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More Praise for Ghosts of Iron Mountain


“THOUGHTFUL, PROVOCATIVE, UNIQUE, AND SMART are just a few of the adjectives that describe Phil Tinline’s engrossing and highly readable Ghosts of Iron Mountain. You have to read this book to understand the roots of Trumpism in America today.”

—Steven M. Gillon, New York Times bestselling author of America’s Reluctant Prince and 10 Days That Unexpectedly Changed America

“A BRILLIANTLY RESEARCHED HISTORY that has the acid kick of a well-mixed gimlet. Tinline tell us, in a way we’ve never heard before, about the era of JFK and Vietnam—and the dark tendrils reaching out from then to now.”

—Rana Mitter, S. T. Lee Chair in U.S.-China Relations at the Harvard Kennedy School and author of Forgotten Ally: China’s World War II, 1937–1945

“PERSPECTIVE-SHIFTING. Ghosts of Iron Mountain tells a story that subverts expectations of a perfectly polarized left-wing and right-wing mindset in the U.S. The fabricated document at this narrative’s center has, since the 1960s, felt true to both sides, helping to explain why it continues to ping between satire and gospel across the political spectrum—and to this day remains distressingly relevant.”

—Whitney Phillips, coauthor of The Shadow Gospel: How Anti-Liberal Demonology Possessed U.S. Religion, Media, and Politics

“A GRIPPING, BEAUTIFULLY WRITTEN, REAL-LIFE HISTORICAL THRILLER. Roller-coastering from past to present, Ghosts of Iron Mountain reveals why many among us clutch at yarns about evil cabals and shadowy power brokers, and it finally answers the crucial question: Why do so many Americans cling to the stubborn belief that if something feels real, it is real?”

—Brian Klaas, contributing writer at The Atlantic and author of Fluke: Chance, Chaos, and Why Everything We Do Matters

“DEEPLY INSIGHTFUL. The conspiratorial narratives that threaten society often come without warning, like a shock weather event. Or so it seems. Here, Phil Tinline reveals the actual truth—that fears about colluding forces are a quite predictable reaction to the centralization of state power and abuses by those who wield it. Ghosts of Iron Mountain is a masterly account of how post–World War II America succumbed to a paranoia that still has many of its citizens chasing extremes.”

—James Ball, author of Post-Truth: How Bullshit Conquered the World

“A PAGE-TURNING, RIPPING GOOD READ. It is, in fact, a true story about us, our beliefs and fears, our political choices, and our paranoia about power. Read it and be awakened.”

—Michael Shermer, publisher of Skeptic magazine and author of Conspiracy: Why the Rational Believe the Irrational

“PACEY AND ENGAGING. Both the immediate response to the Report and its enduring legacy reveal the extent of Americans’ suspicions of and alienation from their government and help make sense of the apparent insanity of QAnon and other deep-state conspiracy theories.”

—Laura Beers, author of Orwell’s Ghosts: Wisdom and Warnings for the Twenty-First Century

“UNPUTDOWNABLE. This superb story of a runaway hoax peels back like an onion. By the time you get to the deepest layer, everything you thought you knew about politics is transformed.”

—Bradley Garrett, author of Bunker: What It Takes to Survive the Apocalypse
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For my family




FOREWORD

It was a left-wing conspiracy—and I happened to be in a position to know four of the plotters: Victor Navasky, Richard Lingeman, E. L. Doctorow, and Ping Ferry. They were mischievous merry pranksters who, with no inkling of the ultimate scale of what they were creating, managed to pull off what Phil Tinline rightly calls the hoax of the century.

I first met Victor Navasky in the spring of 1978 when he walked in to take over The Nation, the country’s oldest political weekly. I was a twenty-six-year-old assistant editor, and he seemed terribly intimidating—even humorless. But as I learned over the years, this first impression was quite mistaken. Victor had an impish, even mischievous sense of humor. At forty-six-years of age, he’d already had quite a career. He’d published a serious biography of Bobby Kennedy—and he was about to publish Naming Names, a definitive history of the McCarthy era and the Hollywood Ten case, “a conspiracy so immense,” as the communist-hunting senator once inveighed. But Navasky had also been the publisher and editor of a biting satirical magazine, Monocle, that he’d founded while studying law at Yale.

Navasky brought with him to The Nation his Monocle buddy, Richard Lingeman, a reserved, ever so soft-spoken Midwesterner who’d written much of the copy for Monocle. By the late 1970s, E. L. Doctorow was already an acclaimed novelist, but he would occasionally drop off his essays at The Nation’s offices. The very rich Ping Ferry rarely entered the magazine’s rundown lair, but it was assumed he always came with a sizable check.

At the time, I had a vague knowledge that these middle-aged men had been comrades from Monocle, the now wholly forgotten and defunct political satire magazine. I had no idea of their dark secret. Once or maybe twice I heard the phrase “Iron Mountain”—and someone would lift their eyebrows and emit a soft chuckle. I shrugged it off as ancient history.

By 1981, I was ready to embark on my first book project, a biography of John J. McCloy, the powerful Wall Street Rockefeller family lawyer—the man whom John Kenneth Galbraith had named as the mysterious “chairman of the U.S. Establishment.” In college I’d read The Power Elite by C. Wright Mills, and my ambition with McCloy was to use his life to explore how power works in our complicated democracy. McCloy was the chairman of the Council on Foreign Relations, chairman of the Ford Foundation, a director of the Rockefeller Foundation, and a member of both the Bilderberg Group and the Trilateral Commission. And, of course, he allegedly ran naked with other powerful members of the Establishment each summer in the elite Bohemian Grove club near San Francisco.

Needless to say, Victor thought this was a terrific project, and he shepherded my way to a literary agent and a somewhat modest book advance from Alice Mayhew at Simon & Schuster.

I spent ten years on The Chairman: John J. McCloy and the Making of the American Establishment. It was a serious biography, by which I mean it had thousands of source notes. And, yes, I wrote about McCloy’s involvement with elite institutions as a vehicle to understand the workings of power and how decisions are made, particularly in the field of foreign affairs. And yet, I was always wary of being labeled a conspiratorialist. McCloy, for example, was a member of the Warren Commission to investigate John F. Kennedy’s assassination. Early in the commission’s deliberations, Allen Dulles asserted that most presidential assassins typically were misfits and loners. To which McCloy retorted, “The Lincoln assassination was a plot.”

Still, McCloy understood that it was going to be hard to prove the absence of a plot. “The Commission,” he said in its very first meeting, “is going to be criticized… no matter what we do.” Indeed, the Warren Commission rightly concluded that Oswald had acted alone—but this wholly reasoned conclusion to their investigations only planted the seeds for a growth industry in myriad conspiracy theories.

All of this is to confess that as a biographer and historian I have wrestled with the attractions of a conspiratorial narrative in history. I have spent decades writing about elite players and the culture of the Establishment. But I remain a skeptic of any particular conspiracy as an explanation of how power is exercised by these elites. Those who reflexively fall for a conspiratorial narrative, often convoluted, slip into thinking that nothing is an accident. But from our daily experience, we all know that life is often a series of accidents.



What we have here in Phil Tinline’s astonishing book is something altogether unique—an account of a brilliantly conceived spoof that has quite unintentionally changed the course of history, feeding a frenzy of conspiratorially minded narratives that have poisoned the electorate and threaten our civic discourse. The spoof would be hilarious if it were not so dangerous.

What was Navasky thinking when he opened this door on the deep state? Well, Victor and his comrades were only having good fun—and trying to get people to wake up to the mad nature of what Dwight Eisenhower called the military-industrial complex and the tragedy of Lyndon Johnson’s endless Vietnam War. When Victor persuaded struggling writer Leonard Lewin to write a parody of a top-secret government study exploring what would happen if “peace” suddenly broke out, Navasky was just trying to get people to think. The Report from Iron Mountain was an anti-war spoof, that’s all.

But the hoax was too successful. When published, it made news on the front page of the New York Times. It became a bestseller. Lewin’s prose, echoing the deadpan, amoral language of nuclear war strategists like Herman Kahn at the Hudson Institute, convinced all too many people, left and right, that Report from Iron Mountain was authentic. And some continued to believe it was the real thing even when Lewin and Navasky owned up to the hoax five years later.

As Tinline documents, the Report from Iron Mountain became “a satire on the thinking of the real power elite that was purloined by fascists.”

The unintended consequences have been both knee-slappingly ludicrous and quite deadly. Iron Mountain spawned so much conspiracy thinking: Oliver Stone’s blockbuster 1991 film JFK. The anti-Semitic trash of Liberty Lobby’s Spotlight publications. And perhaps even Timothy McVeigh’s April 19, 1995, truck bomb attack on the federal building in Oklahoma City that killed 168 people. There were also the hateful ravings of radio host Alex Jones. The activities of various right-wing state militias that published pirated editions of Iron Mountain. And one could argue that even former president Donald Trump’s exhortations against the “deep state” ultimately trace back to Navasky’s hoax.

Iron Mountain has had a very strange life. It has even fed left-wing hallucinations. As Tinline writes, “The horrible irony is that Report from Iron Mountain was crafted with such ingenuity and insight that Lewin, Doctorow, and Navasky accidentally created another multipurpose, undying conspiracy theory that could be used to substantiate the craziest claim about the elite’s schemes.” Iron Mountain has been used to explain why we should not believe the science of climate change. Or why we should distrust vaccines. Or, even more often, why we should distrust the federal government and our elected leaders.

Tinline’s history of the hoax is fascinating and hilarious. But it is also a serious intellectual history that illuminates our times. In part, Tinline relies on the thinking of the late, great historian Richard Hofstadter, the author of the influential essay “The Paranoid Style in American Politics.” Understanding the role of elites, he points out, doesn’t mean viewing history as just a secret plot. “There is a great difference between… locating conspiracies in history and saying that history is, in effect, a conspiracy.”

If Victor were still with us today he would emphatically agree. But I think the mischief-maker in him would still be delighted with his prank—even as he would be worried that so many people continue to misunderstand his serious intentions.

Kai Bird




INTRODUCTION: WHAT HAPPENED?

How do you know that someone in power isn’t plotting right now to do you harm?

How did we get to the point where many of us, on all sides of politics, are convinced that our opponents are evil and mean to destroy us?

And how did America, the last best hope of earth, the beacon of democracy, the shining city on a hill, find its Capitol under attack by its own citizens? Why, nearly four years later, in November 2024, did a majority of Americans vote for a former president who did not exactly seem displeased that that attack had happened? Many voters clearly felt, based on everyday experience, that the government did not have their best interests at heart. But at least for some people, Donald Trump’s appeal appeared to go beyond the problems of high prices or illegal migration. At rally after rally, he told a story about how the state had become a malign, even demonic force.

One way to make sense of this is to look back to the forging of the United States in the firestorm of popular revolt. The mob that gathered in the heart of Washington, DC, on January 6, 2021, certainly had that history of resistance in mind; it’s a vital part of the story. But the independent United States’s new capital city was meant to symbolize the inauguration of government of, by, and for the people. It takes its name from the leader of the revolt against tyranny. By what strange sequence of events has Washington come to be seen as tyranny’s command center?

This book is about the stories we tell ourselves about power, and how today’s nightmares about deep states and dark conspiracies were formed: specters that were ready and waiting to be summoned and pressed back into service once America lurched back into crisis.

To make sense of the latest reawakening of long dormant fears, we need to go back first not all the way to 1776, but to the time when American power as we think of it today really took shape—an era when most of its recent leaders were also forged. Joe Biden was born in 1942, the first full year of America’s involvement in the Second World War, as the war machine was gearing up. Trump—like Bill Clinton and George W. Bush—was born in the summer of 1946, as America emerged to find its global standing transformed. The United States in which they grew up really did seem to be a shining city. So what happened?

As we’ll see, it was in that confident postwar world—when the United States was at the zenith of its power—that many people stopped trusting the government and started worrying about whether it was still possible to tell the difference between truth and deception—between fact and fiction. This really took off in the mid-1960s,1 but even before that, voices on both the left and right feared how powerful the center had become, how secretive, how easily it told lies. And that powerful center lied not only to the public but to itself, to the point where it sometimes seemed lost in a maze of delusions. It was in that era that today’s fears of what some now call the deep state crystalized.

The descent into a kind of omnipresent paranoia—crucially, a paranoia tinged with truth—is best captured in the true story of a hoax. A hoax that shocked the nation in the late 1960s, and that, once created, seemed impossible to extinguish.

Most hoaxes, of course, are eventually revealed, and that’s the end of their run. But this one endured, infinitely metastasizing because it captured all too well those fears of power, whether one stood on the left or right. The fabricated document at the hoax’s center purported to sum up a top secret government investigation into what would happen if permanent global peace broke out. The government investigators—referred to only as “the Special Study Group”—predicted that if America’s vast war machine had to be dismantled, terrible consequences would follow. They recommended horrifying alternative methods that the state would have to use to keep control of the population.

The notion that such a study group actually existed raised the fear of a cabal within the government that secretly pulls on puppet strings, manipulating the course of our lives. This belief that what the hoax revealed was real persisted for years and years—long after the fabrication was exposed. Its influence spread to Hollywood and to the extreme right. It’s still alive right now.

The man at the heart of this story—a writer named Leonard Lewin—understood very well what haunted people, and he proved masterly in creating a false document that would be taken for the truth. But before we follow him to a mysterious place called Iron Mountain we must journey back to the fifties and early sixties, to meet two other men of his generation.

C. Wright Mills was a radical maverick who developed a hugely influential left-wing critique of how American power worked. John F. Kennedy embodied that power—and found himself facing attacks from the far right. Each played a crucial, if unwitting, role in laying the conspiratorial kindling that allowed this hoax to catch fire in the popular imagination.




1 THE POWER ELITE

In the wake of the Second World War, the United States suddenly found itself the most powerful nation in history. America was suddenly, aggressively big: big new factories and shipyards, big cars and big cities, big growth figures, big budgets, big corporations and big unions, a few big computers. At the heart of it all, big government with grand ambitions; a newly gigantic military; and, overshadowing everything, the most colossal and destructive weapons ever made.

The atomic bomb was terrifying in itself, but it raised another fear: that this apocalyptic new weapon handed immense power to a handful of American technocrats. The once-lean American state had been transformed into a vast war machine that now drafted young men into the military in peacetime.

Those in command, meanwhile, were even more apprehensive, because the postwar world had brought a series of unnerving shocks and defeats. Stalin’s Soviet Union, lately America’s ally, had swallowed half of Europe; it looked as though Greece would be next. France and Italy seemed vulnerable. And communism was armed not just with tanks but invisible, insidious ideas that had penetrated America’s homeland, especially among the kind of bright young people now rising into positions of influence. In 1948, Czechoslovakia fell to a stealth communist coup. Then the Soviets blockaded West Berlin, forcing the United States to lead a year-long airlift to feed a city of more than two million. At home, defectors and the FBI were exposing spies inside the government. In 1949, the communist tide engulfed China, and it emerged that Stalin had the Bomb. In 1950, communist North Korea invaded South Korea, and a third world war, fought with atomic weapons, seemed imminent. Three weeks later, a man named Julius Rosenberg was arrested on suspicion of passing atom bomb secrets to Moscow.

Many Americans saw the global communist threat as the overriding danger. But not everyone. For some on the left, the progressive impetus of President Roosevelt’s government-expanding New Deal in the 1930s had vanished, leaving a much bigger, stronger state—but one which now saw them as the enemy. They watched as a single law—the 1947 National Security Act—entrenched the federal government’s new Cold War powers in three forbidding new institutions. First, the National Security Agency: a secretive inner circle at the heart of the executive branch; in time, this would place a powerful unelected figure at the president’s side: the national security adviser. Second, in the immense new Pentagon building—another product of the war—the old War and Navy Departments and the newly independent air force came together as the Department of Defense. And third, the act inaugurated America’s first peacetime foreign espionage organization, the Central Intelligence Agency. From 1950, under the Internal Security Act, the president was authorized, in an internal security emergency, to detain anyone deemed a spy, saboteur, or subversive. And then there were the loyalty oaths and the blacklists, and the firings and forced resignations.

For leftists looking over their shoulders, there seemed no serious difference between the centers of government and the baying hounds of the far right, led by the terrifying Republican senator Joseph McCarthy. His indiscriminate hunt for supposed communists to haul before his investigations committee and drive from public life was making him immensely popular.

But McCarthy was just as distrustful of powerful centrist elites as his opposite numbers on the left. He was a Wisconsin farm-boy populist, aggressively suspicious of the high-born liberals who ran America’s big government machine. He accused the State Department, the CIA, and eventually the army of being riddled with traitors who despised the real America.

Here—on the left, the right, and in the center of government—were three competing visions of power. All three visions were overblown, but it was McCarthy’s wild talk of the “immense” communist “conspiracy”1 that went furthest into fiction. He began with the narrative he wanted to push, then had his staff scrabble for evidence to back it up. One journalist wrote that McCarthy behaved like a private eye in a movie; a Senate committee report on the communist hunter’s early accusations denounced them as “a fraud and a hoax.”2

In 1954, McCarthy’s Establishment enemies finally faced him down, when he directly challenged the U.S. Army, but in the years that followed, both the left and the right kept struggling to come to terms with the federal government’s sinister, secretive new concentration of power, and how to resist it. In many ways, they were right to be wary of the threat. But at times, in their attempts to fight the power, they built the state up into an overwhelming, omnipotent force at the heart of a vast web of conspiracy.



In the timid world of American academia in the mid-1950s, Charles Wright Mills was a very unusual sort of scholar: a Texan who tore around on a motorcycle, built his own houses, and took great pride in having once kicked a racist in the face. With both feet. He was born in Waco, went to high school in Dallas, and seemed on course to be an engineer in the booming Texas economy. He did not leave his home state until he was twenty-three. Even as a fast-rising sociologist, he remained an “outlander.”3 He once praised a friend for being “like the cowboy and detectives in the movies, an autonomous man.”4 His fellow academic sociologists at Columbia University tended to confine themselves to narrow, highly focused research projects, which they strove to make as objective as possible. But Mills was aiming far higher, and wider.

Driven by the image of the little man against the system, C. Wright Mills variously declared himself a socialist and an anarchist. As a teenager, he’d rebelled against the harshness of military school. He saw the Second World War as a pointless “bloodbath”5 and was relieved that, for medical reasons, he was rejected for military service. The war, he wrote, “made a radical of me.”6 He’d planted his flag on the left, but lauded that hero of hard-right libertarians, the American Revolutionary icon Patrick Henry: another autonomous man who’d stood up against centralized power.

Amid the postwar boom and Cold War paranoia, Mills saw an America in which ordinary citizens felt that power had been sucked out of their lives and relocated to far-off rooms where tight-knit groups of men, with endless funds and infinite ambition plotted… who knew what? This was the country he set out to understand.

In 1956, he published a book called The Power Elite: a data-rich, deeply researched assault on the new establishment that had developed since the war. “Historically,” Mills argued, “democracy in America has been underpinned by the militia system of armed citizens at a time when the rifle was the key weapon and one man meant one rifle as well as one vote.” The Constitution was “constructed in fear of a powerful military establishment.”7 But now, there was the Pentagon, that gargantuan death star, symbolizing how “the American means of violence have been enlarged and centralized.”8 Corporations, politicians, and the military, he argued, were inextricably intertwined: generals went to work for defense companies, which funded congressmen, who lobbied for more money for the military. This was a fearsome centralization of power.

The status quo was sustained by a “permanent war economy” which had extended that intertwining of state, military, and corporations into peacetime. Or rather, into the era of Cold War. The permanent war economy kept a 1930s-style slump at bay, but at a price: “war or a high state of war preparedness,” Mills wrote, “is felt to be the normal and seemingly permanent condition of the United States.”9 Under the supposedly permanent threat of attack, the military had unprecedented influence on political decisions.

The generals, businessmen, and politicians—as well as defense intellectuals, Pentagon-funded scientists, and media cheerleaders—all behaved as if their Cold War world view was calm, grown-up common sense. Mills attacked the way they sought to manipulate the masses into accepting that there was no alternative to “the military definition of reality.” He attacked the warlords’ no-expense-spared public relations onslaught, which they’d deployed ever since the Second World War to “sell their ideas and themselves to the public and to the Congress.” This, he complained, extended to a Pentagon newsroom with at least thirty-six journalists and “the largest motion-picture studio in the East.”10 In the face of this, too many Americans had lost “the desire to be independent.”11 They were becoming “cheerful robots,”12 helplessly apathetic and cynical about what the powerful did in their name.

Mills’s ideas chimed with lurid fears expressed by many in the early years of the Cold War regarding the manipulative power of brainwashing, subliminal advertising, and Madison Avenue’s “hidden persuaders.” But the sociologist took care to chart the limits of the power elite’s capacity to bend the masses to their will. In the face of rising public distrust, he wrote, the media couldn’t simply persuade them as if by “magic,”13 much as it might want to.

And crucially, he argued that the dreamworld the power elite sought to impose on the public was one they lived in themselves, in which war had “become seemingly total and seemingly permanent” and was “the only reality.”14

In 1958, to the consternation of his studiously empirical colleagues, Mills set out his ideas in a polemical paperback aimed at the mass market. The Causes of World War Three denounced the powerful men stuck in this militaristic mindset as deluded “crackpot realists” who were dragging the world toward destruction. The book sold in large numbers. It argued that, since the end of the Second World War, “many in elite circles have felt that economic prosperity in the US is immediately under-pinned by the war economy and that desperate economic—and so political—problems might well arise should there be disarmament and genuine peace.”15 At times, he made a more alarming assertion: that to a “considerable extent, militarism has become an end in itself.”16

Mills was desperate to break the suffocating elite consensus. The bipartisan approach to foreign policy. The way real decisions were made in secret by executives and the military, not openly in Congress. Journalists’ willingness to “disseminate the official definitions of world reality.”17 He wanted America to get back to thrashing political issues out in open public argument. He wanted to show what the economy would look like “with the economics of war subtracted,”18 to take private profit out of war preparations and “replace the permanent war economy by a permanent peace economy.” And above all, he wanted a break with the “military metaphysic”—the whole mindset spawned by America’s vertiginous ascent to superpower status, which maintained that the arms race and the permanent war economy were the only rational approaches. It was vital to “move towards making possible alternative definitions of reality.”19

All these ideas—of the power elite, mass manipulation, and the need to break through official reality to an alternative—came close to conspiracy theory. But Mills was careful to avoid taking that further step. He tested his analysis with his long-time friend and colleague, a historian named Richard Hofstadter. Mills stressed that the “conception of the power elite… does not rest upon the assumption that American history since the origins of World War II must be understood as a secret plot, or as a great and coordinated conspiracy of the members of this elite. The conception rests upon quite impersonal grounds”:20 on often-visible similarities of world view and interest. He invoked Hofstadter’s caution that “there is a great difference between locating conspiracies in history and saying that history is, in effect, a conspiracy.”21

But when more shocks came, others wouldn’t be quite so careful.



If anyone embodied Mills’s triangle of military, business, and politics, it was his contemporary John F. Kennedy: war hero, son of a multimillionaire, and a senator before he was forty. As a fast-rising Irish-American banker and businessman, his father, Joseph P. Kennedy, would doubtless have been happy with the idea of the power elite, provided he could break into it. He hated the First World War, but was ready to use it to boost his ascent. He was a conservative, isolationist tycoon, but in the 1930s he saw that it was interventionist government that was on the rise, so he made sure he hitched himself to President Franklin Roosevelt and his New Deal. As he rose with it, he prepared to pull his sons up with him—despite his relentless support for appeasement and, once war broke out in 1939, for American neutrality.

John—or “Jack,” as the family called him—grew up in such a bubble that he didn’t notice the Great Depression. As he later admitted, “I read about it at Harvard.”22 When war broke out, he was determined to serve despite his various illnesses, which included chronic back pain and Addison’s disease. Joe scratched the necessary backs to ensure that, despite his health, Jack was enlisted in the navy. This was self-promotion as well as self-sacrifice, but young Kennedy ended up displaying genuine heroism, rescuing his men when their torpedo boat was cut in half by a Japanese destroyer. He earned his write-up in the New Yorker. In 1946, John F. Kennedy ran for Congress, and his father paid for one hundred thousand copies of a shortened version of the New Yorker article to be distributed across the district.

To a great extent, John’s views were just what you might expect from an apprentice member of the power elite. He was much more militaristic than his isolationist father, though this was tempered by empathy for fellow veterans and robust contempt for the military’s higher-ups. He was a fairly conventional cold warrior, uncritical of hard-line anti-communists’ conspiratorial frame of mind. He voted for the 1950 Internal Security Act and its new powers to intern so-called subversives in a national emergency. He was no fan of Joseph McCarthy, but when, in 1954, the Wisconsin demagogue finally faced a censure vote from fellow senators, Kennedy avoided participating.23 His father had links with McCarthy; his brother Bobby had worked for him.

On one important Cold War question, Kennedy’s stance was more distinctive—for the moment, at least. President Eisenhower was investing in ever-greater U.S. military aid to South Vietnam, with the aim of ensuring it didn’t fall under communist control. This buildup accorded with the so-called domino theory that insisted that if South Vietnam fell, neighboring countries would soon follow. Kennedy won praise for arguing against U.S. military intervention. But he did so on the grounds that it “would be dangerously futile and destructive,” not that the goal was wrong.24 He remained in the political center; he wasn’t challenging the basic logic of the Cold War.



In The Power Elite, Mills referred to Kennedy only once—in a footnote. He pointed to the young senator’s rise to show how “today, the politician must rely on the mass media, and access to these media is expensive.” He also suggested that such access wasn’t always truthfully accounted for. Kennedy, Mills explained, was the “son of multimillionaire Joseph P Kennedy.” He “was reported to have spent $15,866 in his 1952 campaign,” but curiously enough “committees on his behalf… spent $217,995.”25 Joe paid for a blizzard of ads across every available medium, and even bought the support of a whole newspaper. No one fought their way to power without a little trickery.

As Kennedy’s undeclared run for president geared up through 1959, this expensive promotion began to become a public relations problem, particularly given who was doing the spending. During the Wisconsin primary, a hopelessly outgunned Hubert Humphrey complained: “We are not selling corn flakes or some Hollywood production.”26 As Kennedy clinched the nomination and prepared to take on Republican Richard Nixon, he could rely on the media to keep his incessant promiscuity to themselves. Stories about his chronic health problems were reflexively, and successfully, denied.

One key plank of Kennedy’s campaign sprang straight from the “military definition of reality” that Mills said the power elite both embraced and pushed onto everyone else. America, Kennedy warned, faced a terrifying “missile gap.” Despite having once been the country’s top general, President Eisenhower had supposedly let the United States fall dangerously behind the USSR in intercontinental ballistic missile production. Since 1956, Khrushchev had been boasting that the Soviet Union was pumping out ICBMs like sausages. Then, on October 4, 1957, news had broken that the Soviets had managed to launch a satellite. The unnerving success of Sputnik seemed to confirm that Soviet missiles could strike America. A few weeks later, the Washington Post revealed that the top secret Gaither report on the nation’s defenses against nuclear attack had leaked—and was terrifying. It portrayed “a United States in the gravest danger in its history”; only “an enormous increase in military spending” would save the day.27

Which was all very compelling, but there was no missile gap. Or rather, there was, but it was in America’s favor. The Soviet leader had been making it all up—and the hardened anti-communist cold warriors in the air force had chosen to believe him. The historian Sharon Ghamari-Tabrizi has charted the enthusiastic credulity of air force analysts and their fellow experts at the affiliated think tank, the RAND Corporation, who saw what they wanted to see in blurred photographs and misinterpreted an absence of tests not as evidence that the Soviet program had stalled, but that it had moved to a terrifying new phase.

This was the military definition of reality Mills had identified—the demands of managing the incomprehensible stakes of the arms race had led intelligent men to demand maximum rearmament on the back of guesswork and self-delusion. Kennedy was all too keen to seize on the gap for political advantage. Eventually, exasperated by the Democratic candidate’s claims about the missile gap, President Eisenhower instructed the Joint Chiefs of Staff to show the ambitious young senator the real picture. But either this sharing of information was so restricted by continuing secrecy that Kennedy was shown too little to convince him, or Kennedy was persuaded but, regardless, chose to keep shaking his fist at the nonexistent gap.



One force driving the desperation for unachievable certainty was the series of shocks America had endured, ever since the start of the Cold War, as countries from Czechoslovakia to China had been taken over by communists. No wonder that, like many in the late 1950s power elite, Kennedy was an advocate of the domino theory. And now it had happened again, far closer to home. In Cuba, just ninety miles off the coast, on New Year’s Day, 1959, a revolutionary socialist guerrilla leader, Fidel Castro, had seized power, nationalizing U.S.-owned businesses. To the power elite, this posed a political and military threat, especially if revolution caught fire across Latin America. At the height of his battle for the White House, Kennedy made an incendiary call for America to “strengthen” and “support” exiled Cuban “fighters for freedom” who wanted to overthrow Castro. Even Nixon, who’d made his name as a hard-line anti-communist, accused Kennedy of risking a Third World War.



C. Wright Mills, meanwhile, was making himself the loudest, most outspoken defender of Castro in the United States. Days before Kennedy called for American support for the exiles, Mills had finished hammering out a book in six weeks flat: Listen, Yankee: The Revolution in Cuba. It had soon sold more than a hundred thousand copies. Mills had moved a long way from the scholarly approach of The Power Elite. His new book’s argument was based on a visit to Cuba in August 1960, during which he recorded interviews with “soldiers, intellectuals, government officials, and citizens,”28 questioned most of the revolutionary leaders, including Che Guevara, and spent more than three days with Castro himself—and it was written in the voice of a Cuban revolutionary.

Shortly before he set off, Mills had been told by Cuba’s alternate representative to the United Nations that Castro had read The Power Elite during the revolutionary struggle, and discussed it with his followers. And now Mills sought to give a voice to a valiant small nation struggling to free itself from the long shadow of its colossal neighbor. The Texan in New York, the champion of the little man against big power, was escalating his crusade to a geopolitical scale.

Early in Listen, Yankee, Mills takes aim at the two presidential candidates whom he sees as much the same, each as belligerent and ignorant of Cuba as the other. “What are we to suppose,” his imaginary revolutionary asks, “when Mr. Nixon speaks openly about bringing us to our knees whenever he decides to, and Mr. Kennedy ‘takes the hard line’ and calls us a ‘Communist satellite.’… All the Kennedys and Nixons can see in the world is an imagined military scene, and both see that with all the vision of the hysteric.”29

Days before he left for Cuba, Mills read a piece in the New York Times called “The Managerial Revolution Hits Politics,” which noted approvingly that neither candidate “is burning with ideological zeal, which is what bothers the extremists of Right and Left. They are the organization men of politics.”30 This liberal centrism, to Mills, was exactly the problem.

He was not the only American public figure prepared to speak up for Cuba—he was involved with a body called the Fair Play for Cuba Committee (FPCC), which had been launched that April with a declaration in the New York Times, signed by the novelists Norman Mailer, James Baldwin, and Truman Capote; the French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre; and the English theater critic Kenneth Tynan. Reportedly, it was at the behest of one of the organization’s founders that Mills wrote Listen, Yankee in the first place. But he was now going further than any of them in railing against the power elite.

He agreed to take on his Cold War liberal foes in a debate on live television before an audience of millions. His opponent was to be Adolf Berle, who’d been assistant secretary of state for Latin American Affairs during the war, and ambassador to Brazil. He’d also been an early critic of The Power Elite.

Like the autonomous man going up against the system he so admired in detective novels and movies, the moral maverick up against “immoral society,”31 Mills had left himself open to attack from multiple angles. The FBI was on his case; he received a death threat, telling him “an American agent disgused as a South American” would assassinate him when he went to Cuba in the New Year.32 Mills said he could believe it—according to an FBI report, he assumed “the Federal Bureau of Investigation and other similar U.S. organizations do not approve of his activities.”33 He started finding out how to buy a gun.

His press clippings agency was sending him the reviews of Listen, Yankee, which charged him not just with spite, claptrap, and childishness but with spreading distortions, lies, and propaganda paid for by Havana. Listen, Yankee pushes back at the idea that America’s “catastrophes around the world are caused by a mere handful of conspirators stirring up trouble.” But now he stood accused of peddling the converse conspiracy theory: that the masses were unknowingly under the thumb of “shadowy directors who sit around polished tables in Manhattan.”34 He was trying to replace a phantom cabal of cackling communists with a phantom cabal of cackling capitalists. And while all this was coming his way, an ever more exhausted Mills was stressing over the preparations for the debate on live TV. As he told a British friend, “the pressure on me because of Cuba, official and unofficial, is mounting. It is very subtle and very fascinating. But also worrisome and harassing.”35 The night before the debate, Mills suffered a severe heart attack.

In the drawer next to his hospital bed, he kept a pistol.



Not that he could have known, but in his lonely crusade against Kennedy and the power elite Mills had a surprising ally. In the White House, President Eisenhower’s chief speechwriter was a political scientist—and ex-journalist—named Malcolm Moos. According to the historian James Ledbetter, Moos had “certainly” read C. Wright Mills.36 He’d also taken to leafing through the aerospace journals in which the defense industry busily retailed its wares to the Pentagon. It was, he remembered, “astounding to go through them, and see some 25,000 different kinds of related companies.”37

Between Kennedy’s Cuba speech and the publication of Listen, Yankee, Moos met with a colleague to discuss what their boss should say when he left office at the start of 1961. What if Eisenhower said farewell by addressing “the problem of militarism”? As never before, they agreed, “the United States has a permanent war-based industry.” On top of that, they were becoming increasingly aware of the sheer number of officers who were retiring in their forties, then mysteriously reappearing as directors “in the war-based industrial complex, shaping its decisions and guiding the direction of its tremendous thrust.”38

You might think Eisenhower, supreme Allied commander in Europe during the Second World War, would balk at saying any such thing. In fact, he had a long-standing concern with the size of the military and an old-school belief in balancing the government’s books. He was irritated by the phony “missile gap” attacks and Kennedy’s performative hawkishness in the election. And he was “outraged at the antics of the cabal consisting of air force officers, aviation industry lobbyists and trade associations, and congressmen promoting arms programs beneficial to their districts who regularly fed ammunition to his critics.”39 Business, military, politicians in cahoots, using tall tales to make their permanent war economy self-interest palatable. As Moos and his colleagues prepared the speech for Eisenhower, Kennedy narrowly won the election.

On January 17, 1961, America watched as its genial old president looked directly into the camera and bid his country farewell. He included in his remarks this startlingly bleak warning: “In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist.”40

Left-wingers reacted with delighted surprise. As Mills recovered from his heart attack, he read the maverick journalist I. F. Stone’s stop-the-presses reaction to the speech in his weekly newsletter. Under the headline “The Monster We Can No Longer Control,” Stone connected the speech to Eisenhower’s State of the Union jibe a few days before that the missile gap was a “fiction.” “We wonder,” wrote Stone,


whether a civilian president, without Mr. Eisenhower’s prestige as a military commander, will dare challenge myths of this kind…. How is the ordinary citizen to know the truth when it takes time even for a military man as President to see behind bloated intelligence estimates?41



But perhaps Kennedy didn’t want to challenge these myths at all. In Mills’s papers there is an intriguing article marked up with his underlinings. It’s from an unnamed journal, dated December 10, 1960—the day Mills was supposed to have been on TV debating Cuba, had he not had a heart attack. It suggested that Kennedy’s victory had “aroused new hopes in the breasts of the armament interests” in anticipation of a healthy boost in military spending. Indeed, the author speculates drily, the “enormous vested interest in armaments” is such that, “if the Soviet Union should announce its intention to disarm unilaterally, there would be enormous pressure on Washington to force military aid on the former enemy and re-establish it as a menace.”42



Kennedy’s big “New Frontier” pitch to Americans was youth, efficiency, and vigor—and into the heart of power on his coattails came a fresh generation of smart young “defense intellectuals.” In the New York Times, James Reston wrote admiringly that “These men are not bound to an established set of policies. They are not talking in ideological terms or traditional terms. They are reviewing the problems facing the country quite analytically and it is obvious that they are perfectly willing to follow the facts wherever they may lead.”43 Some of these men, pristine in their horn-rims, bow ties, and short-sleeved white shirts, were associated with the U.S. Air Force–affiliated think tank the RAND Corporation. Like the CIA, this enterprise was a product of the Second World War: it had sprung from scientists’ cooperation with the military and was leading the transformation of “war” into something beyond the comprehension of the public, and even of the generals.

The whiz kid of whiz kids was the dauntingly clever ex-president of Ford Motor Company Robert McNamara, who’d made his name transforming the efficiency of America’s bombing forces during the Second World War. Once installed in the Pentagon, the new secretary of defense and his bright young men were going to do the same for the whole of the U.S. military. Their primary weapons would be “systems analysis” and “operations research.” These innovative methods used computers to conduct holistic, coolly objective measurements of cost and need, with precisely zero care for the finer feelings of the blustering top brass. This was all dazzlingly scientific. But did these men’s belief that they could order the world, and their reliance on future projections, lend their methods just a hint of science fiction?



Within weeks of Kennedy’s idealistic inaugural, Castro was complaining that the Pentagon and the CIA were conducting daily air drops of weapons to guerrillas in Cuba’s mountains. Meanwhile, the New York Times was reporting that Kennedy was increasingly talking about the problem of tyranny on the island.

Mills was at home in rural New York, following the news as he tried to recuperate under the eye of the FBI. And now he was being sued for millions of dollars by a finance company over a passage in Listen, Yankee alleging unlawful activity in prerevolutionary Cuba. He wrote to an English friend, a Marxist academic named Ralph Miliband: “I’m afraid there is going to come about a very bad time in my country for people who think as I do.” He feared he was “in for it,”44 but wouldn’t say why. And he was worried about his heart.

By March 18, 1961, less than three months after its publication, Listen, Yankee had sold four hundred thousand copies, and Mills was receiving letters every day from across the world, some asking how the senders could back Castro. Mills told his parents that he felt “a big responsibility to thousands of people all over the world to tell the truth as I see it and to tell it exactly and with drama.”45 Some of his old friends and colleagues thought he was letting the drama overwhelm the exactitude. But a new source of support had emerged. The Militant, house newsweekly of a tiny Trotskyist group, the Socialist Workers Party, had been praising Listen, Yankee to the skies.

To be fair, Mills had doubts about Castro, not least over his increasing centralization of power. But as tensions between the Cuban leader and the new American administration intensified, Mills’s break from his old liberal colleagues was becoming total. He despised the “moral cowardice” of an American intelligentsia who refused to face the “moral ambiguity… which any violence involves.”46 He read of Che Guevara telling a rally of Cuban workers that their country was about to face a fight to the death with the “immense hyena” across the water.47 On April 11, as sales of Listen, Yankee pushed toward half a million, Mills insisted it was “still right on the ball.”48



Historically, since its establishment in 1947, those who have run the CIA have often been caricatured as creatures of the far right, but the agency’s founding fathers were highborn Cold War centrists. These men were Ivy League alumni, brought up in British-style boarding schools, despised by McCarthy-style nativist right-wingers. One typical figure was a fairly liberal Democrat who’d taught economics at Yale; among his former students was Kennedy’s supersharp, born-to-rule new national security adviser McGeorge Bundy. The Kennedy men were suitably awed by the agency’s high command, while the spooks hailed the new administration as full of zest for action and impatience with red tape. What could possibly go wrong?

Something had to be done, they told each other, about Cuba. The CIA had been trying to assassinate Castro for months; within weeks of Kennedy’s coming to power, the agency was focusing on its more grandiose plan: an invasion by Cuban exiles. But when the men from the CIA apprised Kennedy of the plan in the White House Cabinet Room, the commander in chief declared it “too spectacular.”49 American involvement had to be deniable. This would be challenging, given that the press had been reporting for
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