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			Author’s Note

			Like most Americans, I imagine, I had a schoolbook image of Theodore Roosevelt—pince-nez, ferocious grin, broad-brimmed cavalry hat—and a passing familiarity with his resume as Rough Rider, trust buster, environmentalist, big-game hunter. Then, several years ago, while I was teaching at the Columbia Publishing Course, at the Columbia Journalism School, a group of inspired students suggested that someone write a nonfiction book about the attempt on Roosevelt’s life that had taken place in 1912, as he was running for a third term as president. I was immediately hooked by the narrative possibilities, and as I delved more deeply into Roosevelt’s life and career, I was also fascinated by his consummate intelligence, complex personality, and extraordinary achievements. It was easy to see why, by the time he left the White House, in 1909, he was the most famous and most popular man not just in the United States but on earth.

			During my research for what would become Theodore Roosevelt and the Assassin, I would catch an occasional glimpse of another character peering out from the story’s periphery—J. Pierpont Morgan. In that book, Morgan played only a cameo role, mostly as a (controversial) donor to Roosevelt’s 1904 election campaign. But just as Roosevelt forever changed the federal government, Morgan, as America’s preeminent financier, presided over an elemental shift in American business, away from family-owned companies and toward huge corporations. As the twentieth century began, Morgan and Roosevelt were the two most powerful men in America, perhaps the world, and the transformations they wrought were essential to creating our modern age. In no small measure, we are all living in a world created by Theodore Roosevelt and Pierpont Morgan.

			So I was surprised that the relationship between these momentous figures had never been examined at book length. And when the two had been considered together, usually in passing, they were often depicted as battling colossi, the great trust builder versus the original trustbuster. But their association, I discovered, was far more complex and symbiotic. Despite their many differences, they had much in common—social class, an unstinting Victorian moralism, a drive for power, a need for order, and a genuine (though not purely altruistic) concern for the welfare of the nation. Working this common ground, the premier progressive and the quintessential capitalist were able to unite to accomplish what neither could have achieved alone—including, more than once, averting a national disaster. In the process they also changed the way that government and business worked together.

			This is the story of the uneasy but historic collaboration between Theodore Roosevelt and Pierpont Morgan. It is also the story of how government and business evolved from a relationship of laissez-faire to the active regulation that we know today. And it is an account of how, despite all that has changed in the past century, so much remains the same, including a growing divide between rich and poor; the tangled, self-serving bonds uniting politicians and business leaders; and a pervasive feeling that government is working for the special interests rather than for the people. Not least of all, it is the story of how citizens with vastly disparate philosophies and interests managed to come together for the good of their common country.

			It is a work of nonfiction. All the characters are real, and no names have been changed. All words in quotation marks were said or written by the person indicated, or at least reported by a witness, such as an aide or a newspaper reporter. On a few occasions, to evoke the late nineteenth or early twentieth century, I have supplied atmospheric details (such as horses neighing) and made a few minor assumptions, which are included in the Notes. Everything else is part of the historical record, down to the clothing the characters wore and the gestures they made.

			Many of the events described in these pages were reported by more than one eyewitness, and those accounts sometimes vary meaningfully, especially concerning the time (or even the day) that something happened and the exact words that someone spoke. I have tried to choose my sources with care, and in the Notes I sometimes point out where published accounts disagree. Readers wishing to know more about this pivotal period in our history or these larger-than-life figures may wish to consult the Bibliography, which includes suggestions for further reading.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			“This, Then, Is the Place to Stop This Trouble”

			Sunday, November 3, 1907

			It was 9:00 p.m. when a figure in a dark overcoat stepped out of a cab at Madison Avenue and Thirty-Sixth Street. The young man was big-boned, but his face was thin and topped by dark, oiled hair parted in the middle. At age thirty-four, Ben Strong was already secretary of Bankers Trust. Though founded just four years earlier, Bankers had grown into one of the nation’s largest trust companies, thanks in part to its close ties with Pierpont Morgan. But after the events of the past two weeks, a job at a trust company, even a solvent one like Bankers, hardly seemed something to brag about among Strong’s neighbors in Greenwich, Connecticut.

			Gripping his briefcase, Strong stepped onto the sidewalk and strode toward the long, low building before him. Designed by Charles McKim in a serene, neoclassical style, it had been completed the year before, with blocks of white marble dressed so perfectly that mortar had not been needed. Mr. Morgan’s “library,” as it was known, had been conceived to house the fabulous collection of artwork and manuscripts the financier had amassed during his many journeys to Europe. Situated next to Morgan’s three-story, ivy-covered townhouse, the library also functioned as a private study. These days, at age seventy, the banker rarely went to the offices of J.P. Morgan & Company, at 23 Wall Street, but worked a couple of hours here every day, whenever he was in New York.

			But tonight the library was hardly a place of refuge. On the sidewalk, beyond the iron railing, clustered dozens of men whose notebooks and cheap coats marked them as reporters. They had been planted here for two weeks, ever since Mr. Morgan had rushed back from the Triennial Episcopal Convention in Richmond, where as a lay delegate from the Diocese of New York, he had immersed himself in the business before the Church.

			As Strong left the cab, reporters’ heads turned in his direction. All evening, some of the most prominent bankers and businessmen in New York, and that meant some of the most prominent in the world, had been dashing in and out of these premises. Coal, steel, and railroad magnate Henry Clay Frick had already arrived, as had Elbert H. Gary, chairman of U.S. Steel. Seeing that the young man wasn’t a familiar figure among this august company, the reporters turned away. Strong passed up the low steps, between the pair of carved lionesses, past the marble columns, through the massive bronze doors, and into the sumptuous rotunda.
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					Pierpont Morgan’s library; the back of his townhouse can be seen at left.
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			He was unprepared for the pandemonium that greeted him. Everywhere, it seemed, men were in motion, gesticulating, pacing the patterned marble floor, oblivious to the antique statuary, the mosaic panels, the frescoed ceilings. To Strong’s left the foyer opened onto the West Room, Mr. Morgan’s study, with its red silk wall coverings and its wooden ceiling imported from Italy. To his right, in the East Room, tall bookcases housed some of the rarest masterworks of world literature. Directly before him, at the rear of the rotunda, was a smaller door, surmounted by an ancient marble statue of the Christ Child and the Virgin Mary, with the carved inscription Soli Deo Honor et Gloria, “Honor and Glory to God Alone.” Behind that door, in the office of his beautiful librarian, Belle da Costa Greene, Mr. Morgan would be conferring with a few trusted lieutenants and indulging in back-to-back games of solitaire, his customary diversion in times of trouble. In defiance of his heavy cold and the directives of Dr. Markoe, he was also chain smoking his huge Cuban cigars, though in a nod to medical convention, he had promised to limit himself to just twenty a day.

			As Strong paused, he saw three men stride across the rotunda. He recognized Gary, along with two colleagues from U.S. Steel, William J. Filbert and Lewis Cass Ledyard. The heavy wooden door of the librarian’s office opened to admit them, then abruptly shut again.

			Strong was approached by Harry Davison, the forty-year-old cofounder of Bankers Trust. As Strong’s employer, Davison had nominated him for this exceptional and unnerving assignment. Now, for the first time since the crisis began, Strong saw discouragement clouding his mentor’s handsome, open features. Davison told him why: Mr. Morgan had concluded that many more millions would be needed to prop up the city’s failing trust companies and brokerage houses and, not incidentally, forestall a collapse of the nation’s financial system. And it was needed before the markets opened at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. 

			Strong entered the spacious West Room, where the bankers were milling beneath ancient stained-glass windows, Renaissance paintings of the saints, and a portrait of Pierpont’s father, Junius. In the far corner of the room, its door ajar, was the vault where Mr. Morgan kept his priceless manuscripts—letters written by George Washington, texts by Robert Burns and Lord Byron, manuscripts by Beethoven and Mozart. A log was burning in the huge carved stone fireplace, and on the mantel rested an enamel plaque bearing Mr. Morgan’s personal motto: Pense moult, Parle peu, Écris rien: “Think much, say little, write nothing.”

			 As the men conferred, an occasional messenger burst in from the Waldorf-Astoria, a few blocks away on Fifth Avenue and Thirty-Third Street, where the boards of the Trust Company of America and the Lincoln Trust were meeting in emergency session. Bank executives continued to arrive in waves; by 9:30, fifty had gathered in the West Room. At 10:45, the door to the librarian’s office opened, and Elbert Gary and Henry Frick strode through the rotunda and out of the building. As they climbed into Frick’s car, they were mobbed by newsmen. The dapper Gary gave a wan smile and told them, “I can’t say anything. I can’t talk. I’d like to, but I can’t.” Later, Oakleigh Thorne, president of the Trust Company of America, emerged and confessed to reporters, “I wish to God I could tell what is going to happen.”

			As the evening deepened, more bankers appeared at the library, until a hundred men were pacing and smoking in the study, a stunning assemblage that only Pierpont Morgan could have convened. At midnight, Edwin Marsten, president of the Farmers’ Loan and Trust Company, was called into the librarian’s office. When he returned, after nearly an hour, his expression was grim. There had been an unexpected development, he announced, apart from the crisis in the trust companies. He was not at liberty to disclose its nature, but its resolution would require at least an additional $25 million in funds. Mr. Morgan was prepared to step in, but only if the presidents of the solvent trust companies could raise another $25 million among themselves, to rescue their faltering colleagues. A look of consternation passed from face to face.

			Strong settled in a red velvet lounge chair, beside a man with thinning hair and a thick salt-and-pepper mustache: James Stillman, president of National City Bank, the nation’s largest. No sooner had Strong seated himself than he dozed off. When he stirred, Stillman asked when he had last been to bed. Thursday, Strong said; this would make his third night in a row without sleep. Stillman suggested that the country wouldn’t “smash” if he went home and got some rest. But just then the door to the librarian’s office opened again, and the young banker was summoned. Leaving the comfort of his lounge chair, he quit the West Room, crossed the cool marble of the rotunda, and entered the sanctum sanctorum.
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			There had been signs of impending trouble throughout 1907. For one thing, the world was starved for cash, which at the time meant gold. In the phenomenal burst of industrialization after the Civil War, American railroads and manufacturers had soaked up huge infusions of foreign capital. But worldwide production of gold had failed to keep pace with demand. Then in April 1906 had come the devastating earthquake in San Francisco, where the rebuilding was consuming tens of millions of dollars. About half the city’s fire insurance policies were held by British firms; faced with a sudden shortage of gold, the Bank of England tightened credit to American companies and, to attract more cash, nearly doubled its interest rate, from 3.5 to 6 percent. France and Germany quickly followed London’s lead. The City of San Francisco found itself unable to borrow money, and Boston, New York, and the Westinghouse Electric & Manufacturing Company all failed to place large bond issues. The worldwide cash shortage was growing critical.

			After the earthquake, the New York Stock Exchange had plunged a billion dollars in value. Through 1907, shares had continued their steady decline, and in August the market had stumbled again. By September, stocks were down 24 percent for the year. But rather than reassuring investors that American capitalism rested on a steady footing, President Roosevelt was only fueling the jitters. Following his inauguration in 1901, he had promised to rein in the big corporations, or “trusts,” and to moderate their overweening economic and political clout. During his six years in office, the president had made good on his word, establishing regulatory agencies and bringing dozens of suits under the Sherman Anti-Trust Act. Then in August, a federal court had fined John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil a stunning $29 million for negotiating preferential rates from the railroads. 

			As the market continued its slide, many blamed what they saw as the administration’s aggressive anti-business stance. In a speech at Washington’s Gridiron Club in January, the president had charged that certain “malefactors of great wealth” were intentionally sowing panic to undermine his reforms, “so that they may enjoy unmolested the fruits of their own evil-doing.” To Wall Street, it seemed that the federal government, with excessive regulation and reckless rhetoric, had declared war on capitalism.

			The tinder was stacked, and in the end the spark was struck by United Copper, a holding company established by F. Augustus Heinze, a Montana mining baron turned New York banker. During the summer of 1907, a syndicate led by Heinze, his brothers Otto and Arthur, and notorious speculator Charles W. Morse had begun borrowing heavily in an attempt to corner the shares of United Copper. On October 15, when the scheme failed and the company’s stock plunged, the syndicate was left owing millions of dollars it could not repay. Worse, the debacle threatened to bring down brokerages and banks, including Knickerbocker Trust, whose president, Charles Barney, was known to have close ties to Morse. The Knickerbocker was one of the nation’s largest and most successful trust companies (not to be confused with the monopolistic trusts that Roosevelt railed against), but it was doubtful that its size or reputation could protect it from the frailties of the nation’s obsolete banking system. 

			It had been seventy years since Andrew Jackson had refused to renew the charter of the Bank of the United States, which he called an unconstitutional usurper of the states’ sovereignty and a benefit only to the financial elite. In the decades since, the country had done without the stabilizing influence of a national monetary authority, relying instead on a patchwork of nearly twenty-one thousand state and national banks. By law these institutions were required to hold only a small percentage of their deposits as cash, leaving them free to loan the surplus to banks in financial centers such as New York. The New York banks, in turn, invested heavily in stocks and bonds, making the entire system vulnerable to sudden downturns in the market. By 1907, half the bank loans in New York City used securities as collateral.

			In this chain of weak links, the trust companies proved the weakest. Established to administer trusts, wills, and estates, which commercial banks were barred from handling, the trust companies had begun taking deposits, making loans, and functioning much like traditional banks, but with less government oversight. In time, the trust companies had grown reckless, paying high interest rates and speculating in stocks, bonds, and real estate. Their minimal reserve requirements, even lower than the banks’, also made them susceptible to impulsive runs. As word spread of Charles Barney’s involvement with Charles Morse, anxious depositors lined up outside the Knickerbocker’s elegant new Fifth Avenue headquarters to demand their money. The panic quickly spread to other institutions, until a dozen of the city’s trust companies and banks were on the verge of collapse.

			Only one man had the means and reputation to stem the panic. As the nation’s foremost financier, J. Pierpont Morgan had revolutionized the railroad industry and led the transformation of American industry from a backwater of family-owned companies to a vast sea of modern corporations such as U.S. Steel, American Telephone & Telegraph, and General Electric. Just a dozen years before, he and his international partners had rescued the federal government from bankruptcy by loaning it $65 million in gold. On Wall Street, Morgan reigned supreme, known as Napoleon or Jove. No one questioned his acumen, and more remarkably, no one doubted his word. The most powerful man in America, he was called, more influential than the president himself.

			Recently returned from one of his long European holidays, Morgan had been attending the Episcopal Church conference in Richmond when the crisis broke. He was reluctant to leave the meeting early, for fear of deepening the sense of alarm. But on Saturday, October 19, he’d decided he had no choice. “They are in trouble in New York,” he told Bishop William Lawrence. “They do not know what to do, and I don’t know what to do, but I am going back.”

			Meanwhile, President Roosevelt, the man whose policies many blamed for the emergency, was hunting in the bayous outside Stamboul, Louisiana. “We got three bears, six deer, one wild turkey, twelve squirrels, one duck, one opossum, and one wildcat,” he told a reporter. “We ate them all, except the wildcat.” As Morgan was arriving in New York, the president finally decided he had better return to the capital. Despite his enormous intelligence and political savvy, he still seemed not to grasp the gravity of the situation.

			En route to Washington, he stopped in Nashville and gave a speech that included his first public comments about the emergency. But instead of smoothing the troubled waters between him and the business community, he seemed to go out of his way to roil them. Responding to those who were calling the crisis “the Roosevelt Panic,” he claimed that his policies were simply meant to punish “dishonesty.”

			“I doubt,” he went on, “if these policies have had any material effect in bringing about the present trouble, but if they have it will not alter in the slightest degree my determination that for the remaining sixteen months of my term these policies shall be preserved unswervingly.” Then, as if to underscore the point, he laid a wreath at the grave of Andrew Jackson, sworn enemy of the banking industry. “His memory will remain forever a precious national heritage,” he said, “and his public career should be studied and assimilated by every public man who desires to be in good faith the servant of the whole people of the United States.” The president arrived in Washington on the afternoon of October 23, appearing tanned and rested. “Do I look as though those Wall Street fellows were really worrying me?” he gloated. “I’ve got them on the run.”

			By then, Pierpont Morgan had taken matters in hand. First he established two committees to manage the crisis. One, consisting of himself, James Stillman of National City Bank, and Morgan’s friend George Baker, president of First National Bank, would find the funds to bail out the troubled institutions. The second committee would examine the trust companies’ books to determine which could be saved from insolvency and which could not. Ben Strong was a member of this group, along with Harry Davison and Morgan partner George Perkins.

			At Morgan’s urging, Strong and the others pored through the Knickerbocker’s books, hoping to uncover enough assets to justify a loan. As he worked in the trust company’s back room, Strong would occasionally lift his head and catch a glimpse of the desperate depositors lined up at the tellers’ windows. “The consternation of the faces of the people in line, many of them I knew, I shall never forget,” he said. But the Knickerbocker was beyond rescue, and at 2:00 p.m. on Tuesday, October 22, the bank closed for good. Police were called to clear the streets outside. Stock prices plummeted to their lowest level in nearly seven years. Morgan telephoned the secretary of the treasury, George Cortelyou, and suggested he come to New York. That evening, as he waited for the secretary’s arrival, Morgan admitted to a reporter, “We are doing everything we can as fast as we can, but nothing has yet crystalized.”

			Late Tuesday night, Morgan, Stillman, Baker, and Perkins left to confer with Cortelyou at the Manhattan Hotel, at the corner of Forty-Second Street and Madison Avenue. At last the administration agreed to step in, with the secretary promising a fund of $6 million in gold, more if needed. And the money would be dispersed, not according to the recommendation of Roosevelt or Cortelyou or any other member of the administration, but at the discretion of Pierpont Morgan. It was a remarkable arrangement reflecting the president’s respect for the financier. 

			At 1:00 a.m., Morgan emerged from his meeting with Cortelyou and announced to the press that a syndicate would be created to lend money to the healthy trust companies. An hour later, Ben Strong was awakened at his Connecticut home by a telephone call. He was to come to New York at once and begin inspecting the books of the Trust Company of America. By midday, he was to be in Mr. Morgan’s office to make a preliminary report.

			By 1:00 p.m., Strong still hadn’t arrived at 23 Wall Street. But Oakleigh Thorne was there, telling Morgan that, with cash reserves of only $1.2 million and long lines of waiting depositors, the Trust Company of America must have a loan that same day. Morgan promised to help, and as Thorne was leaving, Strong finally arrived. Several trust company executives were convened in the front office, but Harry Davison and George Perkins ushered him to a back room, where Baker, Stillman, and Morgan were waiting.

			Morgan fixed his gaze on him, and Strong took in the features he had seen before only in the newspapers—the thinning gray hair and drooping mustache; the huge nose, swollen and purple from rhinophyma; the flashing eyes that the photographer Edward Steichen had compared to the headlights of an onrushing locomotive. Morgan offered no pleasantries, and when he spoke, his voice was thick with the cold that refused to leave him. “Have you anyone with you who can make a report to the gentlemen in the next room? They are the presidents of the trust companies. But when they came into the office they had to be introduced to one another, and I don’t think much can be expected from them!” He had also been appalled to learn that twenty of the directors of the Trust Company of America and the Lincoln Trust weren’t even depositors at their own institutions.

			Strong had brought pages of figures, but Morgan wasn’t interested. He only asked, “Is the Trust Company solvent?”

			The young man spoke carefully. Yes, based on his hasty examination, the Trust Company did appear to be solvent. Although the panic had wiped out its surplus cash, its assets seemed intact.
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			Morgan then asked if J.P. Morgan & Company and the other banks would be justified in loaning TCA the money to see it through the crisis. Strong answered that in his best opinion, yes, such a course of action would be sound.

			Morgan turned to Baker and Stillman. “This, then, is the place to stop this trouble,” he said. He had never met Strong before this moment, but on the endorsement of Strong’s mentor, Harry Davison, he was prepared to stake tens of millions of dollars on his opinion.

			At 1:45 p.m., Oakleigh Thorne and a troop of employees filed into 23 Wall Street with bags and boxes stuffed with securities that the Trust Company of America held as collateral on its loans. They dumped the certificates on a table, where Strong and Thorne sorted through them, while Morgan toted up their value with a pad and pencil. There were enough securities to justify a loan of $3 million, which Morgan, Baker, and Stillman agreed to cover.

			By three o’clock, the first of the funds arrived at TCA’s headquarters, where available cash had dwindled to just $180,000. The Trust Company of America had been saved, at least for the afternoon. But the crisis continued to spread. That same day, Westinghouse Electric & Manufacturing filed for bankruptcy, and the Pittsburgh Stock Exchange, where Westinghouse shares were traded, was forced to suspend trading; it would be three months before it opened again.

			That night, Morgan called Baker, Stillman, and various trust company presidents to the offices of Union Trust, where he told them that the Trust Company of America would need another $10 million if it were to survive the following day. The large commercial banks and Morgan & Company were prepared to help, he said, but the solvent trust companies must also contribute. George Baker spoke up, pledging $1 million on behalf of Bankers Trust, but the others hesitated. While they deliberated, Morgan, exhausted from lack of sleep and suffering from his cold, nodded off, still gripping his ever-present cigar.

			After half an hour, he abruptly awoke. Turning to Ben Strong, he asked for pencil and paper. “Gentlemen,” he said, “the Bankers Trust Company has agreed to take its share. Mr. Marston, how much will the Farmers’ Loan and Trust Company subscribe?” Marston also agreed to $1 million. 

			Morgan made his way around the table. In the end, he extracted pledges of $8.25 million. That was close enough, he allowed: The commercial banks would supply the rest. He then hurried to the Manhattan Hotel to consult again with Secretary Cortelyou, who agreed to make available another $25 million of federal funds, also to be disbursed to the banks and trust companies as Morgan saw fit. The next morning, John D. Rockefeller volunteered to contribute $10 million more. 

			By then, Morgan’s efforts were crowding the front pages of the city’s dailies. “Morgan with Bankers Plans to Halt Panic,” read the headline in the New York World. At 10:00 a.m., as he was driven to his office, strangers cheered him on the street.

			But just as one fire appeared to be under control, another flared up, this time on the floor of the stock exchange, where the problem was again a shortage of cash. The trust companies, pressed to meet their obligations, were calling in loans they had made to the brokerage houses. Unable to find buyers for their securities, the brokers couldn’t pay. Now hundreds of desperate men filled Morgan’s first-floor office and the street outside, begging for his help.

			At 1:30 that afternoon, Ransom H. Thomas, president of the New York Stock Exchange, burst into 23 Wall Street. “Mr. Morgan, we will have to close the stock exchange,” he blurted.

			“What?” Morgan asked sharply. Both men understood that such an action would undermine whatever confidence remained in the nation’s financial system.

			Thomas repeated that he had no choice but to suspend trading before the three-o’clock end of business.

			 “It must not close one minute before that hour today!” Morgan roared, jabbing his finger at Thomas’s chest. 

			By two o’clock, Morgan had gathered the presidents of New York’s largest banks in his office. If they couldn’t raise $25 million straightaway, he told them, fifty brokerage houses would be insolvent by the end of the afternoon. By 2:16, the bankers had committed $23.5 million. When a messenger ran to the stock exchange to deliver the news, frenzied traders tore the coat from his back. Within half an hour, $19 million of the fund had been committed. 

			Sitting in his office across the street, Morgan heard an ovation. Asking the reason, he was told that it was in his honor.
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			The president, meanwhile, was following the crisis long distance. On Saturday, October 26, in keeping with the tradition established by Abraham Lincoln, he issued a proclamation declaring that a national day of Thanksgiving would be celebrated that year on the last Thursday in November, the 28th. The same afternoon, only after being pressed by Secretary of State Elihu Root, did he address more urgent matters and release a conciliatory statement thanking “those conservative and substantial business men who in the crisis have acted with such wisdom and public spirit. By their action they did invaluable service in checking the panic which, beginning as a matter of speculation, was threatening to destroy the confidence and credit necessary to the conduct of legitimate business.” 

			Sunday, October 27, was the president’s forty-ninth birthday. Undeterred by a hard rain, he took a brisk three-hour cross-country walk, without topcoat or umbrella, as his Secret Service detail struggled to keep pace. That evening, he conferred on the financial situation with Secretary Cortelyou. Though the emergency was not yet past, it appeared to be ebbing, and it was obvious who deserved the credit. As the New York Evening Mail put it, “There is some debate as to whether it was a ‘Roosevelt panic’ or not; but the public is pretty well agreed that what followed was a Morgan rally.”

			Before long, it became clear that the financier had bought only a respite in the crisis. At 4:00 p.m. on Monday, October 28, George B. McClellan Jr., mayor of New York (and son of Abraham Lincoln’s general in chief), appeared at Morgan’s library. The city was in desperate straits, he said. Its foreign credit had dried up, it had failed to raise a bond issue, and if it couldn’t secure $30 million within the next few days, it would be forced into bankruptcy. Morgan and George Perkins met with the mayor for several hours. “We all realized the gravity of the situation,” Perkins recalled. “How much fuel would be added to the flame if the credit of the City of New York should be questioned at such a moment?”

			The men met again the following afternoon. While they talked, Morgan crossed to his desk and began to write. “With scarcely a hesitation,” Perkins reported, “without even stopping to select a word, he covered three long sheets of paper and then after reading it over, he handed it to me and said, ‘See what Messrs. Baker and Stillman think of that.’” It was a contract calling for J.P. Morgan & Company to take $30 million worth of New York City’s bonds. The mayor signed the document on the spot.

			In the days ahead, Morgan and his team worked around the clock to buoy the trust companies and the stock market and to ease frayed nerves. On Friday, November 1, he assembled a delegation of clergymen and asked them to plead for calm when they made their weekend sermons. But that same afternoon, all his efforts appeared to be for nothing, when it was revealed that one of New York’s largest brokerage houses, Moore & Schley, was on the verge of insolvency.

			The brokerage had borrowed $30 million, offering as collateral the stock of Tennessee Coal, Iron & Railroad, a large steel company based in Birmingham, Alabama. Beginning in 1905, Grant Schley had formed two syndicates and bought a major interest in the company. Then his brokerage had issued loans to the other syndicate members, with the TC&I stock serving as collateral. In turn, Schley had offered the shares to other lenders as collateral for loans they made to his firm. The syndicate had paid $130 per share, but now the stock was worth considerably less, perhaps as little as $60. On Monday, Moore & Schley’s loans would be called in.

			“It is very serious,” Morgan warned. “If Moore and Schley go, there is no telling what the effect on Wall Street will be and on financial institutions of New York, and how many other houses will drop with it, and how many banks might be included in the consequences.”

			The only possible solution was for Schley and his partners to sell their stake in TC&I before the markets opened on Monday morning. And there was only one buyer large enough to even consider the proposition: United States Steel. Pierpont Morgan and a group of partners had founded the company six years before, buying out Andrew Carnegie and other producers and assembling the world’s first billion-dollar corporation. Earlier in 1907, U.S. Steel had lent Tennessee Coal & Iron $1.2 million, accepting $2 million of TC&I stock as collateral. But Elbert Gary, U.S. Steel’s chairman, had already declined to buy TC&I at $130 a share. Now, on the morning of Saturday, November 2, Schley indicated that he would entertain an offer for TC&I at $100. Considering the tightness of funds, his attorney, Lewis Cass Ledyard, suggested that U.S. Steel complete the sale by exchanging its gold-backed bonds for TC&I stock, so that no cash would be needed to complete the transaction.

			At 2:30 on Saturday afternoon, Morgan convened a meeting of the U.S. Steel Finance Committee, whose members included Henry Frick and Elbert Gary. There was no question that the company had the resources to make the purchase. For the second and third quarters of the year, U.S. Steel had posted record earnings of nearly $90 million, and it was holding $76 million in cash. But Frick and Gary were skeptical. Not only was TC&I known for inefficiency and unprofitability, it was $4 million in debt.

			But now Morgan argued that TC&I’s huge mineral deposits alone were worth the asking price. With better management and some prudent investment, surely the company could be turned around. Still Frick and Gary resisted. “I have never been more concerned over a situation than I am over this,” Morgan told some associates during a break in the discussion. “I think this is the most serious thing we have had to meet in this panic yet, but I cannot urge upon the Steel Corporation to take this property. I hope they will do it, but I do not think I have the right to urge them or force it upon them if I could. They must deal with it as they see fit. I have gone with it as far as I can.”

			Elbert Gary also worried how the Roosevelt Administration would view the acquisition. Despite his role as chairman of the world’s largest corporation, Gary supported the president’s efforts to regulate industry. “I think the attitude of the present administration, as frequently stated in your utterances, is exactly what this country needs,” he had written the president in March. “If any company in which I am interested is wrong, it must get right. All of us must be measured by the standard of right. The application of this principle, from which as President I think you have never deviated, is building for you a monument which will be permanent and will be the lasting pride of all your friends. It is embodied in the sentiment expressed by you: A square deal for all.”

			The president had responded, “I wonder if you realize what a friendly and kind and, as I believe, wise, letter you have written. It pleases me very much. Let me see you whenever you come on here. With great regard, Sincerely yours, Theodore Roosevelt.”

			In the case of TC&I, Gary was concerned that in buying the company, his corporation, which already produced more than half the country’s steel, would open itself to prosecution under the Sherman Act. The Finance Committee argued the issue for several hours, but by late afternoon, Morgan had prevailed. Frick and Gary went to Schley’s office and offered $90 per share. Schley countered that he and his partners would accept nothing less than $100.

			The following day, Sunday, November 3, there was a series of meetings at Morgan’s library to consider the fate of the trust companies, some of which remained in peril. The boards of the Trust Company of America and the Lincoln Trust, meanwhile, conferred in adjoining rooms at the Waldorf-Astoria.

			At 5:00 p.m., the Finance Committee reconvened at the library and agreed to accept Schley’s price of $100 a share, exchanging $30 million in U.S. Steel bonds for $30 million in TC&I stock. But Morgan had a condition: He would rescue TC&I only if the other trust company presidents agreed to help their less stable competitors. As he had said earlier, “I can’t go on being everybody’s goat. I’ve got to stop somewhere.”

			At eight o’clock, the bankers broke for dinner. As Morgan walked across the lawn between the library and his house, reporters shouted out to him, asking the purpose of the conference. He and the others had gathered only to discuss the state of the economy, he assured them. 

			At nine o’clock, the meeting reconvened and Ben Strong arrived to report on his more thorough examination of the Trust Company of America’s books. Other bankers filtered into the opulent premises. Meanwhile, conferring in the librarian’s small office at the rear of the building, Morgan, Frick, and Gary finalized the purchase of Tennessee Coal & Iron. But now it was Gary’s turn to raise a proviso. “Before we go ahead with this,” he said, “we must consult President Roosevelt.”

			“But what has the President to do with it?” Morgan asked. He had never had much patience for politics or politicians, and throughout the crisis Roosevelt had been most notable by his absence.

			“If we do this without consulting the administration,” Gary argued, “a bill in equity might stop the sale, and in that case more harm than good would be done. He cannot say that we may or may not purchase, but we ought to know his attitude since he has a general direction of the law department of the United States.”

			Morgan considered. “Can you go at once?” he asked.

			At ten o’clock, Gary telephoned the White House, spoke to Roosevelt’s longtime secretary, William Loeb Jr., and arranged a meeting for first thing in the morning, so that any merger could be announced before the market opened and Moore & Schley’s loans were called in. Frick and Gary collected their topcoats and hurried from the building. Climbing into Frick’s car, they drove to Pennsylvania Station, across the Hudson in New Jersey, where they boarded a specially commissioned train consisting of a locomotive and a single Pullman car. It left at midnight.

			At 1:00 a.m., Strong was finally called to the librarian’s office. Closing the door behind him, he saw that this room was more intimate, with a lower ceiling, warm paneling, and a parquet floor. Mr. Morgan and the others were seated at a large wooden table. On the tabletop were a pack of playing cards and an ashtray filled with burned-down cigars.

			In answer to Morgan’s question, Strong said that the more detailed examination of the Trust Company of America’s books confirmed their earlier opinion—the company was solvent, with $2 million in assets. Then George Perkins reported that his inspection of the Lincoln Trust books revealed that company was also sound but would need a loan of about a million dollars to pay its depositors.

			By three o’clock, Strong had finished his report. Leaving the librarian’s office, he crossed the marble rotunda and headed toward the great bronze doors, only to find them locked. The key, he was told, was in Mr. Morgan’s vest pocket. The financier was determined that no one leave the building until affairs were settled that night. Strong went back to the cavernous West Room to wait with the others.

			Eventually, Morgan emerged. As he and his associates entered, a hush fell over the other men. In the financier’s hand was a document. He had prepared an agreement, he told them, detailing how much of the $25 million each of the solvent trust companies would need to advance to bail out their endangered colleagues. He set the paper on the wooden table before him. “There you are, gentlemen,” he said.

			When no one stepped forward, he reminded them that if this loan were not raised, “the walls of their own edifices might come crumbling down about their ears.” He then summarized Strong’s report, assuring them that their loan would be safe and reminding the trust companies that it behooved them “to look after their own.” Some of the executives argued that their responsibility was to reserve their capital and act in the best interest of their own institutions; besides, they had no authority to proceed without consulting their boards. Morgan countered that the loan amounts were in proportion to each company’s size and that he was sure their directors would ratify the decision.

			Morgan handed the agreement to an attorney, who read it aloud. Then he approached his friend Ed King, president of Union Trust and chairman of the ad hoc committee of trust company presidents. Putting his hand on King’s shoulder, he walked him to the table. “There’s the place, King,” he said, pointing to the document. “And here’s the pen.” Taking the gold instrument from Morgan’s hand, King signed the agreement. Every one of his colleagues did the same.

			At 4:45 a.m., the bronze doors were unlocked. As he prepared to leave, Lewis Cass Ledyard, the attorney who had suggested the solution to the TC&I crisis, stopped to speak to Morgan. “You look tired,” Morgan told him. “Go home and get a good night’s rest—but be back here at nine o’clock sharp!”

			The bankers tumbled into the cold night air. A wind had kicked up, and soft clouds scudded across the sky. Milk and bakery wagons rumbled through the streets. Red-eyed and irritable, the men pulled their overcoats about them as they scurried down the steps and climbed into their waiting automobiles.

			When Pierpont Morgan appeared in the courtyard, reporters charged the iron railing. “Nothing to say,” Morgan told them. “No statement to give. No, not now. Nothing whatever to say.” Then he went inside to get some sleep.

			[image: ]

			In the nation’s capital, the Washington Evening Star claimed to have it “on good authority” that, in the midst of all his other activities, Pierpont Morgan had been making “several quiet visits to this city the past few nights” to hold “conferences with President Roosevelt and Secretary of the Treasury Cortelyou.” But at eight o’clock that Monday morning, three hours after the weary bankers had left Morgan’s library, it was not the financier but his emissaries Henry Frick and Elbert Gary who were seated in the White House anteroom. Following their all-night train journey, they had arrived at the executive mansion in a battered hansom, attracting no undue notice. Now William Loeb, Roosevelt’s private secretary, was explaining that the president was having his breakfast and would see no one before ten o’clock.

			“But,” Gary told him, “this is a serious matter, and I think that if you will tell him just what Mr. Frick and I are here for, he will see us.”

			Loeb was unmoved. Having worked for Mr. Roosevelt for nearly a decade, he was confident in his grasp of the president’s wishes. At that moment, James R. Garfield, secretary of the interior (and son of the slain president), happened by. Frick and Gary buttonholed him, and promising to intercede on their behalf, Garfield disappeared down the corridor.

			If the president did deign to speak with them, Morgan’s men knew, it was far from certain how he would respond. Relations between Roosevelt and Morgan were longstanding and complex, running the gamut from eager collaboration to wary truce to open combat. How would the president interpret Morgan’s current offer—as a sincere effort to resolve a national emergency, a brazen quid pro quo, or an underhanded scheme to circumvent the law? Considering his slowness in grasping the severity of the present troubles, would Roosevelt recognize the urgency of the TC&I affair at all? Perhaps Loeb was right; perhaps the president wouldn’t care to interrupt his breakfast to receive two emissaries from Wall Street.

			As the clock ticked away the minutes to the market opening, Gary and Frick could only sit and wait.
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