, at least in the lower ranks, not have their careers negatively affected. Since its founding in 1947, the CIA had recognized that it needed a psychiatric service as increasingly complex agency operations exposed mental illness problems in its ranks. Psychiatrists were also needed for psychological screening of job applicants to “keep the fuzzy-heads out,” as one CIA director put it. A psychiatric division was formed; by 1958 it had six psychiatrists and two clinical psychologists who kept close watch on the workforce and stayed in touch with the country’s top clinics in the field for updates on new research.

			If CIA doctors could not treat an officer, the patient was sent to a “cleared” psychiatrist or institution on the outside that the agency had vetted to make sure that what the spy divulged in therapy stayed in the room. Sheppard Pratt was one of those cleared facilities that had admitted CIA officers in the past. The agency told Polly that she should check her husband into that facility, which happened to be conveniently near enough to both their farm and their Washington home that she could visit him often.

			The institute, which had begun taking patients at the end of the nineteenth century, was founded by Moses Sheppard, a wealthy Quaker merchant in Baltimore. Sheppard bequeathed enough of his estate to buy a three-hundred-forty-acre farm north of the city, where he wanted a mental institution to be built. Instead of warehousing patients in squalid conditions, which was then the standard of care in many state facilities, the institute would treat people experiencing mental illness with kindness and the latest medical advances. Later Enoch Pratt, another Baltimore philanthropist, donated $1.6 million of his fortune to the project. The Sheppard and Enoch Pratt Hospital became one of the nation’s premier mental health hospitals, with brick Victorian buildings topped by tall towers and lush grounds landscaped to look like a beautiful park. A staff of psychiatrists, many of them leaders in their field, cared for the two-hundred-plus patients usually there.

			Wisner at first wanted no part of Sheppard Pratt. He refused to believe he was that sick. He was angry and confused. He was proud of what he had achieved in life—a standout track star in college, a successful New York lawyer, a decorated World War II veteran, a powerful Washington national security official. He found being sent to a mental facility terribly humiliating. No longer was he king of his spy dominion, no longer king even of his own family. Yes, other CIA officers had returned to their old jobs after treatment, but Wisner worried deeply that checking into an insane asylum would finish his career. It was a legitimate fear. Senior officers in the agency were already whispering that when, or if, Wisner returned, it would certainly not be to the high-stakes and pressure-packed post of clandestine service chief.

			There was likely another reason he wanted no part of Sheppard Pratt. It was a secret that Wisner knew he could not share with his family, with outsiders in the Congress or other parts of the U.S. government, or even with many in the CIA. Agency psychiatrists had been involved in more than just screening and caring for mentally ill officers. For a while, some had worked in what congressional investigators later concluded was one of the seamiest programs in the CIA’s secret war against the Soviets.

			MKUltra was the code name for a collection of projects, overseen by an eccentric chemist named Sidney Gottlieb, to create human robots behind enemy lines or identify moles in the CIA by injecting them with mind-altering drugs, putting them in trances with hypnosis, or perhaps jolting their brains with electric shocks. The CIA was convinced that the Russians had developed mind-control drugs to break men and that Russia had even purchased on the international market enough lysergic acid diethylamide, or LSD, for fifty million doses. The latter was a wild overestimate; the Russians had bought only enough of the hallucinogen for a few thousand tests. But no matter: the CIA believed it was in an arms race with Moscow to control human behavior.

			The agency program housed 162 top secret projects, many contracted with universities and private medical centers; the projects researched everything from seeing how dogs and cats could be brainwashed to be guided bombs, to magician tricks that could distract an enemy agent’s attention so he could be given a drug without his knowledge. Wisner’s fingerprints were all over MKUltra, which required his approval for its most controversial aspects. The agency tested its drugs first on volunteers, then later on unwitting human subjects. Disastrous results occurred when mentally distraught Frank Olson, an Army civilian scientist, leaped to his death from a tenth-floor room at the Statler Hotel in New York City about a week after Gottlieb had slipped LSD into his drink without him knowing it. Wisner was one of the senior agency officers who had had to clean up after that mess.

			MKUltra’s projects to test the psychogenic properties of various plants ended up hitting home for Wisner, too. During his son Frankie’s sophomore year at Princeton University, a researcher approached him to ask if he would be interested in joining an experiment testing the effect of peyote, a Mexican cactus containing psychoactive alkaloids, on humans. Absolutely not! Wisner ordered when his son asked permission to be a project guinea pig. He couldn’t tell Frankie why.

			In the end, the CIA never produced any mind-altering drugs or procedures that were actually useful in clandestine operations. MKUltra scientists created only mischief and major foul-ups for the agency. Wisner knew full well that some of the treatments civilian mental institutions employed—like shock therapy and hypnosis—were the same ones the CIA had been trying its best to weaponize for covert warfare. He did not want his brain fried by shrinks.

			

			*   *   *

			The two Sheppard Pratt psychiatrists arrived at twelve thirty p.m. that Friday to interview Wisner first at his Locust Hill farm and then during the car drive to the hospital. The doctors immediately found Wisner, described only as a “government official” on his patient card, to be a “strongly domineering, authoritative, high-energy level person,” as they wrote in their psychological summary for case number 25835. It didn’t take them long to guess that he was suffering from “manic depression,” generally recognized since the time of Hippocrates as a debilitating disease that combined mania’s intense frenzy with depression’s relentless misery. The name was changed in 1980 to “bipolar disorder,” which many doctors and their patients consider less stigmatizing—although some psychiatrists and patients today still prefer the term “manic-depressive illness,” believing it more accurately conveys the seriousness of the disease.

			More to the point, the Sheppard Pratt psychiatrists wrote that Wisner appeared to be “in an acute manic phase,” which was a clinical way of saying he was in danger of dying because of exhaustion from the manic symptoms he was experiencing—hyperactivity, not sleeping or eating properly, drinking heavily. Wisner was experiencing a psychiatric emergency. Fifteen percent of bipolar disorder patients died because the acute mania literally wore out their bodies. Polly might have saved her husband’s life by getting the Sheppard Pratt doctors to the farm that day.

			The psychiatrists found Wisner’s mind out of control. Showing no concern for the passage of time, he was intense, hyperalert, and extremely defensive. Noting the movements of everyone around him, he seemed almost like a hunted animal. He was perceptive at times, confused in other moments. He became selectively attentive, not wanting to hear what was going on about him at some points, then at others dominating the conversation like a lawyer in a courtroom.

			Wisner, in short, was not a pleasant man to be around. To the psychiatrists, he acted like a megalomaniac, pounding a clenched fist on the table to make points and throwing out thinly veiled threats to the friends, relatives, and doctors who tried to help him. The psychiatrists worried he might be suicidal.

			This was not anything like the Frank Wisner his friends and family knew when he was sane. A Mississippian, he hardly had a Southern drawl, and he spoke clearly, his choice of words flowing easily; he never stumbled over his grammar. Occasionally he would let slip a Southern expression. “I hope you don’t think I’m trying to teach my grandmother how to suck eggs,” he would say when telling an aide how to draft a letter. Barrel-chested, he had wide, piercing brown eyes and three small chicken pox pockmarks on his face. Richard Helms, his devoted deputy, noted how Wisner would prop a foot on his desk drawer, spread the first two fingers on both hands, and slide them down the sides of his mouth as he sorted out a difficult spy problem in his mind.

			He was not a religious man. He had a deep understanding of history. He was modest and could be self-effacing. He took life and the role he played influencing American foreign policy seriously, bringing nearly a religious fervor, agency colleagues said, to his war with the Russians. Yet he enjoyed telling “Mark Twain–like stories,” said Helms. He had favorite poems and limericks he liked to recite and didn’t mind passing along a dirty joke he thought funny. He had an extraordinary range of activities and interests outside his CIA work, such as the working farm he kept up in Maryland and the substantial business interests he pursued in Mississippi. Even the Sheppard Pratt psychiatrists could see that their patient was “a person of superior intelligence with a remarkable memory and a wide range and store of knowledge,” as they put it in their report.

			Wisner had launched some of the most difficult and controversial operations of the CIA’s early years and he inspired a cadre of covert warriors to carry out future missions. A large following of devoted friends in and out of government affectionately called him “Wiz.” He was always an entertaining party companion. “He was a man of enormous charm, imagination, conviction that anything, anything could be achieved and he could achieve it,” recalled New York Times reporter Harrison Salisbury. Wisner also had a kind and gentle side, particularly with children. Elizabeth Winthrop Alsop, the daughter of columnist Stewart Alsop, was touched when the spymaster took the time to write her a long letter praising a play she had put on as a ten-year-old.

			As the sedan approached the white stone gatehouse at the Sheppard Pratt entrance on Charles Street, Elisabeth in the back seat with her brother patted his knee and whispered soothing words, hoping they would ease his anxiety and suspicion of the asylum he was about to enter. They did not. Wisner felt he had devoted his entire life to fighting the scourge of Communism by means fair and foul. He remained extremely upset at friends and family so intent on having him confined to a hospital. They were destroying his reputation as well as any future usefulness he might have in the Cold War, betraying him to the Communists. They were killing his soul, Wisner believed. His body, he fervently feared, would follow soon.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Prelude

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Laurel

			Through the early 1800s, the millions of acres of virgin pine forest in southern Mississippi had been home to Native Americans, to trappers, and then to settlers who saw this vast resource of trees merely as obstacles to be chopped down and cleared for hardscrabble farming. But after the Civil War, with forests in the North becoming depleted and continental railroads finally reaching into southern Mississippi, Northern lumbermen began invading to harvest its rich Piney Woods. The region became a major industrial center feeding wood-hungry builders in other parts of the country.

			Laurel was one of the Yankees’ conquests in southern Mississippi. It was a nondescript, rough-edged mill town in the heart of the Piney Woods, eighty-five miles southeast of the capital of Jackson. The town had been named after a toxic underbrush that grew in the pine forest. Laurel was located in Jones County, or the “Free State of Jones” as it came to be called because the anti-secessionist sentiment among many of its farmers too poor to own slaves had made the county a magnet for deserters and Unionists during the Civil War.

			One of the Northern lumbermen who came to Laurel in 1897 to harvest the towering trees was Frank Gardiner Wisner’s father, Frank George Wisner, who could trace his American lineage back to 1714. Frank George Wisner’s father was George E. D. Wisner, a tailor and Union corporal during the Civil War who had fought in General William Sherman’s army during the battle for Atlanta. After the war, George Wisner settled in Clinton, Iowa, and married the daughter of a former Hessian infantryman who had immigrated there. In 1873, the couple had one son, Frank George Wisner.

			Frank George’s father died of tuberculosis when his son was not quite four years old, leaving the family impoverished. The boy was a fine student—he delivered his high school’s valedictory—but there was no money for college after he graduated from high school, so Frank George signed on with the Chicago and Northwestern Railway Company, where he worked for the next seven years as a conductor.

			In 1897, Frank George married into wealth. Petite Mary Jeannette Gardiner, who looked much younger than her twenty-two years, was the daughter of one of the most prominent families in Clinton. Her father, Silas W. Gardiner, who had lost both legs in a tram accident, owned a successful lumber mill and was known in Clinton as much for his love of literature and the arts as he was for his business acumen. Jeannette was the product of a Davenport finishing school that inspired in her a passion for reading, and her name occasionally appeared in newspaper society columns, sometimes for performing in amateur musicals. Her wedding in Grace Episcopal Church to Frank George Wisner was described in the local paper as “brilliant.”

			Clinton had been the leading lumber town between Minneapolis and St. Louis. But by the time Frank and Jeannette married, the Northern forests were becoming exhausted and the lumber business in Clinton had fallen off. After shopping around, Silas Gardiner went with relatives to Laurel to chop and mill the yellow pine and start anew. They were joined in the venture by the family of another lumber baron, Lauren Eastman. Frank George Wisner and his new bride moved to this isolated Mississippi settlement to work in what became the Eastman-Gardiner Lumber Company. Jeannette was so proud that her “precious Frank,” as she called him in her love letters, soon became a top executive in the Mississippi business.

			Within a decade, Eastman-Gardiner had a high-tech plant in Laurel with eleven hundred employees turning out a quarter million feet of lumber daily. The company, which eventually headquartered in an opulent mansionlike building, added to their Piney Woods land holdings for many miles around. Though tree cutting and mill work could be dangerous, it paid more than tenant farming. Bonuses were handed out and the company instituted a ten-hour workday even before it was mandated by the state. By 1905, Eastman-Gardiner had become one of Mississippi’s largest companies. The town, whose population eventually grew to some twenty thousand persons, boasted more millionaires per capita than any city in the nation. To pamper buyers who visited, Eastman-Gardiner and four other lumber firms that resettled there arranged the building of the Hotel Pinehurst, one of the finest in the South.

			The socialite wives and privileged children of the Eastman-Gardiner men also came to Laurel to stay. Along a wide, tree-lined street given the New York name “North Fifth Avenue,” they constructed grand mansions in the Georgian and Classical Revival styles. The families also arrived with highly progressive values by Mississippi standards. For workers’ children, they built schools that were considered the best in the state. The schools included one for Black children that needed to be separate in order to abide by the state’s strict racial separation laws. Eastman-Gardiner’s African American workers were paid the same wage as their white counterparts—considered then a radical move that helped spawn one of the first Black middle-class communities in the South.

			A handsome man with dark eyes and a long forehead, his hair parted neatly on the side, Frank George Wisner was among Eastman-Gardiner’s next generation of energetic leaders. He oversaw mill operations and became the company’s treasurer as well as a founder and president of the First National Bank of Laurel, which Eastman-Gardiner set up. Wisner was elected a city alderman and served several terms on the school board. He also had a wide range of interests outside lumber, such as growing tung trees for tung oil, manufacturing starch from sweet potatoes, and standardizing syrup to make the cane that Mississippi farmers cultivated more marketable.

			Wisner joined mansion row, building at 726 North Fifth Avenue a comfortable Midwestern-style stick-and-shingle home that he and Jeannette called the “Green Barn” because it was painted a dull military green. Its front door opened into a large foyer with high-quality pine beams Frank had carefully selected from the mill, and a fireplace. Off the foyer there were a music room with matching grand pianos, a wood-paneled library with hundreds of books, and a main dining room, also wood paneled, served from a kitchen and a butler’s pantry. Separate staircases—one for family members, the other for the servants—went up to a second-floor foyer, with bedrooms and sleeping porches branching off it. Outside, ceiling fans hung from the wraparound porch to make Mississippi summers more tolerable. The backyard had a spacious two-story garage and a swimming pool on a little hill.

			Jeannette became involved in a variety of civic activities, as was expected of the wife of a prominent town leader. She meticulously attended to a terraced garden, which the local newspaper complimented; served in her church’s women’s auxiliary; and became an officer in the National Society of the Colonial Dames of America in Mississippi. The activities could be a strain for her. Slight of build, she was frail, constantly sick, and in later years accident-prone. Shy and withdrawn, Jeannette always wore glasses with a sad look on her face in photos. Later, her grandchildren, who called her “Gammy,” found her wonderful. She spent hours reading to them and taught them how to draw and play card games. But family members eventually suspected that Jeannette had suffered from depression.

			She experienced heart-wrenching tragedy with the children she tried to bring into the world. George Brockway Wisner, her first child, born in 1899, died a year later after suffering one illness after another. The baby boy’s death shocked friends and crushed Jeannette. Elisabeth Gardiner Wisner was born in 1903 and survived into adulthood. But Jeannette’s third child, Louise Gardiner Wisner, died in 1907, three months after her birth, another crippling blow for Jeannette. She was understandably nervous when she became pregnant once more. Would this child survive?

			

			*   *   *

			Frank Gardiner Wisner was born on June 23, 1909, most likely at home in one of the bedrooms of the Green Barn. Mississippi had no bureau of vital statistics when Frank arrived, so there was no public record of his birth, except for a baptism memorandum from Laurel’s St. John’s Episcopal Church a year later.

			Jeannette’s depression could have been passed on to her new son. Doctors at the time knew little about the mental illness. They dismissed the very idea that a young child could even be afflicted with depression or mania. Psychiatrists today recognize that these diseases can occur in childhood—although detecting them can be difficult—and that genetics plays a big part in determining whether a person is stricken with depression or mania, although exactly how still baffles doctors. Depression affects about twice as many women as it does men, and little boys have a greater chance of inheriting depression from a mother with the disease.

			Frank Gardiner was a rambunctious, intense, and bright child, always running instead of walking, relying on his wit to make up for his lack of size. By the time he was three years old he was giving orders to the Black servants in the house, which no one else would have dared to do. He was bossy with his older sister, Elisabeth, though she took it in stride. The two children were unusually close, spending hours together in the playroom their parents had set up in the Green Barn’s attic. Frank Gardiner was considered too small for rough-contact sports but he played them nevertheless, looking fierce in his leather football helmet and pads. His father, who was a vestryman at St. John’s, had to drag his son to church and in the pew kept a hand clamped on his neck so he wouldn’t act up. The boy might have displayed symptoms of bipolar disorder. Or it might have been attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Or Frank Gardiner might have just been a busy kid.

			Frank George Wisner’s career took off as his son was growing up. Developing a national reputation as both a lumberman and an advocate of forest conservation, Frank George made regular trips to Washington to testify before Congress on issues that affected his industry, like corporate taxes (Wisner wanted them lower). He became president of the National Lumber Manufacturers Association, whose members hailed him as the “little giant of Mississippi,” and he became a regular at White House conferences on forestry. During World War I, he served on a lumber subcommittee of the War Industries Board, advising the Wilson administration on wood for barracks.

			Wisner refused compensation for being president of the lumber association. He accepted only a dollar a year for his War Industries Board service, which became a grind and kept him away from home for months. Still, Frank George could afford to work in Washington for free. Back in Laurel he was a wealthy man. His tax return for 1919 showed he earned $30,104, which is more than $500,000 in today’s dollars. He began giving sizable chunks of money to his children. Frank Gardiner received $4,920 in 1926, which is more than $80,000 in today’s dollars. The lumber association also gave Frank Gardiner and his sister $10,000 each in association bonds (more than $170,000 in today’s dollars) because of their father’s free service to the group. In 1916, Frank George put down $18,523 (just over a half million in today’s dollars) to join sixty-four other men in buying a 556-ton schooner docked at Gulfport, Mississippi.

			Frank Gardiner respected his hard-driving father. But he was never close to him. Frank George was a dour, straitlaced man who extolled to no end the virtues of education and public service to his children. After lunch each day, Frank George would lie on the floor for a half hour power nap, and at night he would always drink a shot of Demerara rum to help him sleep. Frank Gardiner hated his father being away for long stretches on lumber business; he would act up and be especially disobedient toward his mother during these absences.

			Young Frank’s relationship with Jeannette was even more complicated. Mothers with depression can show more anxiety and less warmth or have few simple interactions with infants and toddlers, which can affect a young boy into his adulthood. It is difficult to accurately assess from afar and a century later the impact Jeannette had on her son. Frank loved his mother, but her child-rearing became odd at times. When her son was naughty, Jeannette would give him a switch and tell him to go into a closet and spank himself, which Frank did, crying and moaning. He would then come out and tell her the devil had taken flight. Jeannette had been afflicted with arthritis since early in her marriage. She leaned on Elisabeth and Elisabeth’s future husband, Alexander Field Chisholm, for care and often was unable to travel because she did not feel well. Her son suspected she was just a hypochondriac and he came to resent her passive and dependent nature. After he left college, he had little to do with her. The Sheppard Pratt psychiatrists thirty years later suspected that Frank Wisner’s relationship with his mother had something to do with his manic depression.

			

			*   *   *

			Elisabeth, who looked so much like her mother, excelled in school, making practically all A’s on each report card. After Laurel High School, she attended the elite National Cathedral School in Washington, DC, and then went to Smith College in Massachusetts, where she graduated cum laude in 1924 with a major in music. Her brother’s grades were good early on, too—A’s and B’s, for example, in fifth grade—and his “deportment” always got an A. He showed a flair for line drawings, penciling unusually accurate sketches of birds flying, gladiators fighting, and jazz musicians playing their instruments. Frank Gardiner became scrappier in his teenage years, enjoying hard-fought matches on the tennis court and qualifying as a “pro-marksman” in the Winchester Junior Rifle Corps. But in high school his grades grew uneven. He received mostly B’s with an occasional A, and several times his report cards noted he had been given a lower grade for his deportment.

			In Mississippi, Laurel High School had an excellent reputation. Its graduates with straight A’s were automatically accepted into the prestigious University of Chicago without having to take an entrance exam. Frank Gardiner was far from having those kinds of grades when in 1925 he graduated early at the age of sixteen. His father, who was willing to spend anything on Frank Gardiner’s education, decided the boy was too young for college and needed a year or two of seasoning in a college-prep school first. The elite of Frank Gardiner’s generation attended the exclusive Groton School in Massachusetts to prepare for college. But Frank George instead chose for his son the finishing school wealthy Southern families sent their children to in the South—Woodberry Forest School in Orange, Virginia.

			Set on twelve hundred acres of central Virginia land once owned by President James Madison’s brother, Woodberry Forest boarding school had been educating boys since 1889, emphasizing “intellectual thoroughness and principled integrity,” according to its current website. Among the more than one hundred sixty students enrolled there, Wisner showed promise in subjects like geometry and English. But the school’s teachers soon found him seriously behind in physics, algebra, and Latin, the latter of which was taught by the demanding Rawleigh Taylor. Still, Taylor and the other instructors were confident that with enough time they could bring the boy up to speed. What young Frank and the school also discovered, to the delight of both, was that he excelled in athletics. He played junior varsity football and by his second year was setting school records in track and field for the broad jump. Awarded a varsity letter, Frank Gardiner Wisner was one of Woodberry Forest’s “high-class performers,” the school yearbook proclaimed.

			When Frank Gardiner came home for his spring break in 1927, he announced to his parents that he wanted to go to the University of Virginia. They were delighted. Frank George immediately wrote John Carter Walker, Woodberry Forest’s headmaster, and asked if his son was ready for the big move. The no-nonsense Walker was not afraid to be frank with the parents of students not measuring up to the private school’s standards; he would tell them bluntly when a boy was wasting Woodberry Forest’s time and his family’s money. The headmaster sent back a letter with an emphatic NO. Young Frank had passed English, French, and history, but he was still deficient in algebra and Latin. Woodberry Forest was an important prep school feeder to the University of Virginia. Walker placed a high value on college entrance tests, which he believed determined the worth of the instruction his school provided. He was not about to sully Woodberry Forest’s fine academic reputation by sending out a student like young Mr. Wisner, who he thought was unprepared for the rigors of college work.

			The rejection shocked Frank and Jeannette. They did not intend to take no for an answer. The couple began firing off to Walker letters pleading with him to change his mind and arguing that their son’s diploma from Laurel High School was all he really needed to be admitted to UVA. The courses he took at Woodberry Forest should have been considered as extras to make him even more qualified to enter the university. Jeannette enlisted Laurel High School officials to put pressure on Walker. The officials were proud of the education their school provided, and they agreed that Frank met UVA’s entry requirements. Young Frank was counting on being able to enroll in the university in the fall, his father wrote Walker. The boy “will make good” if given a chance.

			The Woodberry Forest headmaster had a low opinion of public schools like Laurel High, which he thought dumbed down their academic standards. But he did not want to get into a spat with the Mississippi education system. He decided on a compromise. In a letter to the father, Walker agreed “to do everything we can, short of assuming full responsibility, to assist Frank to qualify for admission to the University of Virginia.” Walker didn’t think Frank Gardiner met the requirements for entrance. But the headmaster said he would send the boy’s credits to UVA and he would write to the university’s dean that if he admitted young Wisner based on the classes he had completed at Laurel High and Woodberry Forest, “we shall be very glad.” “More than this we cannot do,” Walker starchily wrote Frank’s father.

			It was hardly a full-throated endorsement of young Wisner’s application to UVA. But Walker’s convoluted compromise was enough to get him into the school in the fall of 1927.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			University of Virginia

			Founded by Thomas Jefferson at the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains in Charlottesville, the University of Virginia by the time of the Civil War ranked second in size only to Harvard. The nation’s third president had arranged the school like an academic village; he had designed its buildings, overseen the construction of its Rotunda, planned its curriculum, and picked its faculty. By the time Wisner entered, women had been admitted to study in some departments, and the school’s first president, Edwin Anderson Alderman, had instituted progressive reforms like financial aid for needy students.

			Frank Gardiner Wisner arrived as a future member of the “Greatest Generation,” who would fight an economic depression with the New Deal, fascism and Nazism in a second world war, and Communism in a cold war. Of course, he knew none of this when he arrived on campus in the fall of 1927. Wisner considered himself a “standpatter” Republican, although the next year he wrote his parents that he had hated seeing the Democratic Party take such a “cruel beating” in the presidential race, which Herbert Hoover won handily. The only enemy the university’s students seemed to be fighting at that point was Prohibition. There was heavy drinking on campus.

			Wisner was an unusually dutiful letter writer—far more conscientious than most college students would have been. Every Sunday, almost without fail, he sat down and penned his parents a lengthy note with details about his schoolwork and social life. He confided to them as most college students wouldn’t have. On a first-ever European tour with a friend during his summer of 1928 break, nineteen-year-old Wisner sent his parents travelogues of each country they visited, complete with maps and cartoons he drew at different stops. He mailed home one hundred thirty pages of what he saw during the two-month trip, showing an attention to detail that a spy would. In the southern French city of Nîmes, for example, he noted with a drawing on the side of his letter “the famous Pont du Gard, a huge bridge in three tiers, built by the Romans as a part of the 26-mile-long aqueduct to Nimes.” Wisner signed his letters as “Brother.” He referred to Elisabeth in them always as “Sister.” In many Southern families, equivalent names were given to the boy and girl as “Brother” and “Sister”—or they were nicknamed “Bubba” and “Sissie.”

			Wisner’s freshman and sophomore grades were uneven. He scored C’s in chemistry and French, A’s in English, and B’s in Italian. He began to show an aptitude for psychology, making A’s in the subject during his sophomore year. Moreover, his grades improved each semester. And the athleticism he had shown at Woodberry Forest blossomed at UVA. Wisner became a world-class track star, regularly winning meets in the two-hundred-twenty-yard dash and broad jump during Southern Conference competitions. He set records for high hurdles and sprints, besting nationally known athletes like the University of Kentucky’s John “Shipwreck” Kelly. Woodberry Forest, whose teachers had wagered that he would fail, now hailed their athletically distinguished alumnus in The Woodberry Oracle school newspaper.

			Wisner built up his body from the sport, gaining seven pounds of muscle. He looked trim and fit—and on the track field, intense—standing up well mentally to the intensity of intercollegiate competition. “It is so much harder to lose when so much is expected of you,” he confessed to his parents. “Once an athlete is recognized as superior, everyone redoubles his efforts to show him up.” By his junior year, Wisner had been awarded the UVA V in track. By his senior year, he was captain of the track team, accumulating a stack of news clippings on his victories and becoming more of a university celebrity than the football players. His father could not have been prouder, arranging for a Birmingham paper to mail him the photo plate it had used for a picture of his son at a meet.

			Wisner soon became a big man on campus. He was inducted into Delta Kappa Epsilon, living in the DKE house and eventually becoming president of the social fraternity. He was named to the Interfraternity Council and elected to the student senate. The university had clubs for practically everything and was filled with secret societies. Wisner was admitted to four of them: the 13 Society, for high-achieving students; the Eli Banana Society, for students from wealthy families (Wisner was elected “Grand Banana”); the IMP Society, whose members raised money for philanthropies and marched around campus wearing horned hoods; and the most secret, the Seven Society. A person’s membership in that group was not disclosed until after he died.

			Compact at five foot ten, with chiseled looks, Wisner acted the part of a campus leader. “Within the university world,” said a friend, Wisner “was more of a man than the boy student. He had poise, balance, a detachment which when coupled with a good figure and rather handsome appearance set him above and apart from the more awkward and less developed” classmates. He started smoking a pipe, likely to make him appear older, and drove around campus in an old Ford. He was popular, with a wide circle of friends, many of whom he remained close to for life.

			Wisner enjoyed chasing girls at UVA, and he was not shy about keeping his parents filled in on his love life. “I know more girls up here now than in the whole state of Mississippi,” he bragged in one letter to them. “Am hoping I am not spoiled a little by it,” he wrote in another note. For a long time, he dated Margaret Rogers, the daughter of an Asheville, North Carolina, parson. She was the “best I ever played around with,” he wrote home. The affair seemed serious enough to Jeannette that she began acting like a future mother-in-law to the girl and her family. But soon the romance with Margaret cooled. Wisner went on to other women. At one point, he concluded that a serious love life was entirely too complicated, so he decided to swear off it. “I may give up girls (in a serious way) as entirely too distracting an influence,” he wrote his parents.

			For a college student, that attitude ran against the grain, but for young Wisner, it was typical. He was never intense in his personal relationships. He had an offbeat sense of humor and an interest in esoteric subjects. He liked being around old people. He would draw cartoons on a sheet of paper during boring classes. In his textbooks he underlined passages that interested him and scribbled comments in the margins when he questioned the accuracy of what he was reading.

			Mood disorders that can often afflict students in their college years clearly did not affect Wisner during his. Just the opposite. The University of Virginia shaped Wisner’s character, building up a huge self-confidence in him and setting him on an upward trajectory. He flourished at the school.

			Wisner’s grades improved his junior year. He still had academic hiccups. He flunked German one semester and quickly dropped the course. In most of his other subjects, he earned A’s and B’s. Wisner now found classes far more interesting. He enjoyed, in particular, his psychology, art history, and History of Morals courses. Their professors were “excellent,” he wrote his parents. By his senior year, Wisner was putting in longer hours studying subjects he found markedly more difficult than in previous years, yet he was enjoying the pressure. He began to worry that his extracurricular activities—even the track and field competition he treasured—were impinging on his study time. Classmates nominated him to be president of their graduating class and he was glad when he lost the election because he had no time to devote to the office.

			For his final senior exams, Wisner wrote his parents that he was “literally scared stiff” about all the work he had to do. Math and Italian were “getting meaner” and he was practically living in the psychology lab. His final exam in experimental psychology was the hardest he had ever taken. For philosophy he wrote a ten-thousand-word thesis on the “Psycho-biological Tradition of Athletics with Special Reference to the Theory of Einfühlung [empathy].”

			Wisner succeeded under the pressure. He scored 95 percent on his difficult experimental psychology exam. Other professors congratulated him when he scored the highest on their tests. He ended up with A’s and B’s for his senior year and proudly finished his four years with a solid B average. Wisner had completed enough courses to give him a major in English, psychology, or philosophy. He graduated from UVA on June 12, 1931, with a Bachelor of Science degree.

			An assistant dean at the university tried to talk him into taking an aide’s job in the psychology department and beginning work on his PhD so he could teach that subject. Other professors offered him instructorships. Wisner, however, could not see himself as a college professor. He decided instead to enroll in UVA’s law school. With his excellent undergraduate grades, he had no problem being accepted.

			

			*   *   *

			Wisner plunged into his first-year law school courses, finding them not as difficult as classmates had warned him they would be and far more interesting than he had expected. He coped easily with his first exam in criminal law and began scoring A’s on other tests. He continued competing on the track team and worked three afternoons a week as an assistant track coach.

			By his second year of law school, Wisner had made mostly A’s with a few B’s in his courses, which put him on the dean’s list. He now found the second-year work in classes like contracts, legal bibliography, real property, and torts “very exacting,” as he wrote his parents, underlining the word. His second-year tests were “the most harrowing set of exams that I have ever been through,” he said. But he loved all the classes and found his instructors stimulating.

			During his entire time in law school, Wisner showed little interest in criminal law. His second year, he attended a party where Clarence Darrow was the guest of honor. He found the famed criminal defense lawyer and the three hours he spent talking to him underwhelming. “I have never had such a disappointing experience,” he wrote home, describing Darrow as “only an iconoclastic old fogey without a single positive contribution to make. No matter what you say, ‘he’s again’ it.’ ” Wisner’s first love became civil law.

			He weaned himself off track and field by the end of his second year of law school. Wisner had gained a reputation nationwide as one of the country’s top athletes in the sport. The Newark Athletic Club even offered to pay his way to compete in the tryouts for the 1932 Summer Olympics in Los Angeles during his summer break. Performing on a world stage certainly sounded attractive, but Wisner decided not to attempt it because his father was not keen on him taking a break from law school and a paying summer job to compete in the Olympics. Frank George was dealing with other issues. Jeannette remained in frail condition, with travel exhausting her, and Frank George was having painful dental problems. In addition, although he continued to be invited to White House conferences on home building and his annual net income remained at around $500,000 in today’s dollars, business conditions in Laurel had deteriorated because of the Depression and depleting timber supplies.

			To compensate, the family had begun diversifying, investing in the new Masonite Corporation, which had developed a revolutionary way to manufacture artificial particleboards from a mill’s wood waste, and drilling for oil, which had been found in underground deposits around Laurel. Frank George even dabbled in foreign affairs, spending time in New Orleans working to keep the Soviet Union from dumping lumber and cotton into the U.S. market. He did not have a lot of spare cash to fund a summer stay in Los Angeles for his son.

			Giving up track and field was sad yet somewhat liberating for Wisner. He wrote his parents that he was “glad not to have to worry about the strain of competition and sorry not to be able to contribute my share again.” He took up other recreational pursuits, like learning to play bridge, which he discovered he enjoyed.

			During his final year of law school, Wisner rented a room on Fry’s Spring Road in Charlottesville. He was elected to the editorial board of the Virginia Law Review, an honor that came with a lot of hard work for the students producing the monthly periodical. (Wisner’s father had a Senate Finance Committee clerk in Washington send his son a hearing transcript to help him write a paper for the Law Review.) Wisner earned straight A’s during his final year—“a very fine record,” the school’s dean noted on his transcript. The son proudly wrote his parents each time he received a test score or final grade—many of them the highest for his class. Academic honors accumulated as 1933 stretched into 1934. Wisner was inducted into Phi Beta Kappa, the country’s most prestigious honor society; the Raven Society, the school’s honor society named after Edgar Allan Poe, who had attended UVA in 1826; the Phi Delta Phi legal fraternity, which made him its chapter president; and the Order of the Coif, another scholastic society for law students. The faculty also voted unanimously to award Wisner the $500 Samuel Baker Woods Jr. Memorial Award for being the school’s top law student during the 1933–1934 session.

			On June 12, 1934, Wisner received his law degree, graduating third in his class. John Carter Walker, Woodberry Forest’s headmaster, who had doubted Wisner’s chances of even surviving his freshman year, wrote Wisner that he was proud of what his former student had achieved at the university. It reflected well on Woodberry Forest. Wisner’s father received congratulatory notes from friends. Wisner’s picture even appeared on the front page of the Washington Post, which reported on his being inducted into Phi Beta Kappa.

			Wisner left the university enormously proud of what he had accomplished. It had been his first time in a world much larger than little Laurel and he had succeeded beyond everyone’s expectations. He had silenced his doubters, making top grades, excelling in sports, and holding himself to Mr. Jefferson’s ideals. For the rest of his life, Wisner regularly referred to UVA as “the university.” For him, there was no other college that counted.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			New York

			After graduating from the University of Virginia, Wisner took a vacation from June until August 1934 in the Caribbean and Central America, sunning himself on the beaches of Jamaica and Cuba, sipping tropical drinks in Costa Rica and Panama. He had no intention of ever returning to Laurel and using his law degree in the family business, which did not bother his father. Frank George and the other Mississippi lumber barons were in retreat. Years of uncontrolled cutting and milling had left vast swaths of the Piney Woods barren. Timber holdings were sold. Lumbermen moved to the West to harvest its virgin forests. It was also not yet clear whether oil drilling around Laurel would compensate for lost profits. The town’s Yankee families sent their children north to be educated and to find lucrative jobs.

			Wisner boarded the train for New York City. Easily passing the state’s bar exam, he joined the venerable eighty-year-old law firm of Carter, Ledyard & Milburn at 2 Wall Street in September. Its founding partners, all dead by the time Wisner arrived, had handled a raft of high-profile cases—drafting wills for the wealthy, unsnarling complicated admiralty disputes, representing industry giants like the Standard Oil Company, and fighting Tammany Hall’s Boss Tweed to recover $6 million he had plundered. Franklin Roosevelt had spent four years as a young lawyer at the firm. The attorneys Wisner now joined were recognized around town as the top experts in their fields of law, many occupying high positions in the New York City Bar Association.

			Wisner set himself up in a flat at 424 East Fifty-seventh Street, but he spent little time there. At the outset he practically lived at the Carter, Ledyard & Milburn office. New York firms like CL&M provided the foundation for American governance, offering bright young men like Wisner entrée into the nation’s leadership elite if they were willing to work grueling hours in the beginning. The joke eventually making the rounds of the practice was that Wisner had set an in-house record working for firm curmudgeon Edwin DeTurck Bechtel and not getting fired; it required “as much of skillful diplomacy as legal skill,” according to a CL&M history. Wisner started out in the drudgery of estate, corporation, and tax work, but after a year and a half graduated to working with the firm’s big-name clients like the American Express and Pepsi-Cola companies. He became seasoned as well in civil trial work, breach-of-contract disputes, libel and fraud suits, immigration and naturalization cases, and even speech writing for the firm’s political causes.

			Wisner could not help but feel that he was in some ways a second-class lawyer in the firm, being a Southerner with a state university degree, not an Ivy League graduate or from a moneyed East Coast family. But he impressed his bosses at Carter, Ledyard & Milburn with his hard work. He began his law career at the top salary of $2,100 a year that the firm gave new hires and by 1939 was earning more than $9,000 a year (more than $200,000 in today’s dollars). Wisner’s law colleagues also liked and admired the Mississippian, who looked like “a fledgling Marlon Brando,” according to one book describing him. He dreamed up athletic competitions with the other attorneys, he could become playful in the middle of dreary legal proceedings, and at office parties he had coworkers in stitches with his impersonations poking fun at the senior partners.

			Years later, Wisner said the time he spent at Carter, Ledyard & Milburn prepared him well to be able to think, to draft documents, to express himself, and to argue a point. Law work also embedded in him a verbose style of writing. In New York, Wisner also began to inch his way into America’s foreign policy establishment. He joined the prestigious Council on Foreign Relations. He was admitted into the University Club and the Lunch Club, important for circulating in the world of high finance and law. Occasionally he ran into William J. “Wild Bill” Donovan, a senior partner of the Donovan, Leisure law firm, which happened to be located three floors below CL&M at 2 Wall Street. (Donovan was being talked up as a future candidate for national office and would later be a key player in Wisner’s intelligence career.) Sunday evenings Wisner often found himself at the White Horse Tavern on Hudson Street, where he gathered with fellow lawyers and debated the threats of fascism and Nazism in Europe.

			

			*   *   *

			In a 1932 letter to his parents during his second year of law school, Wisner had mentioned a girl down from Richmond whom he had taken to a buffet dinner his DKE fraternity had hosted in the fall. Her name was Polly Knowles. It was hardly love at first sight. Still in his no-romantic-entanglements frame of mind, Wisner had quickly moved on to other girls as dates for the midwinter dances. About three years later, Wisner ran into Polly a second time at a theater party in New York City. Polly was escaping her parents’ home in Rye, New York, to sneak cigarettes and cruise cocktail parties with her girlfriends in the Big Apple. At the theater party, this sophisticated and elegant daughter of a shipping magnate was not shy about speaking her mind. It intrigued Wisner.

			Mary Ellis “Polly” Knowles was three years younger than Frank, born on June 28, 1912, in Pensacola, Florida, where her father, John Ellis Knowles, and mother, Marian Burbank Knowles, lived in a large house they called “Harbourview” on the coast of Pensacola Bay. Knowles’s grandfather had moved to Pensacola from Virginia and had fought for the Confederacy during the Civil War. A Yale graduate, Knowles, who went by Ellis, worked for a bank in Pensacola that had fallen on hard times after employees signed off on bad loans during a Florida land boom, and it had eventually gone bankrupt. He moved the family north when Polly was six years old, first to Port Chester and later to nearby Rye, New York, where he went into the shipping business. The family’s early financial troubles had a profound effect on Polly, who later in life abhorred any kind of debt, refusing to buy stocks on margin and avoiding taking out mortgages when she could.

			A gregarious man, Ellis Knowles did well in the shipping business and contributed heavily to charities in Port Chester and Rye. He was an excellent golfer, winning amateur tournaments and known on the course by the nickname “Old Panther Piss” because of his aggressive play. His popularity was interrupted by one dark episode. When he applied to join a country club in Rye, members tried unsuccessfully to blackball him because of the Pensacola bankruptcy and rumors there were Jews in his ancestry.

			As was the case with many Southern white girls, Polly had been raised by a Black nanny whom she loved. She was never close to her mother, who in later years spent her time sitting on a couch smoking and watching professional wrestling on television. Her father was old-school when it came to his daughter, believing girls needed to be trained only to be good wives. He gave Polly and her two brothers lucrative stock buys over the years. But he did not give her the college education he provided to his two sons, a decision he later came to regret. Polly loved to argue with her father, particularly over politics. Knowles enjoyed their debates as well. He admired her spunk.

			Instead of college, Polly in 1928 was sent as a teenager to St. Timothy’s in Catonsville, Maryland, which was begun in 1882 by two sisters who wanted their boarding institution to be more than just a finishing school for girls hunting husbands. Developing a European-style curriculum that emphasized hard work, imagination, and learning outside the classroom (students took the train to Washington to tour art museums), St. Timothy’s was determined to prepare young women academically and emotionally for the outside world.

			Polly loved her two years there. She plunged into school clubs, joined the hockey team, and played a ferocious game in tennis tournaments. She developed a reputation for being an engrossing storyteller, the center of attention when groups gathered. Other girls were envious of her glamorous figure, her widow’s peak, and her haunting wide blue eyes. St. Timothy’s 1930 yearbook hailed her as a master networker, only half jokingly noting that her occupation was “knowing someone that you know” and predicting that she would grow up one day to be “a social register.”

			In Polly, Wisner found an energetic, fierce, and determined personality—slightly tense at times, said friends. She did not have his academic background, but she was unusually bright, although it did not always show through. At times when she spoke, the cross of a light Southern accent and what sounded like a British accent crept into her voice. Only occasionally did she lose her temper. More often, she could be extremely thoughtful with people. Her consideration gave her deeply loyal friends for life.

			Frank began dating her steadily. They made a good-looking couple: he was handsome; she was elegantly beautiful. They enjoyed the company of each other and the company of mutual friends. They were both natives of the South, both Episcopalians, both from old, established, and well-off families. They held the same views on politics and shared similar opinions of other acquaintances. The romance was exciting for both. They came to love each other deeply.

			Polly and Frank got married in Christ’s Church in Rye on September 19, 1936. The reception afterward at the Apawamis Club was festive, with champagne flowing. Frank was dashing in his morning coat and top hat. Polly looked like she had stepped out of a fashion magazine, wearing a sleek white silk wedding gown.

			The newlyweds set up house just six doors down from Frank’s old flat on East Fifty-seventh Street. Polly was proud of her husband’s legal career, Frank just as proud of her outgoing and engaging nature. He made the money; she had the good taste. They formed a close partnership, enjoying doing things together, neither wanting to venture out and be away from the other. Polly called him “Wiz.” When he later gained a little weight, she teasingly called him “Fatso.” In playful moments, Frank called her “Squirrel Eye.”

			

			*   *   *

			Wisner’s father died on April 24, 1938, at the fairly young age of sixty-five, while on a business trip to New Orleans. He had been taken to a New Orleans hospital several days before, suffering from pneumonia. “A loss such as this is hard to bear at a time when Mississippi needs men of brains, energy and vision for development of the commonwealth,” editorialized the Jackson Daily News. “Frank Wisner is a man among men.” Local, state, and national figures attended his funeral at St. John’s Episcopal Church. Mississippi’s governor ordered the state flag to be at half-mast.

			Jeannette disappeared for a while after her husband’s death. A distant relative finally found her in Clinton, Iowa, and arranged for her to be taken back to Laurel, where Elisabeth and her husband kept a close watch on her. Polly always addressed Jeannette as “Mother Wisner” in letters to her. She occasionally consulted her mother-in-law on decorations for her New York apartment. But Polly was never particularly close to Jeannette. Frank even less so. He gravitated toward Polly’s father, giving Ellis Knowles legal advice over the years. The care of Wisner’s mother in Laurel was left largely to his sister, Elisabeth, and her husband, Alexander, who also advised Wisner on Mississippi investments. Frank, meanwhile, turned to the spy world.

		

	
		
			Part Two

			World War II

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The OSS

			In September 1938, Wisner traveled to Europe, making stops in Belgium, Holland, and Nazi Germany. He could feel firsthand the threat Adolf Hitler posed not only to the continent but also to the rest of the world. After Germany invaded Poland a year later, Wisner became convinced it was only a matter of time before America would be at war in Europe. How that would come about, he did not know, but he wanted to be in uniform when it happened. He had also become bored with Wall Street law work. Some friends joined the British or Canadian armed forces after Great Britain declared war on Germany, but that did not interest Wisner. He wanted to be in the U.S. Navy.

			Wisner had always been fascinated by boats. He talked about them a lot and he enjoyed watching regattas, but he was no yachtsman, and he knew nothing about sailing a vessel. He considered the Navy more elite than the U.S. Army. Many of his friends ended up in the sea service for the same reason. On October 16, 1940, five months after the German invasion of France, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands, Wisner sent in his application for a commission in the U.S. Naval Reserve.

			He asked to skip the entry rank of ensign and to come into service one step above as a lieutenant junior grade, which was often done by doctors and lawyers. He included in his application letters of recommendation from four of his colleagues at

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			*   *   *
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