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    Praise for The Color of Truth

“Keenly perceptive, thoroughly researched, fair and balanced. . . . Bird’s detailed account of [the Bundys’] major roles in the Vietnam imbroglio adds significantly to the historical record.”

—Townsend Hoopes, Los Angeles Times

“Balanced, highly original. . . . Bird depicts [the Bundy brothers] with nuance and sympathy.”

—James G. Blight, The Washington Post

“The [Vietnam] chapters are first-rate. . . . Bird powerfully shows how the brothers struggled to craft a ‘vital center’ but built one that could not hold.”

—Foreign Affairs

“Bird’s sources are well marshaled, and they make for good, sometimes fascinating reading.”

—Mark Danner, The New York Times Book Review

“Weaving a rich history of government documents—some recently declassified, some still classified—with interviews and a fresh look at available sources, Bird delivers the definitive assessment of two Cold Warriors.”

—Jeff Jones, Boston Review

“Bird’s dual biography offers a vivid, dramatic chronicle of the genesis, the conduct, and the aftermath of the long, undeclared war in Southeast Asia.”

—Charles Wright, Biography Magazine

“An exhaustively researched, elegantly written, scrupulously fair-minded and intellectually tough-minded biography. . . . A masterful achievement.”

—Richard Foster, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

“For nearly thirty years, few men had greater power over American foreign policy than Harvey Bundy, right-hand man for Secretary of War Henry Stimson throughout the Second World War, and Bundy’s two brilliant sons, William and McGeorge. It’s the latter we remember best now—for pushing the United States into war in Vietnam, for their arrogant dismissal of skeptics when things went tragically wrong, for their silence after the war’s bitter end. The Color of Truth explains how the Bundys, for good and ill alike, helped to fashion the American century after their own image.”

—Thomas Powers, author of The Man Who Kept the Secrets: Richard Helms and the CIA

“The Bundy brothers seldom made headlines, but they were key figures in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. Kai Bird’s highly readable account of the roles they both played contains fresh and fascinating details on the formulation and conduct of American foreign policy during the Cold War.”

—Stanley Karnow, author of Vietnam: A History

“Kai Bird’s study of the Bundys will join a short list of essential reading on the history of the Cold War. He compels us to rethink the major foreign policy events of the fifties and sixties. No one interested in recent U.S. history can afford to ignore this important book.”

—Robert Dallek, author of Flawed Giant: Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 1961–1973

“A remarkably well-researched and comprehensive biography that shows all the complexities of two formidably able Cold War liberals who were not ideologues but who, in Vietnam, and despite their hesitations, made some fatefully bad decisions.”

—Stanley Hoffmann, University Professor, Harvard University

“Kai Bird has written a brilliant and absorbing book. Using recently declassified sources, he combines an insightful, fair and generous study of the Bundys’ lives with a perceptive look at the institutions in which they labored.”

—Richard Barnet, author of Global Dreams

“Kai Bird’s The Color of Truth is a gripping, fair-minded dual biography of the Bundy brothers that sheds dramatic new light on U.S. policymaking during the Cold War. If you want to understand what went wrong in Vietnam, this is the book to read. A towering achievement.”

—Douglas Brinkley, Director, Eisenhower Center, University of New Orleans

“Anyone who wants to understand America’s role in Vietnam needs to know the Bundy brothers. Kai Bird lets readers know them as never before. An indispensable addition to the literature on modern American foreign policy.”

—H. W. Brands, author of T.R.: The Last Romantic
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“Gray is the color of truth.”

—McGEORGE BUNDY, in a speech about Vietnam at the Cosmos Club, May 1967


For Eugene and Jerine Bird and for Susan and Joshua


Introduction

THE ROOM was hot and we were young and angry. Forty of us—students at Carleton College in Northfield, Minnesota—had packed ourselves into a small seminar room to hear John F. Kennedy’s former national security adviser field questions about the ongoing war in Vietnam. I was twenty-one years old and this was my first encounter with McGeorge Bundy

Two and a half years earlier, eighty-nine of us had been arrested in Minneapolis while blocking the doors of a draft-induction center. It had been the largest act of civil disobedience in the history of the state. Four students had just been gunned down by the National Guard at Kent State University while protesting the Nixon administration’s invasion of Cambodia. That week 123 Americans were killed in Vietnam, bringing the total to 41,733 Americans killed. By then, upwards of two million Vietnamese on both sides had also died since the war had started in the late 1950s. Through numerous demonstrations and now by small acts of civil disobedience, many Americans from all walks of life had hoped to end a bloody and senseless war. In that spring of 1970, the anti-war movement shut down colleges all across the country. The president called us “bums” and the war went on for five more years.1

It was now November 9, 1972. American soldiers were still coming home in body bags. Just days earlier the peace movement’s presidential candidate, Senator George McGovern, had been defeated in a landslide by President Richard M. Nixon. And now here was McGeorge Bundy—a man we all knew as one of the prime architects of the war—waiting to take our questions. His mere presence seemed an affront, an unspeakable act of arrogance.

Bundy stood in the well of this small amphitheater, beaming at us with a tight, clenched smile. Behind his clear-plastic frame glasses, his bright blue eyes gleamed with an icy intelligence. Trim and pink-cheeked, Bundy was a handsome, almost boyish man who looked much younger than his fifty-three years. As president of the Ford Foundation, he now had the profoundly enviable job of passing out some $200 million a year to just about whomever he wished. We probably would have been surprised to learn how much of this money Bundy was funneling to black power advocates in the civil rights movement, environmentalists and public-interest law groups around the country.

But we knew little and cared less for McGeorge Bundy’s current good works. All that interested us about this man was his complicity in a senseless and therefore immoral war that had divided America like nothing since the Civil War a hundred years earlier. I can remember none of the actual words we exchanged that day. But I still have a vivid memory of two things: our anger and frustration, and his self-assurance. Bundy just stood behind the lectern and calmly responded to our questions with the practiced clarity of the Harvard dean he had once been. Clearly, he had done this before, deftly responding to earnest questions with a display of clipped, cool logic, a bit of wryness and, if necessary, a cold bucket of condescension.

He was not exactly defending the war—and certainly not the war as it was still being waged by Nixon and Henry Kissinger. His answers were analytical and filled with historical asides to analogies which may or may not have been relevant—we were too young and unread and too exasperated to judge whether his arguments could withstand any real intellectual scrutiny. He was certainly not apologetic. He confessed to nothing. Yet, neither did he reject our passionate questions out of hand. He tried to engage us and tried to explain, without actually saying so, that the war—his war—had been somehow inevitable. This was hardly a satisfying explanation for the death and destruction our country continued to rain on Indochina. It still isn’t.

Even so, I came away from this first encounter with Bundy perplexed and curious to know how such an intelligent man had become so intimately associated with such a national disaster.

▪

WHEN in 1992, I next met Bundy, he took me out to a French restaurant around the corner from his Manhattan office at the Carnegie Corporation. He listened politely as I explained my intention to write a full-scale biography of him and his brother William. After a moment’s hesitation, he remarked, “Well, my mother would not have approved.” Stunned, I asked why, and he said, “Oh, she would have a one-word explanation: ‘Halberstam’ ”

He said it with a grin, but it was clear that the entire Bundy clan had been mortified by what David Halberstam had written, first in a Harper’s essay with the mischievous title “The Very Expensive Education of McGeorge Bundy,” and later in his 1972 best-seller, The Best and the Brightest. Halberstam’s portrayal of the Bundy brothers wounded them so deeply in part, perhaps, because it was so close to the mark. Halberstam’s Bundys were recognizable even to men who counted themselves as friends and admirers. The writer had captured a piece of the Bundys and then succeeded brilliantly in using them—and Robert McNamara, Dean Acheson, John J. McCloy and other “Wise Men”—as metaphors for all the promises and failures of the foreign policy establishment that took the nation to war in Vietnam.

Nearly three decades later, passions about the war have cooled only slightly. This book is a full-scale biography of both McGeorge Bundy and his brother William Putnam Bundy. Seven years in the making, it is based on scores of interviews and tens of thousands of archival documents. Many of these documents were recently declassified by the Kennedy and Johnson Presidential Libraries or through the Freedom of Information Act.

Essential portions of this book, however, contain information from government documents that remain secret. Without these materials—culled from the private papers of Averell Harriman and Michael Vincent Forrestal—this biography of two brothers could not have been told.

▪

THE Bundy saga is an emblematic story of the American Century. Smart and gifted, this Boston Brahmin family endowed their sons with all the privileges and opportunities of the American establishment. Educated at Groton, Yale and Harvard, the Bundys became Proper Bostonians, a class of aristocrats bred to public service in a democratic culture. Related to the Lowells and Putnams, the Bundys moved in the highest circles of Boston society. The patriarch of the family, Harvey Hollister Bundy, born in 1888, became an assistant secretary of state during the administration of President Herbert Hoover. His friends and mentors included Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter, President Herbert Hoover, the poet Archibald MacLeish and—most significantly—Henry Lewis Stimson.

Two of Harvey Bundy’s sons—William Putnam Bundy and McGeorge Bundy—chose to follow their father into public service. Both were educated at Groton and Yale, and both were extraordinarily clever boys. In temperament and character McGeorge took after his sharp-tongued, acerbic mother, while William seemed to model himself after his father. The sibling rivalry between these two sons was intense and lifelong—but properly circumspect, as befitting a polite Boston Brahmin family. Like their father, they were astute in cultivating establishment mentors like Stimson, Justice Frankfurter, Walter Lippmann, Dean Acheson, Judge Learned Hand, John J. McCloy, Joseph Alsop and Allen Dulles.

In an era dominated by the Cold War—a conflict often waged in the gray world of secret intelligence—it is significant that as young men during World War II both Bundy brothers were trained as signal intelligence officers. Assigned to Bletchley Park outside London, William Bundy became one of America’s leading cryptographers, privy to the war’s most closely guarded secret, the German military cipher, code-named Ultra. McGeorge Bundy served as Admiral Alan Kirk’s “one-time-pad” man, decoding similar intelligence intercepts during the 1944 Normandy invasion. The experience left the Bundys with an appreciation for how important a weapon intercept intelligence could be to those who had to make decisions about war and peace in a dangerous age.

After the war William Bundy followed his father’s lead and received a law degree from Harvard. For several years he practiced corporate law in Washington, D.C., but the work bored him, and when the Korean War broke out he joined the Central Intelligence Agency. Soon, William Bundy was one of a dozen of Director Allen Dullest closest advisers. As staff director of the CIA’s Office of National Estimates (ONE), Bundy was deeply involved in the debate over whether the United States should intervene in Vietnam in 1954 when it became clear that the French were about to lose their bid to retain their colonial hegemony in Indochina.

Meanwhile, his brother McGeorge—at the age of twenty-eight—had written Henry Stimson’s memoirs, On Active Service in Peace and War. Published in 1948, just as the Cold War was unfolding, the book became a bible of the establishment’s worldview, an argument for an activist foreign policy in pursuit of liberal empire.

In 1949, having established himself as an up-and-coming young policy intellectual, McGeorge Bundy began teaching government and world affairs at Harvard. Though he lacked a doctorate in any field, he quickly received tenure and by 1953, at the precocious age of thirty-four, he was appointed dean of Harvard’s Faculty of Arts and Sciences.

At Harvard throughout the 1950s, Dean Bundy had to defend the university from Senator Joseph McCarthy’s political witch-hunts. He did so, protecting those few tenured Harvard professors who had once been members of the Communist Party and who refused to “name names.” But as a Cold War anti-communist liberal, Bundy also sacrificed those few untenured scholars who refused to cooperate with the FBI.

When John F. Kennedy occupied the White House in 1961, intellectuals who had demonstrated a political instinct for what Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., called the “vital center” suddenly found themselves being courted by politicians. As Henry Kissinger put it with wry understatement, “professors for the first time moved from advisory to operational responsibilities.”2 As classic vital center liberals, the Bundys were obvious candidates for major jobs. McGeorge Bundy was named the president’s special assistant for national security affairs and William Bundy became a deputy assistant secretary of defense.

In the early 1960s, they managed one crisis after another: the Bay of Pigs, Laos, Berlin and the most dangerous nuclear confrontation of the entire Cold War—the Cuban missile crisis.

As anti-communist liberals—and particularly as men steeped in Stimsonian internationalism—the Bundy brothers were instinctively goaded to meet any Cold War crisis with the threat of military force. Having learned the lesson of Munich too well, they feared appeasement more than ill-conceived intervention.

On the central issue of nuclear weapons, McGeorge Bundy understood the danger these primordial weapons posed to all human civilizations. Notwithstanding Hiroshima, he knew these were weapons that should never be used by rational men. And he understood that if he could see that the atomic bomb was militarily useless, then even its value as a weapon of deterrence would ultimately lack credibility. The sensible course, therefore, lay in the negotiated elimination of nuclear weapons. In this, Henry Stimson and J. Robert Oppenheimer had been his tutors. He could grasp all this—a large contradiction that lay at the heart of the Cold War—and yet in the White House he often felt barred from acting upon what he knew.

In a similar fashion, when it came to dealing with Castro’s Cuba or the Berlin crisis of 1961, the Bundys often seemed to know better than most of their peers that they had settled for a safe pragmatism when an intellectually more radical policy might have achieved so much more. They knew better, and therefore their story is tinged with vague self-regret. In this sense, ultimately the Bundys were policy intellectuals shackled by Cold War shibboleths which they could not quite bear to break.

Nowhere was this more true than during their deliberations over the war in Vietnam.

▪

THIRTY-THREE years after the momentous decisions of 1965, we have before us newly declassified archival documents from Washington, Moscow, Berlin and elsewhere that add immeasurably to our understanding of the Cold War calculations that motivated men like the Bundy brothers to intervene in the Vietnamese civil war. The documents show that the Bundys and other decision-makers registered deep doubts about the American enterprise in Vietnam and did so far earlier than historians had thought. To be sure, they could be arrogant and maddeningly self-assured. In this sense, they earned David Halberstam’s sly opprobrium as “the best and the brightest” of the Vietnam-era establishment. But they were not essentially shallow or ignorant. They understood and sometimes shared many of the basic assumptions of the war’s fiercest critics. At critical turning points, they understood that there was an alternative to war—and at times they presented the case for neutralization and withdrawal. They knew far more than their critics thought they knew. And that makes their story far more tragic than any of us thought. Long before Robert McNamara privately turned against the war, the Bundy brothers understood what a dubious venture the Johnson administration had embraced. They knew how badly the war was going as early as 1964–65, yet they found a way to persist in folly.

They were Cold War liberals but they were not Cold War ideologues. They could be dismissive of the so-called domino theory. “I always lose my temper,” Mac Bundy later said, “at the notion that a series of complex political organisms can be understood by comparing them to an inanimate set of black tiles.”3 They understood that Vietnam was a gamble. They knew from Vietnamese history that South Vietnam was not really a nation, and they understood the dangers of fighting a white man’s war on the Asian mainland. They were aware of the long odds against an American force achieving what the French had already attempted and failed to do in Indochina. They had read critical accounts of the French defeat in Indochina, and as intellectuals they understood the importance of this history. As policy-makers, they surrounded themselves with aides like Michael Forrestal, James Thomson, Jr., and Chester Cooper who supplied them with highly pessimistic assessments of the war.

As national security adviser for Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, McGeorge Bundy tolerated a wide range of opinion from his aides. Indeed, he sought out men who were capable of dissenting from conventional wisdom. In 1964, as assistant secretary of state for the Far East, William Bundy could write a long memorandum marshaling all the reasons the United States should not make a stand in Vietnam—and he later anguished over the war in a way that few people around him appreciated.

The Bundys knew that Vietnam was not worth the American blood sacrifice that was paid during the Korean War, let alone anything that risked the use of nuclear weapons. They did feel that the preservation of South Vietnam was worth some carefully calibrated American effort. Perhaps, they reasoned, Hanoi would get the message through a bombing campaign. William Bundy used a musical analogy to describe the bombing: “It seems to me that our orchestration should be mainly violins, but with periodic touches of brass.”4 This was a perfect Bundyism: witty, but smartly detached from the human consequences of an act of war.

Similarly, when McGeorge Bundy initially recommended a sustained bombing campaign to President Johnson in February 1965, he warned him, “We cannot assert that a policy of sustained reprisal will succeed in changing the course of the contest in Vietnam. It may fail, and we cannot estimate the odds of success with any accuracy—they may be somewhere between 25 percent and 75 percent. What we can say is that even if it fails, the policy will be worth it. At a minimum it will dampen down the charge that we did not do all that we could have done, and this charge will be important in many countries, including our own.”5 This too, was an oddly cold, even bloodless calculation. How many Vietnamese and American lives were worth a failed demonstration of America’s credibility in the Cold War?

During the pivotal decisions of 1964–65, both brothers urged President Johnson not to make an open-ended commitment of American ground troops. Mac Bundy warned Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara that his proposal to introduce large numbers of troops was “rash to the point of folly.”6 The president’s national security adviser clearly understood the grave risks associated with any attempt to wage a ground war in Southeast Asia.

Both brothers understood that the French experience in Indochina was a critical bellwether. At some undefined point, William Bundy wrote, the presence of U.S. combat troops would begin to turn “the conflict into a white man’s war with the U.S. in the shoes of the French.”7 So when in the summer of 1965, President Johnson and McNamara were contemplating a further deployment of ground troops, William Bundy proposed placing a ceiling on the number of American troops at around 85,000. This, he argued, should be seen as the point beyond which the war would become dangerously Americanized. “In a nutshell,” William Bundy wrote on June 25, “if we assume that the situation is deteriorating so that we have at present perhaps no more than a 20% chance of stemming the VC gains so that Hanoi would come to terms, we believe that the introduction of major additional US forces would not increase the chances of success to more than 30%, and would run the overwhelming risk of a truly disastrous US defeat. We believe such a defeat would be far worse than defeat without such a major additional commitment. . . .”8 Obviously, they knew the road ahead was perilous.

When the war was nevertheless escalated into a white man’s war, the Bundy brothers nevertheless persevered and made Lyndon Johnson’s war their war. If the historical evidence now makes it plainer why out of their skepticism the Bundys devised a strategy of gradual escalation, it makes it harder to explain why they persevered in a policy which they had known from the beginning was extremely dubious. But like Robert McNamara, they now defended the war in public even while in private they increasingly acknowledged that the war was not going well.

Two weeks before he left the White House in early 1966, McGeorge Bundy wrote a memorandum for his files in which he took issue with what he called the “Lippmann Thesis.” Contrary to Walter Lippmann’s assumption that the United States didn’t belong in Southeast Asia, Bundy noted that “we have been the dominant power” there for twenty years. “The truth is that in Southeast Asia we are stronger than China.” The war’s casualties were terrible, but the “danger to one man’s life, as such, is not a worthy guide. . . . If the basic questions of interest, right, and power are answered, the casualties and costs are to be accepted.” As to Lippmann’s frequent argument that where the French had failed, the Americans were no more likely to succeed, well, Bundy had a characteristically flippant response: “There has been no serious proof of French political effectiveness since 1919.”9

How could Bundy warn against the “folly” of intervention and then barely nine months later tell himself that the “casualties and costs are to be accepted”? One explanation clearly seems to rest in the fact that as liberals the Bundy brothers feared the conservative alternative. As liberals, they did not fear the war’s critics on the liberal left. They knew they could hold their own in any debating forum with the anti-war students and their critics in the academy. Indeed, some of the war’s critics were their Cambridge friends and former colleagues, intellectuals like David Riesman, John Kenneth Galbraith, Stanley Hoffmann and Hans Morgenthau. The Bundys labeled as naive the youthful leaders of the New Left who were beginning to organize demonstrations against the war. But if they underestimated the political significance of the war’s New Left critics, they nevertheless were not ignorant of the move merit’s intellectual arguments. They read—and quickly dismissed—the radical critiques of the war written by I. F. Stone, Noam Chomsky and Marcus Raskin. They knew this “verbally minded” class of intellectuals was bright and articulate but of no threat or even relevancy to the political realities of Washington.

If opposition to the war came from the left, the Bundys believed that the real threat lay to their right. Once President Johnson had decided to take a stand in South Vietnam, the job of men like the Bundys was to contain the war. If not managed by liberals, they felt this war could easily have become a Chinese-American war, a rerun of the Korean War. If the Chinese communists intervened with large numbers of ground troops, the Bundys knew that the pressures from the Joint Chiefs to use tactical nuclear weapons would become irresistible. There were, as McGeorge Bundy said, “wild men waiting in the wings.” This, the Bundys thought, was unacceptable. Still, they fully believed that America’s containment of Soviet and Chinese communism necessitated U.S. interventions around the globe. Containment in Vietnam therefore meant “limited” war.

We can now see that the American debacle in Vietnam had its origins in the early Cold War. As early as April 1950—before the Korean War—McGeorge Bundy and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. (among others), had argued in the pages of the New York Times that the United States had to have the capacity to wage limited war.10 Ideas matter. This was a war custom-designed by Cold War liberal policy intellectuals who prided themselves as disciples of Henry Stimson, the establishment’s apostle for the twin gods of military preparedness and internationalism. In this sense, the same worldview that ultimately drove a reluctant President Woodrow Wilson to intervene in World War I was also the logic of intervention in Vietnam. The Bundys and other architects of Lyndon Johnson’s war thought they could so calibrate their intervention against Vietnam’s nationalist, anti-colonial revolution that America could be seen by the rest of the world to be taking a stand against communist-directed wars of national liberation. This perception that Washington was not “losing” another Asian country to communism without taking a stand—was all that was important to the Bundys. Cold War America, they believed, had to stand by its commitments under international law. It was a very Wilsonian notion.

▪

THE liberalism of the Bundy brothers became even more pronounced with the passage of time. Caricatured in the 1960s by the New Left as war criminals, in the decades to come the Bundys remained liberals in every sense of the word. As president of the Ford Foundation, McGeorge Bundy lent intellectual and financial support to a whole range of liberal causes from affirmative action to arms control programs. Bundy became an eloquent critic of institutionalized white racism. It was, he wrote in 1968, the “white man’s fears and hates that must have first place” in explaining the condition of the American Negro.11 Similarly, as editor of Foreign Affairs, his brother William defended all the tenets of a liberal, internationalist foreign policy

By comparison to Walt Rostow, Henry Kissinger, Zbigniew Brzezinski and others who succeeded them as managers of the national security state, the Bundy brothers were consistent, vital center liberals who labored for most of their careers, as it turned out, against a tide of American conservatism. In their personal relations with their friends and family, they were decent men. As policy-makers, they defended decisions which caused the deaths of many Americans and many more Vietnamese in a war that shouldn’t have happened. Though ambitious men, they were neither ideologues nor crass opportunists. In the increasingly partisan atmosphere of the foreign policy establishment of the post-Vietnam era, the Bundys were, to borrow a phrase from the scholar Richard Pells, invariably of a “liberal mind in a conservative age.”12 As such, their story is intimately bound up with the tragedy of American liberalism in the Cold War era.


1

Harvey Hollister Bundy: The Patriarch

“Don’t Talk While I’m Interrupting!”

NO MAN CASTS a longer shadow over the American Century than Henry Lewis Stimson. Today his name is an ancient memory to much of the American public. But for those guardians of the American establishment groomed to manage U.S. foreign policy in the postwar period, Stimson was the ultimate mentor. Two generations of policy-makers, whether serving Republican or Democratic administrations, invariably considered themselves part of what they called the Stimsonian tradition. For men like John J. McCloy, Dean Acheson, Averell Harriman or Harvey Hollister Bundy, Stimson personified the bipartisanship and pragmatic idealism of the postwar policies they later pursued in the interest of American hegemony.

As Stimson’s closest aide and most fervent advocate, Harvey Bundy reared his sons William and McGeorge Bundy to perceive America’s role in the world through Stimsonian eyes. These intellectually gifted and ambitious brothers learned their Stimsonian lessons well—and decades later they tried to apply them with tragic results in Vietnam’s civil war.

Even in his time, Henry Stimson was an archaic man of Victorian rectitude. As the journalists Drew Pearson and Robert Allen observed in a critical 1931 profile, “He paid $800,000 for a palatial estate in fashionable northwest Washington, yet he believes in the redistribution of wealth and advocates increased income taxes for the wealthy. He is cold, aloof, criticized as being snobbish, but does the most generous and thoughtful things for those around him. He is a strange mixture of conservatism and liberalism, of pacifism and militarism, of gentility and democracy . . . [he is] a combination of weird contradictions.”1 Where some saw a fastidious attention to high principles, others saw simple self-righteousness. Where some saw a sense of noblesse oblige, others saw the condescension of an American Tory. Stimson called himself a “progressive conservative” and favored vigorous enforcement of the anti-trust laws during the administration of Theodore Roosevelt. On the other hand, he opposed the economic reforms of the early New Deal. He could defend the right of socialists to be seated in the New York Assembly but in 1942 he vigorously supported the internment of 110,000 Japanese Americans—an act historians have since called the single most egregious violation of American constitutional civil rights during the twentieth century.2

Stimson was a highly complicated man, capable of both painful soul-searching wisdom and profound misjudgment. In establishment lore, a premium is put on what the ancient Romans called gravitas. As John J. McCloy—one of Stimson’s later acolytes—put it, “ ‘Gravitas’ did not imply age or brilliance, and, least of all, a style or school of thought. It means a core, a weight of judgment and honest appraisal.”3 This was the ideal which Stimson was supposed to personify.

On foreign policy, Stimson’s instincts made him an internationalist and therefore an interventionist. In the face of Japan’s aggression in Manchuria in 1931, for instance, Secretary of State Stimson wanted to impose stiff economic sanctions. President Herbert Hoover disagreed. However deplorable, Hoover told his cabinet, Japanese actions in Manchuria “do not imperil the freedom of the American people, the economic or moral future of our people. I do not propose ever to sacrifice American life for anything short of this.” Economic and military sanctions “are the roads to war” and he would not go to war over Manchuria.4

Stimson himself was not prepared to intervene on the ground with troops to force the Japanese out of their neighbor’s backyard. But he was angered that the president refused to wave Teddy Roosevelt’s “big stick” around, that he had no sense of bluff. Instead, Hoover had undermined the credibility of any bluff by publicly ruling out force.

The Manchurian crisis was a turning point in the intellectual odyssey of Washington’s fledgling foreign policy establishment. Men like Stimson, Harvey Bundy and the gentlemen of the Council on Foreign Relations believed America had been shown to be impotent by its response to Japanese aggression.

Stimson simply thought the world would be better off if America assumed the responsibilities of the British Empire. One day in 1932, after listening to Stimson explain why Washington should hold on to the Philippines despite the opposition of a vigorous independence movement, Hoover commented, “Well, that’s [Stimson’s argument] the white man’s burden.” Undaunted, Stimson shot back, “Yes, that’s what it comes down to and I believe in assuming it. I believe it would be better for the world and better for us.”5

Ultimately, much of America’s foreign policy in the post-World War II era can be traced back to the Stimson Doctrine of the early 1930s: America could and should intervene unilaterally and impose peace on the world. Aggression would be met first by nonrecognition and trade embargoes, then by military threats and finally by overwhelming force. Peace would be restored by force of arms carried out with the sanction of international law. All of Stimson’s successors as secretary of state, at least up through the Vietnam War era, embraced this strategy. It was Dean Acheson’s rationale for the U.S. intervention in the Korean civil war, and it would very much guide Dean Rusk’s management of the Vietnam War.

Stimsonians were complicated creatures. They always went to war for the most high-minded, Wilsonian reasons. They could be ever so self-righteous, yet coldly pragmatic. And though they invariably had at least a fig leaf of international law to cover their actions, their use of military force was always under American command and exercised unilaterally. More often than not they could convince themselves that if they sometimes behaved like imperialists, they were nevertheless imperialists by invitation. Ultimately, their goal was American hegemony in an open global marketplace—not territorial expansion.

Needless to say, they had their critics. George Kennan would later deplore the “legalistic-moralistic” flavor of the Stimsonian approach to foreign policy.6 So, too, in a different generation, would Henry Kissinger. But Harvey Bundy was very much of the Stimson school.

Harvey Bundy loved Herbert Hoover the man, but he agreed with the interventionist instincts of his “Colonel” Stimson. Naturally, his adolescent boys were exposed around the family dinner table to these same arguments about America’s role in the world. Inevitably, they too would become young Stimsonians.

▪

IF Henry Stimson was the grand patriarch of the American foreign policy establishment, Harvey Bundy was its preeminent clerk. Though he was to become a living caricature of the Boston Brahmin lawyer, Harvey was, in the words of a friend, “A Bostonian not born in Boston.”7 In the late nineteenth century, the Bundys lived in Grand Rapids, Michigan, but culturally they were still a family of middle-class expatriate New Englanders. The first of the Bundys came to Connecticut as an indentured servant.8 Harvey’s grandfather, Solomon, had been a Republican congressman from the little town of Oxford in upstate New York during the Hayes administration. Even so, the family was not particularly well off and had only enough money to send one son to college. McGeorge Bundy, Sr., Harvey’s father, was selected because he had earned high grades from the Oxford Academy, the local prep school. He was sent to Amherst College and graduated in the class of 1876. After serving an apprenticeship in his father’s law firm, he passed the bar in September 1878. Two years later Congressman Solomon Bundy used his political connections to obtain for his son a one-year appointment as vice-consul in Le Havre, France. McGeorge came back speaking excellent French and enthralled with everything Continental.

Soon afterwards, a family friend offered him work in his law practice in Grand Rapids. Eager to get out from under his father’s shadow, McGeorge Bundy, Sr. accepted and moved west. He would spend the rest of his life in Michigan, but his heart was always in the East. In 1885 he met Mary G. Hollister, the daughter of the largest banker in Grand Rapids, at the local Congregational Church. Soon afterwards, they were married. The Hollisters had migrated from central Massachusetts to upstate New York and then on to Michigan. Mary’s mother, a member of the Goodhue clan that landed at Plymouth Rock in the 1600s, was a leading spirit of the Society of Colonial Dames and a member of the Daughters of the American Revolution.

Harvey Hollister Bundy was born in Grand Rapids on March 30, 1888. Grand Rapids in those years was not much more than a glorified sawmill on the Grand River, containing a general store, a post office and, gradually, a few furniture factories. The factory workmen were initially skilled artisans brought in from Holland. The Dutchmen quite literally constituted the working class.

As a youth Harvey Bundy grew up quite conscious of the social divide. Dutchmen worked in the furniture factories, and men of New England stock managed the companies, ran the banks and provided professional services. The Dutch went to public schools. Only those of New England stock could afford to send their sons and daughters to Major Powell’s Private School. The Bundys and Hollisters lived up on the hill, along with others who had “got along” in life, and the Dutch lived down by the river. The Dutch and the Yankees did not mix. “The whole of Grand Rapids seems to be based,” Bundy recalled, “primarily—at least the group that we were part of—on a New England background. The traditions of Christmas and many other traditions that I now recognize as essentially the same traditions that my wife’s family were brought up with for two hundred years in New England. . . . Of course, there was also the Dutch community, which we didn’t see.”

Harvey and his older brother, Nathan Hollister Bundy, were raised by an overly protective mother who prohibited them from hunting or fishing with their father, or even from learning to swim, for fear that they might drown. Instead, Harvey and his brother grew up on a tennis court built by their wealthy grandfather on a stretch of land dividing their two homes. “From the time we were five or six years old,” Bundy recalled, “we had tennis rackets and played on that court. . . . We were there, surrounded by our own friends, and nobody could bother us.”

Out of this exquisitely sheltered existence, young Harvey Bundy grew up to be something of a snob. In 1902, when he was fourteen, he was sent away to the Hackley School, a prep school run by a dreamy old Unitarian minister in Tarrytown, New York. Because he had two uncles who were enthusiastic alumni of Yale, Harvey and his brother “were sort of brought up to believe we’d go to Yale.” And so, in 1905, Harvey, by this time a gangly, six-foot one-inch boy who weighed only 128 pounds, boarded the train for New Haven. Yale was, as he put it, “just my cup of tea.”

“Life was easy for me.” He filled his hours with plenty of extracurricular activities, playing tennis “violently all the time.” It surprised him how little he had to study: “an infinitesimal amount of work. It was ridiculous. Ridiculous.” He had a ready smile and made friends quickly. Robert Moses, the future powerbroker of New York City, was a friend and classmate. So too was George Harrison, who thirty years later would work so closely with Harvey on the Manhattan Project. In his junior year Harvey was selected to the most exclusive and ritualistic of fraternities, Skull and Bones. Only fifteen men were tapped for membership each year in the secretive club. Bundy was enormously pleased. “It was a success story,” he recalled years later. “But it wasn’t very much justified. Personality is a curious thing. I had an easy time.”9

Nothing affected him more at Yale than the people he met at Skull and Bones. They met twice a week, and Bundy claimed the friendships he formed were such that Skull and Bones “did more for us than any other single experience in our lives.”

All in all, however, Bundy didn’t learn much at Yale. He decided to study law almost by default. “I fell back to the law because my father and my grandfather had been lawyers.” But like his father before him, Harvey first wanted to explore the world a bit. He decided to take a job for just a year teaching at St. Marks, a church prep school, which educated, as Harvey put it, “boys from a particularly narrow group of people of one social status, mostly from the Eastern seaboard.” Teaching proved to be a miserable experience, so when halfway through the school year his father came to him with a proposition from a rich friend, he immediately jumped at it: to take the friend’s son on a Wanderjahr around the world for the extraordinary sum of $3,000.

At the age of twenty-two, Harvey set off in 1910 with this young man, avoiding the temptations of Europe, and instead taking the less-traveled roads to places like Moscow, Cairo, Bombay, Calcutta and Shanghai. In the Philippines, Bundy met George Putnam, a young man from a wealthy old Bostonian family. Putnam took them around the American colony, and, after Bundy returned to America, invited him for long weekends out to the Putnam country home. There, in 1911, Harvey met George’s sister, Katharine Lawrence Putnam, a woman as loquacious and lively as Harvey was discreet and reserved.

Like his father before him, Harvey was to marry the daughter of a wealthy and powerful leader of the community. Related to the Cabots, Lowells and Lawrences, the Putnams were very Proper Bostonians, meaning they too spoke only to God and one another.I

▪

KATHARINE PUTNAM, born in 1890, was the favorite niece of A. Lawrence Lowell, the president of Harvard University. He once said of her, “She’s not a pretty child, but she’s somebody I’d like to know.”10 Katharine was indeed a headstrong woman who, even as a child, knew her place in the world. “I had a terrible temper,” she later remembered. Once when she was five or six years old, a neighbor caught her picking blackberries on his property adjoining the Putnam summer home in Manchester, Massachusetts: “What are you doing, little girl, picking blackberries on my place?”

The little girl responded, “I’m Katharine Putnam. I’ll go pick blackberries on my own place.” She then tipped the whole basket of blackberries on the dirt road and stomped on them. “I can remember the feeling of those blackberries coming through my toes and his looking perfectly terrified. Absolutely horrified—he’d never seen such a spitfire.”

By character and blood Katharine lived in a different universe from the Bundys. The Lowells traced their lineage in Boston back to 1639, and Katharine’s great-grandfather was John Amory Lowell, who in his time had selected six presidents of Harvard. His son, Augustus Lowell, not only more than quadrupled the family’s already considerable wealth, but also gave Boston four renowned children: A. Lawrence Lowell, another Harvard president; Amy Lowell, the poet; Percival Lowell, a well-known astronomer; and Elizabeth Lowell, who married the son of another Boston scion, William Lowell Putnam. This Putnam, Katharine Bundy’s father, was a name partner in the law firm of Putnam, Putnam & Bell. For many years he sat on the board of AT&T, and late in life he greatly added to his fortune by buying bankrupt companies and putting them on their feet.

As a young girl, Katharine was driven around in a Rolls-Royce, and her parents bought a Monet and at least one Renoir to hang in their home. Her mother ran their Boston household and the summer home in Manchester with the aid of eight maids and a butler. Every spring Katharine traveled abroad, and at sixteen she ordered three dresses from Paris for her coming-out party. In the winter of 1910, at the end of the debutante season, she traveled with her father to Luxor, Egypt, where they rented a villa for two months and Katharine memorized the hieroglyphs from the Tomb of the Kings.

Never very close to her often bedridden mother, Katharine nevertheless learned from her father to speak her mind and never, ever to fear the outrageous. In the summer of 1910 she traveled all over Europe with her father, who took her everywhere, including the best burlesque Europe had to offer. “He [Father] bought me a gold [wedding] band so he wouldn’t be embarrassed to take me to these strip tease places. . . . He liked them and I . . . oh, I love that kind of thing.” (Sixty-eight years later, she took great delight in shocking her interviewer by describing the differing “styles” between French and German strip-tease techniques.) As a Boston aristocrat, she could afford to be a little bit eccentric, to shock people just like her aunt Amy Lowell, the poet and biographer of John Keats, who regularly appeared in Boston society smoking a cigar.

This was the Katharine Putnam who in 1911 became “pretty well smitten with my blond law student.” Harvey Bundy, however, was not at all thinking of marriage. After his year-long travels, he had firmly decided on a law career. Because his father had tied up whatever money he had in an ill-advised investment in Michigan lumber, family finances were tight. Then his father died of cancer during a business trip to Brussels in the autumn of 1911. Nevertheless, Harvey had saved a couple of thousand dollars from his Wanderjahr, and this was enough to get him started at Harvard Law School.

Katharine realized Harvey would not consider marriage until he could afford it. “It took me a long time to get him,” she recalled many years later. “I worked hard . . . I knew he was much more interested in the law than he was in me.”

Partly in order to escape this impasse, and partly because she knew she wasn’t ready for marriage herself, she soon decided to take a trip around the world with two girlfriends. “Uncle Lawrence wrote letters to all the British diplomats and we were pretty well escorted,” Katharine remembered. “Oh, it was a marvelous trip.” They went all over Europe, Russia, China and the Philippines. In Shanghai, Katharine persuaded a friend, Peter Bowditch, to take her to a Chinese opium den. “I loved [Thomas de] Quincy’s books,” she recalled in 1978, “and I thought I was going to have all the nice dreams he had. Of course, I was too scared to take enough to really get going. I’d love to smoke pot now.”

Upon her return in the summer of 1913, she enrolled in Radcliffe to be near Harvey. “I think he was furious when I bothered him. . . . Nobody wanted less to get married than Harvey to me.” The truth was that he enjoyed her company. “He adored Boston dances, and he went to them all and danced very well, and he had loads of other girls. He’s had other girls all his life. He didn’t want to marry me a bit. But he done it! He done it!”11

Katharine’s exuberance was not to be resisted. Years later, after Bill and Mac had become public personalities, people would remark on the forcefulness of her personality and the obvious influence she held over her sons. “Very much a personage,” said one of her friends to the journalist David Halberstam. “Very bright. But she also has this extraordinary sense of being an intellectual, the consciousness of being part of a great intellectual tradition. . . . But she’s never done anything herself, never written anything, or acted anything, but she’s so aware that she’s linked with a great intellectual tradition, an intellectual heiress really, that she feels and lets you feel that she’s accomplished something.”12

Katharine’s behavior over the years was invariably outrageous, calculated to scandalize or at least to shock people, particularly strangers. She was sharp-tongued and opinionated in a manner which either immediately gave offense or charmed her audience. And the more one got to know her, the less her behavior gave offense and the more she charmed. The contrast between the unreserved, even indiscreet Katharine and her future husband was always stark.

▪

WHILE at Harvard, Harvey immersed himself in the law, studying under such legal giants as Ezra Thayer, Samuel Williston, Joe Warren and Joseph Beale. In 1914, Bundy stood at the head of his class when he graduated from Harvard. Though he had no money to his name, his prospects were bright. They became brighter when Dean Ezra Thayer called him into his office and said he had chosen him to clerk with Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes. Bundy was taken by surprise, but quickly accepted, knowing the experience would give him “a special mark on my record.”13

The associate justice, it just happened, was known to Kay Putnam, as Cousin Wendell, since he had married her grandmother’s first cousin. Holmes paid Bundy $2,500 a year, a generous sum for a recent graduate, basically to serve as a social secretary and collector of gossip. “He wanted his secretary to dine out every night,” recalled Bundy, “and come back and tell him the latest gossip.”14 All of Washington used to drop in to see Holmes at teatime, including Justice Louis Brandeis, the eminent biologist Tom Barbour, an assistant secretary of the navy named Franklin D. Roosevelt and many writers from the New Republic crowd.

Holmes was already a legend, and Bundy worshiped him. “I had the rare privilege yesterday afternoon,” he wrote Kay one day in 1915, “of hearing the Justice and Justice [Charles Evans] Hughes talk about cases and the philosophy of life and many other things for about an hour. I suppose it would be very hard to find any other two men in the country as big as those two, and the closer one comes to them the bigger they seem.” But if he stood in awe of the justice, he nevertheless was capable of the most difficult thing for a loyal aide, offering criticism. “This morning,” he confided in another letter to Kay, “the Justice pleased me a lot by remarking that my criticism of his opinion yesterday had been both acute and valuable. Just for your ears.”15 The relationship of a loyal servant to an unquestionably powerful authority figure was a role Harvey Bundy would often play in his long career. He could be unreservedly loyal, yet still speak to power.

For a time Bundy lived in the city’s most famous bachelor quarters, the “House of Truth,” located at 1727 Nineteenth Street in northwest Washington. This group house had been founded in 1911 by Felix Frankfurter together with a number of other young men who were intellectually minded and on the threshold of notable public careers. The House of Truth was so named by Justice Holmes, somewhat facetiously, for the allegedly high-minded conversation that regularly took place around its large dinner table. Holmes thought this redbrick, Victorian town house had “the fastest talkers, the quickest thinkers” in all of Washington. Walter Lippmann, Louis Brandeis, various cabinet members, diplomats and artists like the sculptor Gutzon Borglum (who one night drew his plans for Mount Rushmore on the dining room table) were also frequent guests.16

“Life was by no means monastic,” Bundy remembered. “One had a blizzard of invitations to everywhere. . . . There were the enormous dinner parties with six butlers and three kinds of wine, and diplomats and this, that and the other, and young girls coming out.” Neither was his work for Justice Holmes at all demanding: “It was in a sense a loafer’s life. I spent a lot of time out at the Chevy Chase Club playing tennis.”17

Bundy was living a charmed life. And he was still being pursued by Kay Putnam. On the evening of October 16, 1914, he took Kay to the Willard Hotel for dinner and proposed. Still short of money, he had borrowed enough from his brother to buy Kay an engagement ring. She eagerly accepted and promptly quit Radcliffe. “I was a nest builder by nature,” she recalled. “So thrilled to get the man I really wanted.” There was still an obstacle in the form of Justice Holmes’s firm rule against employing any married clerks. Harvey felt compelled to tell the justice of his engagement, but he promised he would not get married until after his clerkship was finished.

Kay then went to work on Cousin Wendell, first by flirting with him and second by ingratiating herself with Mrs. Holmes. Every Monday was the justice’s at-home day, when tea was served to callers. “You’d stop in,” Kay remembered, “and if you’re an old lady you leave your card, and if you’re a young lady you’d stay and flirt with the Justice and give him a good time.” Kay remembered him greeting his female company one day with the ditty, “The proper geese have left the proper ganders to come and play with the old man.”18

By Christmas, Mrs. Holmes was saying, “I think this is just too silly for anything. I want you married and down here helping me.” They were wed in April 1915.

If Kay was happy with her “blond law student,” Boston society was somewhat nonplussed. Town Topics, the local society rag, ran a notice on their engagement which wryly noted that Grand Rapids was “a very far cry from the peculiarly aristocratic surroundings of the Putnams and Lowells.” Harvey thought this delightful, and for years afterwards he carried around a crinkled copy in his wallet and took great pleasure in pulling it out and reading aloud from it on every anniversary

“Grand Rapids was very hard to live down,” Kay confessed. “I mean, you don’t know what it sounds like. You’d do much better coming from Los Angeles or Santa Barbara. . . . But Grand Rapids was cheap furniture!”

After marrying, Harvey and Kay moved into what Kay called a “cunning house” on Jefferson Place near Dupont Circle. With Harvey’s $2,500 salary from Justice Holmes and Kay’s $2,400 yearly allowance from her father, the new couple considered themselves “rich.” Kay promptly hired herself a full-time maid at $3 a week.19

When his clerkship with Holmes expired in the summer of 1915, Bundy took his bride back to Boston, where Harvard’s Dean Thayer persuaded him to accept a position with Hale & Grinnell for an annual salary of $1,000. The experience was not a happy one. Kay thought the lead partner, Richard Hale, “stingy” and a “dreadful man.”20 Fortunately, a year later an opening occurred in his father-in-law’s firm, so Bundy joined Putnam, Putnam & Bell as an associate in the autumn of 1916. That summer he had spent a month up at the Plattsburg, New York, military camp, otherwise known as the millionaire’s club. There he received military training in the company of men like Henry Stimson, the young John J. McCloy, Lewis Douglas and dozens of other corporate lawyers enamored of the “military preparedness movement” sweeping the country that year.

Nine months later the United States entered World War I, and though Bundy tried to join up, the army rejected him. They said his eyesight was inadequate, and that at 128 pounds he was severely underweight. Instead, Bundy went to work for the Justice Department in Washington, monitoring FBI reports on the alleged spying activities of German enemy aliens. Bundy was bored by the work, and when the opportunity arose to work under Herbert Hoover, he eagerly changed jobs. Even then the Great Engineer had a loyal following in elite circles. When Hoover was appointed food administrator, Felix Frankfurter and Bob Taft arranged for their mutual friend, Bundy, to work as one of Hoover’s four assistants. “Felix was the greatest placer of men who ever lived,” Bundy said.

“To me, Hoover was one of the great heroes,” Bundy recalled. “The Chief,” as they called him, inspired them to work eighteen-hour days organizing shipments of food to the front, writing regulations on the control of important commodities and otherwise managing much of the U.S. economy. The experience nevertheless left Bundy highly skeptical of the government’s ability to regulate the economy. “I pretty near got to the point where I thought the government ought to have an army and a navy and run the lighthouses, and nothing else.”21

By this time, Bundy was a father. Harvey and Kay’s first son, Harvey Hollister Bundy, Jr., was born on May Day 1916, in Cambridge. Kay and her baby boy followed Bundy down to Washington when the United States entered the European war, and that’s where William Putnam Bundy was born on September 24, 1917.

Kay often took her two baby boys to Dupont Circle in northwest Washington, a short walk from their home, where she would sit on a park bench with other mothers. Martha Taft (married to Robert Taft) had two sons as well. Eleanor Roosevelt brought her sons to Dupont Circle on the one day of the week when her nanny did not work. While they had dear friends in common, particularly Corinne Alsop, the mother of Stewart and Joe Alsop, Eleanor and Kay did not take to each other. Kay called Eleanor a “scummer”—a person of bad character. “I thought she was the worst mother I ever saw,” Kay said years later. “She was very rude, I thought, to me constantly. Eleanor didn’t like me and I didn’t like her.”22

When the war was over, Harvey returned to his Boston legal practice in February 1919. He and Kay rented a charming little house on Hilliard Street in Cambridge for $50 a month and hired a maid for $6 a week. Their closest friends, Archibald and Ada MacLeish, lived across the Harvard campus, on Phillips Place. Like Harvey, Archie was a Skull and Bones man (Yale class of 1915) and a middle westerner who was just graduating from Harvard Law. By 1920, MacLeish was working in a law firm well known to Harvey, while their wives were the best of friends. “Ada and Kay got along just like a pair of ducks,” Archie recalled. Kay quickly introduced this future Pulitzer Prize-winning poet and his beautiful wife to Boston society. After one memorable dinner at which Kay introduced Archie to her aunt Amy, Archie sent a poem of thanks which ended thus:

Perhaps I’ve not seen Shelley plain,—

That gift was not in God’s bestowal,

But I can overcome the pain,—

I dined at Kay’s with Amy Lowell.23

The Bundy-MacLeish friendship would endure a lifetime.

▪

IN 1918–1919, the years of the great flu epidemic, none of the Bundys were spared. Nearly eight months pregnant, Kay was hospitalized for three weeks; she was so ill that no one thought it wise to tell her that her eighteen-month-old son, William, had almost died. Only later did she learn that “Billy was just hanging by a hair.” She recovered just in time to give birth to their third son, McGeorge, on March 30, 1919—the thirty-first birthday of her husband. It was a normal birth in every way but one.

Kay and Harvey had checked into the hospital around 2 A.M., but because there had been a previous false alarm, the doctors were in no rush to get her into the delivery room. Three hours later, when Kay’s doctor had still not shown up, the head nurse became convinced that the time had come. The nurse, Harvey and the elevator boy managed to slide Kay onto a three-wheel dolly stretcher, which promptly tipped over, throwing her, screaming, to the floor. “I fell on my head,” Kay later recalled, “while Mac was trying to get into the world.” Repositioned on the stretcher, Kay was then put into the elevator for the ride up four floors. She kept thinking about the elevator boy—”He’ll be so embarrassed if this baby is born in his face”—but they made it to the door of the delivery room only to find that there was no key. The nurse ran like a demon back down four flights of stairs to retrieve a key, leaving Harvey with his screaming wife.

In the next few moments Mac was born, in the hallway outside a locked delivery room. When Kay shouted, “Beat it, beat it, beat it,” Harvey calmly replied, “I know all about babies.” (He had attended the birth of two previous sons.)

Four days after the birth Archie MacLeish wrote a congratulatory (and prophetic) poem entitled “An Ode in Reminder of Adversity,” warning Harvey—a loyal Yale man—that he might

live to see (O fate too hard!)

Thy sons in sequence crossing Harvard Yard.24

Harvey nicknamed his third son Sliv, short for sliver.25 But if there was any special rapport between Mac and his father it quickly became evident that Mac had dipped into his mother’s gene pool, while Harvey, Jr., and Billy were growing up in their father’s mold. The two older sons would mirror their father’s tall, rail-thin physique and serious, disciplined demeanor. Mac, by contrast, grew into a short, feisty, sharp-tongued little boy, clearly bursting with Lowell pride and Putnam sense of self.

The boys, however, would not long be alone. In May 1920, Harriet was born, the fourth child in as many years. “A daughter!” Kay recalled. “I couldn’t believe it. [I] made them go and look again.”26 Daughter Laurie, the fifth and last child, came as an afterthought in September 1923. The Bundys were now quite the Boston family. Initially, they lived on Marlborough Street, but when Laurie came they moved to a spacious, four-story town house at 133 Beacon Street, within walking distance of the Boston Commons.

The Bundy siblings had an exquisitely idyllic childhood. Every Sunday morning Grandfather Putnam came to the house on Marlborough Street and read them the comics. “He had a lovely, gentle manner,” recalled Bill. “The Putnams figured much more in our lives than the Bundys. Growing up, we heard stories about Israel Putnam, a Revolutionary War general. We were very much aware of the Lowell family history.” A. Lawrence Lowell, president of Harvard from 1909 to 1933, was a regular presence. Every Christmas night Uncle Lawrence hosted a dinner for the whole family. Christmas Day dinner was always at Grandmother Putnam’s house overlooking the Commons at 49 Beacon Street.

Bill’s earliest memories included the seasonal migration of the whole family out to Manchester in the summer and the return to Boston in the autumn. In Manchester, the Putnams owned a large tract of land on Smith Point, overlooking the tiny harbor from which working fishermen still took their trawlers out
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