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ARCHITECTS OF THE AMERICAN CENTURY

It was not a lavish party. Despite his enormous wealth, Ambassador Averell Harriman was uncomfortable with social frivolity, particularly when there was a war going on. The guests who gathered at his Moscow residence on the night of April 12, 1945, had to make do with dance music from Harriman’s Victrola and snacks from the embassy’s kitchen. Many had already headed home by 1 A.M. when the telephone rang with the news from Warm Springs. With his daughter and a few close aides, Harriman went upstairs and sat by the fireplace in his bedroom. There, warming himself against the Russian night, the financier-turned-statesman ruminated about the death of the only President he had ever served and speculated about the man who had become the only President in his lifetime he had never met.

Harriman had grown increasingly dubious about Franklin Roosevelt’s hopes that the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. could be allies in peace as they had been in war, and he had been hectoring Washington for permission to return home and present his case in person. With an inexperienced new President suddenly in power, one whose only trip overseas had been as a soldier during World War I, Harriman bluntly cabled his “intention” to come back for consultations. When the State Department finally relented, Harriman left Moscow aboard his own private plane at 5 one morning and arrived in Washington just over forty-nine hours later, easily setting a new record for such a journey.

As embassy counselor, George Kennan had helped harden Harriman’s views about the Soviets and drafted some of his sharpest cables. Harriman’s departure left the introverted young diplomat in charge and gave free rein to his tendency to send long telegrams describing the inherent conflicts between America and the Soviet Union. Roosevelt had pursued his own foreign policy with little heed to the Cassandras in the State Department. Harry Truman, on the other hand, stayed up late his first evening in office poring over recent reports. When Kennan’s messages began to flow, he found a receptive reader in the White House for a change. As Truman noted after one particularly downbeat missive from Kennan about the Soviets: “I realized only too well the implications in this message.”

John McCloy, Assistant Secretary of War, was a man more suited to action than reflection. After an aide rushed into his Paris hotel room and awakened him with the news, McCloy jotted in his diary that Roosevelt would probably be remembered as a great President, “but the press of current and impending events leaves no time to speculate on his position in history.” McCloy’s inspection tour of Europe had heightened his conviction that the U.S. must not retreat into isolation after this war the way it had after the last. A ravaged Continent would have to be rebuilt. America would have to assume its rightful position of leadership in a shaken world. Cutting short his trip, he rushed back to Washington, stopping briefly in London to attend the memorial service for Roosevelt in bomb-scarred St. Paul’s. He found it fitting that the boys’ choir sang “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” though he noted that “they sang it too slowly.”

Robert Lovett, McCloy’s “Heavenly Twin” as an Assistant Secretary of War and Harriman’s former Wall Street partner, was preparing to depart for Europe and Asia to oversee the redeployment of the air force he had built. Convinced that strategic bombing had softened Germany for the kill, he was anxious to do the same to Japan. Yet in the back of his mind, he later recalled, there were thoughts about a revolutionary weapon he barely understood and which the new President knew almost nothing about. Lovett decided to delay his trip while President Truman pondered the best way to pursue the war against Japan.

Dean Acheson, who as Assistant Secretary of State had worked with Harriman on Lend-Lease negotiations with the Kremlin, was having his portrait done by photographer Yousuf Karsh when he heard the news. Most of his friends had never met Truman and were dismayed by the prospect of a failed haberdasher from Missouri becoming President at such a critical time. But Acheson sensed that Truman had good instincts and would depend on the right people. “I think he will learn fast and inspire confidence,” Acheson wrote to his son.

Only hours after he was handed the news flash, Charles Bohlen began preparing a background paper for the new President. As the State Department’s liaison to the White House, Bohlen met Truman for the first time the next afternoon when he delivered the report. The Soviets were ignoring the pledges made at Yalta two months earlier, it declared, and they had been “consistently sabotaging Ambassador Harriman’s efforts” to reach an agreement over Poland. Upon Harriman’s arrival in Washington, Bohlen set up a meeting with Acheson and others at the State Department, where the ambassador stressed the “basic and irreconcilable differences of objective between the Soviet Union and the United States.” Then Bohlen walked with Harriman to the White House, where the education of Harry Truman—on the Soviets, on the need for America to help rebuild Europe, on the bomb—began in earnest.

•   •   •

Six friends. Their lives had intertwined from childhood and schooldays, from their early careers on Wall Street and in government. Now they were destined to be at the forefront of a remarkable transformation of American policy. As World War II drew to a close, most of their fellow citizens wanted nothing more than to turn inward and, in Harriman’s words, “go to the movies and drink Coke.” But by breeding and training, this handful of men and a few of their close colleagues knew that America would have to assume the burden of a global role. Out of duty and desire, they heeded the call to public service. They were the original brightest and best, men whose outsized personalities and forceful actions brought order to the postwar chaos and left a legacy that dominates American policy to this day.

Working together in an atmosphere of trust that in today’s Washington would seem almost quaint, they shaped a new world order that committed a once-reticent nation to defending freedom wherever it sought to flourish. During the late 1940s, they authored a doctrine of containment and forged an array of alliances that, for better or worse, have been the foundation of American policy ever since. Later, when much of what they stood for appeared to be sinking in the mire of Vietnam, they were summoned for their steady counsel and dubbed “the Wise Men.”
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WILLIAM AVERELL HARRIMAN’S first visit to Russia was in 1899, when Nicholas II was czar. His last was in 1983, at the invitation of Yuri Andropov. In between, he negotiated his own private Soviet mineral concessions with Trotsky, spent more time with Stalin than any other American, and worked out a limited test-ban treaty with Khrushchev. Yet throughout most of his career, his attitude toward the Soviets was that of a tough businessman toward a competitor, firm yet pragmatic. The son of E. H. Harriman, the steely entrepreneur who built the Union Pacific Railroad, Harriman often seemed a sovereign in his own realm. After graduating from Groton and Yale, he formed his own shipping line and merchant bank, then entered government as one of the progressive businessmen who supported the New Deal. As Roosevelt’s “special envoy” to Churchill and Stalin, he began a career as a freewheeling diplomat that continued through the Vietnam era. Plodding yet at times strikingly bold, detached yet also intense, he earned the nickname “the Crocodile” by affecting a drowsy manner that would suddenly give way to a snap of action.

[image: image]

ROBERT ABERCROMBIE LOVETT spent much of his childhood playing games at the Harriman estate. His father was E. H. Harriman’s trusted right hand at the Union Pacific and later its chairman. The two sons became fellow members of Skull and Bones at Yale, directors of the railroad, and partners on Wall Street. At the outset of the Depression, they helped merge Harriman’s banking interests with those of Brown Brothers, where Lovett had become a partner. When he came to Washington as Assistant Secretary of War, Lovett operated as he had on Wall Street, discreetly backstage. With his patrician demeanor and charm, he was a masterful administrator who did more than any other man to bring the U.S. into the age of strategic air power. As Under Secretary of State, he was the chief operating officer of the department during the early showdowns of the Cold War; later, he went on to become Secretary of Defense. When John Kennedy became President, he reached out to the man he considered the living embodiment of a noble tradition and offered him a choice of three top Cabinet posts, State, Defense, or Treasury; Lovett, devoid of personal ambition, spurned them all but suggested the three men who ended up in those jobs.
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DEAN GOODERHAM ACHESON, son of the Episcopal bishop of Connecticut, was at Groton and Yale with Harriman, who taught the somewhat cheeky younger boy to row crew. Even then Acheson was known for his flashy wit, but it was not until he studied under Felix Frankfurter at Harvard Law School that his mental agility was honed into the intellectual intensity that was to mark his tenure as Truman’s Secretary of State. He entitled his memoirs Present at the Creation, and though he was rarely accused of excess modesty, the phrase actually understates his role. Indeed, he was the architect of the creation he describes, a man who was more responsible for the Truman Doctrine than President Truman and more responsible for the Marshall Plan than General Marshall. In and out of power, Acheson and Harriman maintained a gentlemanly rapport that overcame their occasional rivalries; it was a relationship that culminated more than three decades after they entered government service when Harriman helped Acheson fathom the dark realities of the Vietnam quagmire with the same care he had used in initiating him to the intricacies of rowing a shell.
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JOHN JAY MCCLOY, JR., like Acheson, experienced an intellectual awakening at Harvard Law School. But for the poor boy from Philadelphia, the experience did even more. It provided an entrée into an American Establishment that he came to revere—and to epitomize. As a Wall Street lawyer, he learned to win the confidence of the nation’s most powerful men. He and Lovett were recruited by the venerable Henry Stimson to help run the War Department, and McCloy went on to become president of the World Bank and High Commissioner for Germany. With his distaste for ideological battles, McCloy illustrated how those who administer a policy often have more impact than those who conceive it. Later he served as chairman of the Chase bank and the Council on Foreign Relations. He may hold the record for the number of Cabinet posts rejected by one man, preferring to spend most of his life as one of the nation’s most influential private citizens.
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GEORGE FROST KENNAN, an insecure boy from Milwaukee, came to Princeton as an outsider and resolutely cast himself in that role even after he became the intellectual darling of the Washington elite. His long career in the Foreign Service was an anguished one: he seemed to relish being unappreciated and misunderstood. Yet for a brief period at the onset of the Cold War, his ideas about the Soviets helped coalesce a nebulous attitude among policy makers in Washington. First through the famous Long Telegram, which warned of the Kremlin’s expansionist ambitions, and then through a scholarly article written anonymously as “X,” Kennan formulated a containment theory that was embraced in Washington with an enthusiasm that soon caused him to squirm. As Henry Kissinger has noted, “Kennan came as close to authoring the diplomatic doctrine of his era as any diplomat in our history.”
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CHARLES EUSTIS BOHLEN was in many ways the opposite of Kennan; he was born with the social graces that allowed him to be an amiable insider amid circles of power. Yet the two men became best of friends and close intellectual partners as they rose within the Foreign Service to be the nation’s foremost Soviet experts at the outset of the Cold War. Together they helped open the first U.S. mission to the Soviet Union following American recognition in 1933, and for the next two decades they served alternately at the State Department and as diplomats in the Moscow embassy, both culminating their careers by becoming ambassador there. While not as creative as Kennan, Bohlen had a subtler yet almost as important role. Far more adroit at dealing with others in power, he gently paved the way for the official acceptance of the view of Soviet behavior that he and Kennan shared.

Harriman, Lovett, Acheson, McCloy, Kennan, Bohlen: two bankers, two lawyers, two diplomats. Besides being major players in their own right, they represent a cross section of the postwar policy Establishment. The values they embodied were nurtured in prep schools, at college clubs, in the boardrooms of Wall Street, and at dinner parties in Washington. They shared a vision of public service as a lofty calling and an aversion to the pressures of partisan politics. They had a pragmatic and businesslike preference for realpolitik over ideology. As internationalists who respected the manners and traditions of Europe, they waged a common struggle against the pervasive isolationism of their time. Their world view was shaped by a fascination with the emergence of the Soviet Union as a world power and an unabashed belief in America’s sacred destiny (and their own) to take the lead in protecting freedom around the globe and create what Henry Luce in a 1941 Life magazine article envisioned as “The American Century.”

There were, of course, other men from the same tradition who could also be included in a biographical narrative of America’s emergence as a global superpower. Several, in fact, play important roles in the story that follows. James Forrestal, though he became more intensely ideological than the others, brought from Princeton and Wall Street much of the same outlook as his close friend Lovett and their colleagues; had he not committed suicide at the height of his career, he might have come to be considered a personification of the Wise Men tradition. Paul Nitze—who was Bohlen’s clubmate at Harvard, Forrestal’s partner on Wall Street, and Kennan’s successor as chief planner at the State Department—was not in a position of influence during the initial showdowns of the Cold War in 1945 and 1946, but he soon became an important member of the crowd.

Nor are the six men profiled in this book wholly compatible. Kennan, for example, hardly fit into the clubby comradery that helped unite the crowd (he even quit his eating club at Princeton, a matter that still seemed to cause some anguish as he recalled it decades later in the elegant drawing room of Manhattan’s Century Association). McCloy was likewise not to the manner born, although he early on adopted it with relish. Lovett and Bohlen, the most socially secure of the lot, arguably had less direct influence on the making of policy than many of their contemporaries. Harriman, for his part, had serious bouts of political ambition that caused Acheson and the others to regard him with raised eyebrows.

Yet when considered together, these half-dozen friends fit together in a complementary way, epitomizing a style and outlook that played a dominant role in modern American policy making. Regarding service as an honor and imbued with a sense of noblesse oblige, they glided easily between private and public careers. As individuals, and even more so as a group, they embody what has been called (by those who venerate them as well as those who malign them) the American Establishment.

•   •   •

The field that has been ostentatiously labeled, by both self-serious scholars and those who satirize them, “Establishment studies” is a tricky one. On both the left and the right, there is a tendency to treat “the Establishment” as a gigantic conspiracy that needs to be exposed, as if it were a mysterious Masonic cabal. Wide-eyed right wingers distribute leaflets filled with exclamation points and arrows that purport to show the insidious reach of the Council on Foreign Relations and the Trilateral Commission. Zealots on the left use the same ominous tones in revealing the influence of the power structure, disagreeing with the right only on whether it is a conspiracy of capitalist imperialists or Communist one-worlders.

Those with greater insight can also be sharply critical. John Kenneth Galbraith, no stranger to its hallowed precincts, takes great joy in unleashing his irreverent wit on “the Establishment.” In a celebrated 1966 speech to the Americans for Democratic Action, the acerbic professor blamed the deepening Vietnam entanglement on “the foreign policy syndicate of New York—the Dulles-Lovett-McCloy communion, with which I am sure Secretary Rusk would wish to be associated and of which Dean Acheson is a latter-day associate.”

On the other hand, there are those insiders who speak with reverence of the bygone elite. “For the entire postwar period,” writes Henry Kissinger, “foreign policy had been ennobled by a group of distinguished men who, having established their eminence in other fields, devoted themselves to public service.” Citing McCloy, Acheson, Harriman, and Lovett among others, he goes on to call them “an aristocracy dedicated to the service of this nation on behalf of principles beyond partisanship.” Paul Nitze mentions the same names when speaking of the “golden age of the Establishment,” noting: “I have never seen such a panoply of first-class people, who never thought of putting their interests before the nation’s.”

The English journalist Henry Fairlie first popularized the phrase “the Establishment” in a 1955 article describing the circle of powerful men who dominated Britain. Six years later, in a mock-serious parody called “Notes on the Establishment in America,” Richard Rovere deftly poked at those who took the notion seriously while, with the other edge of his pen, executing a delightful drypoint of the subject at hand. Recounting a purported conversation with Galbraith, who “had for some time been surreptitiously at work in Establishment studies,” Rovere described his discovery of the chairman emeritus of the Establishment. “Suddenly the name sprang to my lips. John J. McCloy.”

It is a notion that rankles McCloy. “Oh, no, not me,” he protested years later. “I was not really a part of the Establishment. I was from the wrong side of the tracks.” As Rovere dryly noted in his essay: “Naturally, Establishment leaders pooh-pooh the whole idea; they deny the existence of the Establishment, disclaim any connection of their own with it.” For McCloy, it is the latter reaction. “Yes, of course,” he says when asked if there was ever such a group. “They were Skull and Bones, Groton, that sort of thing. That was the elite. Lovett, Harvey Bundy, Acheson, they called on a tradition, a high tradition. They ran with the swift. I always had in mind, even to this day, that I was not really a part of that.”

In fact, however, one of the salient features of the tradition McCloy invokes is that it has not been a closed circle admissible only by birthright. In many ways it is meritocratic, at least for those eager to accept its style. The two men Rovere cites as putative Establishment chairmen, McCloy and Dean Rusk, were both from poor backgrounds. The cultivation process was a mutual one: Just as they sought admission to what they considered a special elite, the group sought to groom them and others for inclusion in its tradition of high-minded service.

Among those who most vehemently disparage the idea that there is an Establishment is McGeorge Bundy. (Clearly it would be futile for him to disclaim any connection if it did perchance exist: his father, Harvey Bundy, was a longtime aide to Secretary of War Stimson; McGeorge Bundy coauthored Stimson’s memoirs; he edited a collection of Acheson’s speeches; his brother Bill married one of Acheson’s daughters; he served as Kennedy’s and Johnson’s National Security Adviser; and he was president of the Ford Foundation.) The notion is far too nebulous to be of any use, Bundy contends, and the differences among those usually included under the Establishment rubric are far greater than the similarities. And yet, it turns out, it was Bundy who wrote a memo for Lyndon Johnson entitled “Backing from the Establishment,” which set the stage for the formation of the group that became known as the Wise Men. “The key to these people,” Bundy advised, “is McCloy.”

When Bundy was seeking Lovett’s advice during the Cuban missile crisis, the elder statesman nodded toward a photograph near Bundy’s desk and intoned that “the best service we can perform for the President is to try to approach this as Colonel Stimson would.” That, in fact, might be the truest touchstone of Establishment credentials: reverence for the tradition exemplified by Henry Lewis Stimson, the consummate American statesman and Wall Street lawyer who served as Secretary of War under both William Howard Taft and Franklin Roosevelt and as Secretary of State under Herbert Hoover.

In its twentieth-century incarnation, the tradition began with the group of internationalists who acted as an informal brain trust for Woodrow Wilson at Versailles and returned home to found the Council on Foreign Relations. The founding father of the line was Elihu Root, who served as William McKinley’s Secretary of War and Theodore Roosevelt’s Secretary of State. Root was revered as a mentor by Stimson, just as Stimson became the mentor for such men as McCloy and Lovett.

These men helped establish a distinguished network connecting Wall Street, Washington, worthy foundations, and proper clubs. “The New York financial and legal community,” former JFK aide Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., wrote in 1965, “was the heart of the American Establishment. Its household deities were Henry L. Stimson and Elihu Root; its present leaders, Robert A. Lovett and John J. McCloy; its front organizations, the Rockefeller, Ford and Carnegie foundations and the Council on Foreign Relations.”

Opposing this tradition is a populist strand that has run through American history since Jonathan Edwards led the Great Awakening against the sophistication that was blossoming in the eighteenth century and Andrew Jackson spearheaded a popular revolt against John Quincy Adams. In fact, the division between populists and the Establishment has been a more fundamental one in U.S. politics than that between left and right, liberal and conservative. Both Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan, like many of their predecessors, rode to the White House in large part by tapping an anti-Establishment vein in the populace.

This populist resentment of the Establishment—shared by the Old Left, New Left, Old Right, and New Right—accounts for much of the hostility faced by Acheson, McCloy, and their colleagues. For it is another defining characteristic of their group that they were decidedly nonpopulist, serving in the executive branch while remaining proudly aloof from the pressures of public opinion and its expression in Congress.

These men did not adhere to a single ideology, nor was ideology a driving force in their lives—except insofar as an instinct for the center can be called an ideology. They were equally opposed to the yahoos of the right and the softies of the left. Ideological fervor was frowned upon; pragmatism, realpolitik, moderation, and consensus were prized. Nonpartisanship was more than a principle, it was an art form: the only public jobs held by John McCloy or Robert Lovett, both mainstream Republicans, were in Democratic Administrations. “Damn it, I always forget,” FDR muttered when McCloy once reminded him that he was not a Democrat.

There were, however, some basic tenets these men shared, foremost among them an opposition to isolationism. They were internationalists, and more specifically Atlanticists, an outlook that resulted in a certain willingness to make sweeping American commitments. They viewed America’s leadership role, and their own, as part of a moral destiny. Godfrey Hodgson, an insightful British journalist, notes in an essay on the American Establishment that it was “characteristic of these men to take on the burdens of world power with a certain avidity.” It reflected, he said, a “grim but grand duty” that was a “legacy from half-buried layers of New England Puritanism.” Louis Auchincloss captured these Puritan underpinnings in his 1985 novel Honorable Men. Its hero, Chip Benedict, at one point declares to his wife: “What about our national honor? What about our commitment to world freedom?”

Their other basic tenet was the doctrine of containment. The notion that the primary goal of U.S. policy should be to limit the spread of Soviet Communism by force and diplomacy was their paramount contribution, one formulated jointly by Kennan, Acheson, Harriman, Bohlen, McCloy, Lovett, and Nitze. It became the core, indeed the creed, of a foreign policy consensus that prevailed for almost a generation; despite the destructive involvement in Vietnam that was its bastard legacy, the idea of containment remains, in a form strikingly similar to the way these men first conceived it, a fundamental precept of American policy.

In addition, they believed in a certain noble style of leadership, both for their country and for themselves. Galbraith likes to call it “the Groton ethic,” the notion of duty and honor that Endicott Pea-body tried to instill in his pupils. Lovett and McCloy were gentlemen, far different in manner from the ambitious power players who hold similar positions today. It was a tradition that they bequeathed to such men as David Bruce, Clark Clifford, Douglas Dillon, William and McGeorge Bundy, Dean Rusk, Cyrus Vance, and many others.

The Establishment label can therefore be a useful one. However hazy its outlines, the men who fall under the rubric shared many assumptions, and being part of a close-knit coterie added to whatever influence they had as mere individuals. Yet to treat the Establishment as a monolith, as many historians do, is less than enlightening. Stimson may have considered McCloy and Lovett “twins,” but the fact that they came from decidedly different backgrounds is crucial to a full understanding of the style that both came to exemplify. The same is true of Kennan and Bohlen. Even Acheson and Harriman, whose shared experiences began at the Groton boathouse and lasted through the final meeting of the Wise Men more than sixty years later, illustrate the intriguing diversity within what is often regarded as an undifferentiated group.

This, then, is primarily a story about six influential men: their friendship, their power, their world, and their creation. However one defines the Establishment, these men were at its core, both because of who they were and how they were regarded. But by regarding them as individuals, the group becomes slightly less mysterious, and a lot more interesting.

•   •   •

Looking at the lives of these men, at their experiences and feelings, helps provide a personal perspective on the postwar period. Even the most careful scholars (in fact, particularly the most careful ones) sometimes seem to forget that at the midst of the momentous forces that shaped the modern world were flesh-and-blood individuals acting on imperfect information and half-formed beliefs. Like most human beings, these men were influenced by a mixture of principles and prejudices, noble goals and personal conceits. Their ideas sometimes reflected their lofty visions, at other times their momentary indignations, and occasionally their personal moods.

Choosing a group of close colleagues also made it possible to explore an important facet of why people act as they do: the influence exerted by friends, the desire for peer approval, and the pressures to conform. In forming their attitudes about the Soviets, for example, Kennan and Bohlen helped shape each other’s ideas in the 1930s, then had an impact on Harriman’s thinking during World War II, and he in turn helped sway McCloy, Acheson, and many others in Washington as the war drew to a close.

The debate over the extent that great individuals affect the flow of history is destined to remain unresolved. But one thing is certain: The men in this book deeply believed that what they thought and did could be a contributing factor, that persons and personalities could play a role on history’s stage. They were, at least to an extent greater than noted in many histories, correct. When Harriman flew from Moscow to tutor Truman on the nature of the Soviet threat, when Kennan sent his Long Telegram that helped focus what had been a somewhat amorphous attitude in Washington, when Acheson took over a meeting about aid to Greece and Turkey and spoke of “rotten apples” in a barrel, events unfolded in a way that might have been different if others had been in their positions.

One reason the personal angle is missing from many of the otherwise penetrating studies of the Cold War is that the subjects of this book, important as they were to their times, were very private men. Unlike the more ambitious mandarins who pervade today’s professional policy elite, these men did not seek to purvey their influence in the public realm. Later, of course, some wrote memoirs, but none wallowed in the self-serving revelations so popular today. They abhorred publicity; neither at the time nor in retrospect did they seek to enhance their role for popular consumption. Partly as a result, there are no full biographies of any of these six pivotal players (although some are in the works), and most histories treat them as two-dimensional characters.

The story is told mainly from the perspective of the men involved, exploring what they saw and felt at the time. Judging their role of course requires factoring in knowledge available only in retrospect, which we freely do; but it also requires regarding their actions in context, neither embellished by misty memory nor diminished by hindsight. To this end, we have relied primarily on the papers of the men involved, the letters they wrote and the interviews they gave at the time, their personal memos and their occasional private journal jottings. These proved to be an abundant and largely untapped resource. Particularly useful were reams of papers of Harriman, McCloy, and Lovett, and the family letters of Kennan that have not yet been made public, as well as the letters of Dean Acheson deposited at Yale in 1983. In addition, we interviewed scores of relatives and old colleagues, many of whom gave us access to papers and memorabilia.

•   •   •

In embarking on this project, we had no ideological ax to grind, no theses to prove. Nor was it our goal to apportion responsibility for the Cold War. Instead, we sought to understand why a group of important players came to act as they did. The main characters in this book, we came to believe, made mistakes and wrought some unintended consequences. But they were not guided by sinister or selfish motives in shepherding American policy.

They were staunch capitalists for whom liberal free trade was a creed; some had extensive financial holdings that would today be considered conflicts of interest; they believed in using economic policies as levers of diplomatic power. Yet they were not primarily motivated by imperialist impulses or fears of an impending capitalist crisis. Although their belief in the ideals of democracy was not always evenly applied, they were sincerely repulsed by the tyrannical tactics of the Kremlin and understandably anxious to keep them from spreading.

In their minds there was a link between free trade, free markets, and free men. The fact that the U.S. would be the prime beneficiary of a system of open global markets was clear to the protagonists of this book, but that did not make the goal any less sincere. Much of what they advocated was in fact largely selfless: the notion that Europe should be protected from Soviet domination had less to do with a desire for lucrative markets than with an affinity for the traditions and aspirations of Europeans.

The creed of Soviet containment that they formulated reflected their instinct for the pragmatic center. On one side were the liberal visionaries who believed that the Grand Alliance that had won the war could work together to preserve the peace if only Washington would make concessions to Stalin’s legitimate security needs. On the other side were the fanatic anti-Communists who viewed the coming East-West showdown as a holy war.

Having seen firsthand the reality of the Soviet system, Harriman and Kennan and Bohlen came to believe that it was dangerous to put much faith in postwar cooperation, and they soon persuaded Acheson, McCloy, and others. Yet as pragmatic men, they were not primarily worried about Marxism or Communist ideology; far from being McCarthyites, they became some of the prime targets of the Redbaiting scares. What they sought to contain was the spread of Russian domination. They would likely have reacted much the same way if the xenophobic and expansionist empire at issue was still czarist rather than Bolshevik.

Their primary reason for resisting the spread of Soviet power was the same as the one that has motivated most Americans ever since: an abhorrence of the imposition of totalitarian systems on people yearning to live freely. They were tacitly willing to cede the Soviets some sphere of interest, but in return they saw no reason for Moscow to crush all freedoms in that realm. This outlook involved, of course, an implicit assumption that the rest of the world naturally desired the system of democratic capitalism, liberal values, and economic trade enjoyed by those in the West.

They viewed the Soviets in the way a businessman might regard a competitor: concessions and appeasement would not serve to buy goodwill, but it was possible to achieve a realistic modus vivendi that included cooperation on matters of mutual interest. They favored, for example, a postwar loan to the Soviets and efforts to work out a system of joint control for the atom bomb. Yet Acheson and others consciously overstated the threat they perceived in order to sell their vision of America’s role in the postwar world. Eventually, they began to internalize their own rhetoric. Even more importantly, people less comfortable with the subtleties of the businessman’s approach turned the competition with the Soviets into a life-and-death confrontation.

•   •   •

Most historians date the onset of the Cold War to the cold winter of 1947 or even later. In the minds of the men in this story, however, it began much earlier—and thus in fact it did. At the time, they were reacting to specific events while grappling for a strategic doctrine that would order their thoughts. They would have been appalled (as indeed they later were) at the prospect that the struggle they foresaw would result in a world dangerously divided for decades to come and locked in a frightening arms race.

History will bestow a mixed judgment on what they bequeathed. The world role that they carved for the U.S. left a costly legacy for successors who were neither as pragmatic nor as flexible when it came to balancing commitments with resources. The unchecked interventionist spirit resulted in unwise political and military involvements that the nation, by the end of the Vietnam War, was neither willing nor able to keep. Their policies also did nothing to alleviate, and perhaps even exacerbated, the evil they were designed to combat: Moscow’s paranoia, expansionism, and unwillingness to cooperate in a liberal world order. Their reaction to the Soviet threat, Walter Lippmann has charged, “furnished the Soviet Union with reasons, with pretexts, for an iron rule behind the iron curtain, and with the ground for believing what Russians are conditioned to believe: that a coalition is being organized to destroy them.”

Yet it is hardly fair to blame such men as Acheson and Harriman and Kennan for Stalin’s intransigence or for the inability of others to adapt the policy of containment to changing situations. Reacting prudently to the threats they perceived at the time, they were able to create a bipartisan consensus about the goals of American policy that worked well for two decades. They countered what was, in fact, the very real threat that the power vacuum existing at the end of a devastating war would result in all of Europe and the Middle East coming under Soviet domination. “It is to the lasting credit of that generation of Americans,” Kissinger has written, “that they assumed these responsibilities with energy, imagination and skill. By helping Europe rebuild, encouraging European unity, shaping institutions of economic cooperation, and extending the protection of our alliances, they saved the possibilities of freedom. This burst of creativity is one of the glorious moments of American history.”

Whatever the final verdict on America’s postwar policies, any assessment requires knowing and understanding why certain integral players acted the way they did. Their story is ultimately a human one, a drama of courage and conceits, wisdom and folly. It is, as Acheson has written, “a tale of large conceptions, great achievements, and some failures, the product of enormous will and effort.” And it begins with boys rowing at a New England prep school and riding horses in the snow on a sprawling ranch in Idaho.


Introduction

In their time, they operated largely behind the scenes, little known by the public. But they achieved great things: the shaping of a world order; the creation of international institutions; the forging of a lasting peace in a perilous time. They were private men who avoided publicity but were comfortable with public power, not as an end in itself but as a force for prosperity, security, and freedom. Those who called on their services used the term “Wise Men” half tongue in cheek, but presidents from FDR to Richard Nixon counted on their wisdom.

In the twenty-five years since The Wise Men was published in 1986, we have often been asked, “Who are the Wise Men today?” We have groped for some semi-plausible names, but in truth, it’s harder now to be a Wise Man than it was in 1945.

A half century or more ago, as America was assuming its place as the world’s greatest power, government was much smaller and more intimate. High policy is no longer made over cocktails, as it was in 1947, when President Truman’s undersecretary of state Robert Lovett went over to the apartment of the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Republican Arthur Vandenberg, to share some top-secret cables in order to win support for the Marshall Plan. When the Wise Men were creating the Western Alliance in 1948, the White House had no national security staff—just presidential aide Clark Clifford meeting or having lunch at the F Street Club with, say, Averell Harriman. National security policymaking may be a more orderly or democratic process these days, but it is also far more cumbersome, if not sclerotic.

The social elite that spawned the Wise Men is a vestige of the past. The meritocracy has long since replaced what columnist Joseph Alsop labeled the Wasp Ascendancy. The Ivy League still staffs many of the top jobs in any administration, but not with the sort of free-spirited preppies who came to Washington during the 1940s. The great Cold War secretary of state, Dean Acheson, last in his class at Groton, wouldn’t get into the twenty-first-century Yale; Russian expert and diplomat extraordinaire Chip Bohlen, kicked out of St. Paul’s, wouldn’t get into Harvard. The think tanks and committee staffs of Washington are filled with overachieving men and women with impressive résumés and SAT scores, but who often come across as more careerist than creative.

Government service, sadly, has lost its luster. At Princeton, alma mater of foreign policy visionary George Kennan, a wealthy graduate endowed the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs expressly to train Foreign Service officers. But by the late 1990s, very few Woodrow
Wilson School students were taking the Foreign Service exam. Many more were looking instead for Wall Street jobs.

During and immediately after World War II, investment bankers like Lovett and Harriman and lawyers like John McCloy and Acheson could, without too much fuss, go back and forth between their private sector jobs and government service. Today, they must divest themselves of any assets that might conceivably pose a conflict of interest and hire lawyers to get past the erratic, seemingly endless Senate confirmation process. Not surprisingly, quite a few able men and women are unwilling to make the sacrifice.

The ones who do go into government don’t seem to have quite as much fun as the Lovetts and McCloys of the old days. When these two young Wall Streeters went to work for Secretary of War Henry Stimson in 1941, they were able to wield their considerable power with élan. Today’s government servants must run a gauntlet of reporters and congressional committee investigators—important and sometimes essential checks on the abuse of power, but often vexing nonetheless. Foreign policy making was relatively free of partisan politics in the early days of the Cold War; today, nothing is.

The Wise Men had the exhilarating sensation of being, as Acheson put it in the title of his zesty memoir, “Present at the Creation.” The American Century, in the 1941 phrase of Time-Life founder Henry Luce, was just beginning. Today the talk (alarmist and unfounded, we believe) is of American decline. No wonder the esprit of government service has declined as well.

It is, of course, easy to mythologize the Wise Men and overstate their significance and worth. Indeed, one could write a cautionary lesson about the Myth of the Wise Man. Presidents can be badly served by former statesmen who pretend to know all but don’t—whose prejudices have hardened but whose real-time intelligence is lacking. Dean Acheson gave John F. Kennedy dangerously hawkish advice during the 1961 Berlin and 1962 Cuban missile crises. He and Bob Lovett also unwisely encouraged Lyndon Johnson to show backbone by escalating in Vietnam in 1965. On the other hand it was Acheson, along with several other Wise Men, who forced LBJ to confront the bad news coming out of Vietnam after the Tet Offensive in 1968.

“Speak truth to power” is a cliché notable for its rarity in modern-day Washington. Robert Strauss, a kind of latter-day Wise Man who counseled Democratic presidents from LBJ to Bill Clinton, enjoyed describing what it was like to bring visitors to offer advice to the president. On the way over to the White House, the visitors would work themselves up, practicing brave speeches
(Strauss would imitate them: “I’m gonna tell that S.O.B. in the Oval Office a thing or two!”). But once actually inside the Oval Office, their courage would wilt; they would become supplicants and sycophants. Strauss would mock their prating: “Oh, Mr. President, you’re doing such a wonderful job!”

Presidents need men and women who are confident enough—independent enough—to level with them. No one would argue that the president’s top advisers should be chosen from an elitist club of Anglo-Saxon white males who graduated from certain schools (the parody version of the Wise Men; also the reality). But it would serve the country to have public figures with the confidence to rise above party or the search for celebrity. The self-confidence of the Wise Men was liberating—it gave them the freedom to be creative and bold.

 

The Wise Men fashioned not just the ideas but also the institutions that ran the postwar world. Those institutions are still largely in place—long after the world has changed. Are the World Bank and International Monetary Fund the right institutions to manage the new global economy? Radio Free Europe and Voice of America worked brilliantly to spread the word of freedom to the Communist bloc. But what is the right sort of agency to fight cyber terror or Islamic fanaticism? Is NATO the best military structure for resolving messy insurgencies or civil wars in countries like Afghanistan and Libya? These Cold War—era institutions creak and labor along, but a new generation needs to create whole new structures and systems for the world as it is or will be. This task will require the same kind of inspiration and energy that seized Acheson as he sought to create a Pax Americana to replace Pax Britannica and Kennan to imagine the containment doctrine. The Wise Men, whose story we tell in this book, are gone forever. But their spirit should live on.

 

—Walter Isaacson & Evan Thomas, January 2012



PART ONE

GATHERING

I am sure you will catch on,

and go on and on

and be something and somebody.

—E. H. HARRIMAN TO HIS SON AVERELL
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CHAPTER 1
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Harriman, standing fifth from left, on the Groton crew

WORLD OF THEIR OWN

To the manner born

As he stood on the dock of the brown-shingled boathouse, Averell Harriman paid little notice to the spindly boy rowing in seat seven of the shell hacking up the languid Nashua River. Dean Acheson was more than a year younger and two forms behind him, and at Groton there was little fraternizing between boys of different ages. In addition, with his air of stoic detachment, Harriman seemed aloof even to students his own age. He had been taught to row by a private tutor on his family’s own private lake, and the other boys came to regard him as more of a coach than a schoolmate as he helped organize the underclass crews. Acheson, on the other hand, had quickly earned a reputation of being too cheeky for his own good. He went out for rowing only because the school required that each boy play some sport. Yet Harriman soon came to believe, as he later recalled, that the boy with toothpick legs and an impish demeanor showed some promise, at least on the water. He began to offer unsolicited tips, a bit of encouragement. Eventually he would bestow the pronouncement that Acheson “was a good oar.”

In the years to come, Harriman would continue to fancy himself a tutor to the fresh schoolmate he had helped with the intricacies of stroking an oar. He would lecture Acheson about the postwar Soviet threat and, much later, gently prod him about the futility of the Vietnam War. Acheson, for his part, would later confess to being bemused by Harriman’s plodding and sovereign style, though he would find him ever a reliable ally when it counted. And when it was all over, just weeks before he died in 1971, Acheson would recall the relationship fondly in a letter to his old friend:

 


Sometimes it amuses me to confuse the young by pointing out what really elder statesmen we are by telling them that our friendship began—though perhaps neither of us knew it at the time—sixty-six years ago this month. Then I came as a new boy to the school at which you were a little, though not much, my senior. In most of those years that have passed, we have joined in activities that sometimes have been pretty strenuous, first of all on the water, where we rowed, and later in government, where we struggled.



 

Harriman’s sense of sovereignty and detachment was hardly surprising: he was the eldest son of one of America’s richest men, a domineering railway tycoon whose family more closely resembled a medieval duchy than an American household. Edward Henry Harriman’s personal fortune surpassed $70 million at a time when there was no inheritance tax, the average hourly wage was twenty-two cents, and a dollar could buy an imported linen dress shirt or a hundred eggs. His money was entirely self-made. “My capital when I began was a pencil and this,” he would say, tapping his head.

The first American Harriman was a London stationer who had migrated to New Haven in 1795 and made a comfortable fortune chartering vessels for trade in the West Indies. But E. H. Harriman’s father had been an itinerant Episcopal clergyman who wandered through California preaching in prospecting camps before returning east as the rector of a small wooden church in Jersey City. At age fourteen, E. H. dropped out of school to become a five-dollar-a-week messenger boy at a brokerage house on Wall Street. “I have become convinced that there is something else in life for me besides school and books,” he told his disapproving father. “I am going to work.”

A compact dynamo, he plunged with relish into the cutthroat market of the Robber Baron era. With three thousand dollars borrowed from a wealthy uncle, he bought himself a seat on the Stock Exchange and captured Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt and Jay Gould as his mentors and clients. By twenty-six, E. H. had parlayed his own first fortune of $150,000 by selling short in coal-mine stocks when he guessed that a speculator’s attempt to corner the market would fail.

Marriage to Mary Williamson Averell in 1879 brought Harriman his first link to railroads. Her father, William Averell, the president of a small upstate New York rail company, provided a special train for the couple’s honeymoon with “E. H. Harriman” painted on the locomotive. It was the first of many destined to be so emblazoned.

Harriman’s railway holdings were built with both paper and steel: he became an adroit and notorious speculator in railway stock options and an energetic builder of the lines he thus came to control. The empire that he eventually accumulated as chairman of the Union Pacific and Southern Pacific stretched twenty-three thousand miles and was capitalized at $1.5 billion. In the process he made some daunting enemies, including J. P. Morgan and the President of the United States. After a feud that began over a political appointment, Theodore Roosevelt took to calling him an “enemy of the Republic” and a “malefactor of great wealth.”

The railway madness of that era was noted for its untrammeled excess, epitomized by the brutal take-over battles between E. H. Harriman and James J. Hill. Theirs was an exalted realm. “When the master of one of the great Western lines travels toward the Pacific in his palace car,” wrote the awed British observer Lord Bryce, “his journey is like a royal progress. Governors of States and Territories bow before him; legislatures receive him in solemn session; cities seek to propitiate him.”

•   •   •

William Averell Harriman, born on November 15, 1891, bore many of his father’s traits. To his childhood friends, who called him Bill, Averell was noted for his curious combination of tenacity and detachment. Unlike his small and tightly wound father, Averell was somewhat plodding, almost to the point of seeming dull; but both were blunt and unvarnished—proudly so. No jokes or small talk crept into their conversations, no easy laughter or self-deprecating tales. Although his older sister Mary and younger brother Roland abounded in gregarious charm, Averell displayed little of the frivolity of youth. He affected an imperious demeanor that was accented by his quiet manner.

Even when he was young, Averell looked somewhat haggard and sallow, but appearances were deceiving: he was tough, physically and mentally, and relished putting his abilities on the line. Recreations were challenges to be mastered, and Harriman invariably did: polo, rowing, skiing, bowling, croquet, and even backgammon. “He went into any game lock, stock, and barrel,” Robert Lovett later recalled. “He would get whatever he needed—the best horses, coaches, equipment, his own bowling alley or croquet lawn—and work like the devil to win.”

“I like the kind of play that is as strenuous as work,” the young Averell told an interviewer. “I like to go into each, in its turn, as hard as I know how.” It was an approach he learned from his parents. “Father,” Averell once recalled, “could not imagine doing anything just for fun.” His mother used to carry a rule book while she played croquet, citing it often to insist that the finer points be followed.

E. H. Harriman, short and stern, was hardly a doting father, but he took a great interest in his children, taking them on his far-flung excursions and playing childhood games with them in his study after dinner. He insisted they look him straight in the eye during all conversations and rewarded them with pennies for performing self-improvement chores such as keeping a daily diary. “In everything he did he took command, no matter what was going on,” Averell later recalled. “Even if we went for a walk, he’d tell us where he wanted to go. He knew what he wanted to do.”

On one of the cross-country tours E. H. took with his older son, their private train started swaying out of control as it sped along a stretch of rough track. After almost derailing, it screeched to a halt. The Union Pacific president, Horace G. Burt, explained to Harriman that a construction crew had been working on the roadbed and failed to send a flagman out to signal oncoming trains. “Fire everyone on that gang,” said Harriman as Averell listened in awe. “That’s really rather cruel on these people,” Burt replied. Said Harriman: “It may be cruel, but it will probably save a lot of lives. That sort of thing won’t happen again.”

The elder Harriman imparted his wisdom through oft-repeated adages. “A good workman can work with poor tools,” he would tell his children. “Whatever you have anything to do with, your first thought should be to improve it.” And his favorite maxim: “Great wealth is an obligation and responsibility. Money must work for the country.”

His children took these sayings to heart. When his daughter Mary made her debut in 1901, she balked at the expenses that were being lavished on the extravaganzas of her friends. Even though she was a vivacious partygoer, she felt that such displays were unnecessary. So she put part of the money to better use and helped found the Junior League. Its first project, even before it was formally an organization, was bringing the flowers from lavish parties to local hospitals and seeing that they were properly distributed. This sense of social obligation, of noblesse oblige, was something she often urged on her brother, who respected her enormously.

Averell’s reserve resembled that of his mother. “Her rather formal pattern of living provided, in a sense, a shield against intrusion,” her biographer wrote. Some people, because of their style and grand bearing, tacitly command attention simply by entering a room. Mary Averell Harriman had such an air, and so too at times did her older son. She managed her households, which included up to a hundred servants and retainers, with the same authority and attention to detail her husband brought to running the railways. Her diaries, studded with biblical sayings and meticulous financial accounts, reveal a shrewd outlook which was only rarely apparent in public.

During Averell’s childhood, the Harrimans owned a series of elegant town houses on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. The grandest was a cavernous Georgian pile of marble that overlooked the site where the St. Regis Hotel was being built. Averell would stare from its windows for hours, fascinated by the horse-drawn trucks and steam-powered pulleys and the marvel of human construction they were slowly creating. E. H. Harriman kept a string of trotters in the city to pull his sons through Central Park and later was driven about by one of the country’s first automobiles, one he had imported from Germany.

Averell dutifully attended Miss Dodson’s dancing school and other such Social Register rites of passage, but he stonily avoided the young social set whenever possible. He was more in his element at Arden, the Harrimans’ baronial estate fifty miles up the Hudson where the family spent spring and summer.

Begun as a modest wooden cottage on the shore of a lake, Arden was gradually expanded by the Harrimans into a rambling three-story mansion with squash courts, billiard room, and separate guest quarters. For E. H. Harriman, even his home was a potential industry: iron mines on the property were reopened, dairy cows were raised to sell milk to the military academy at West Point, and electricity plants were built at Arden and neighboring Turners Village (now Harriman, New York) to sell power throughout the area.

The Harriman household formed a world unto itself, self-contained and self-sufficient. When it came time for Averell and Roland to learn how to row, their father hired the Syracuse University crew coach, Jim Ten Eyck, to provide private lessons on a course set up on their 150-acre lake. An island in its midst was outfitted with special wood-floor tents for camping trips. As his boys would swim or canoe to their little island, old man Harriman would sit in a camp chair on the dock, watching and thinking.

When Averell was ten, he spent many mornings riding with his father, while the rest of the family followed in carts pulled by trotters, surveying their property for the perfect place to build a new mansion. The search was somewhat moot: Mrs. Harriman had decided early on that it should be built on the summit of Mount Orama, the highest point between New York and the Catskills. It was a desire that required the full might of the Union Pacific to fulfill: the top of the mountain was sliced off to provide a level foundation and a funicular railway was stretched up one slope to haul material.

The “new” Arden was the grandest of palaces, but a distinctly American one. Other wealthy barons of the time were building imported castles, shipping them stone by stone from Europe. But E. H. Harriman, with no less ostentation, told his architect, Thomas Hastings, that he wanted everything in the house, from the granite to the art, to be American. Six hundred workmen labored three years on the mansion, which was completed just six months before Harriman died in 1909.

Arden, which remained in the Harriman family until Averell donated it to Columbia University in 1951, had more than a hundred full rooms, including forty bedrooms and a hotel-size kitchen. There were a tennis court, a croquet lawn, forty miles of bridle paths, and later a set of bowling alleys. A private polo ground was built, and there the Harriman children and their friends would challenge the cadets from West Point.

Arden’s voluminous hall was dominated by an organ, for which Mrs. Harriman retained a full-time musician. When he was not performing, the children would work the majestic instrument by attaching player rolls and pulling on the various stops. Mrs. Harriman dedicated herself to collecting the finest of American art, tapestries, and furnishings. The only imported items in the house were the linens; they came from Ireland because she could find no domestic ones that suited her standards. The servants were ordered to keep every room ready for occupancy, bedizened with fresh flowers, to encourage the children to invite friends to their isolated castle. On some summer weekends the table would include as many as twenty guests.

The community of retainers and servants at Arden provided Averell with his steadiest playmates. At one of Mrs. Harriman’s annual staff Christmas parties, there were 65 men, 25 women, and 188 children. Averell and his siblings worked with their mother’s secretary to choose small gifts for every child, such as skates and mittens, and distribute them at the party. At the end of the party one year, Averell remarked on the absence of a young boy who lived with his drunken father in a shack about four miles from the main house. It turned out that the child had been mistakenly left off the list. Averell and his father rode out into the night and found the forgotten boy, presenting him with a sturdy new sled.

In 1899, when Averell was not quite eight, his father was advised by his physicians to take a restful vacation. “His idea of a rest was to charter a steamship out of Seattle and take a group of distinguished scientists on a three-month jaunt along the Alaskan shore,” Roland recalled. The party included sixty-five crew members, twenty-five scientists, eleven woodsmen, three artists, two photographers, and a cow to produce milk for Averell and Roland.

E. H. Harriman’s primary ambition on the trip was to shoot a Kodiak bear, and he did: a huge seven-footer whose skin thereafter graced his parlor floor. When both the captain and pilot balked at exploring an uncharted inlet, the brazen industrialist personally took the helm. As a result, the fiord and glacier they found were named Harriman. In addition, the scientists discovered thirteen new genera and six hundred new species of flora and fauna, took five thousand photographs, and published thirteen illustrated volumes and eleven monographs in conjunction with the Smithsonian Institution.

Among those aboard was the renowned conservationist John Muir. One evening, the scientists on the forecastle were praising Harriman for the benevolence of his wealth. “I don’t think Mr. Harriman is very rich,” Muir interjected. “He has not as much money as I have. I have all I want, and Mr. Harriman has not.” Harriman heard about the remark and raised the matter at dinner. “I have never cared for money except as a power to put to work,” he said. “What I enjoy most is the power of creation, getting into partnership with nature and doing good, helping to feed man and beast, and making everybody and everything a little better and happier.”

That self-appraisal, although hardly a precise one of the railway baron’s career, deeply impressed Averell. The expedition came just as he was beginning to comprehend his family’s enormous wealth and power, and the burdens as well as benefits it brought. As an awkward socializer, Averell had already become uncomfortable with the frivolous society life of many of his friends; his father’s belief that money was a tool rather than a goal burned a lasting impression.

The trip also gave Averell his first glimpse of a country that would figure prominently throughout his life. His mother insisted that the voyage not end at the Seal Islands, as scheduled, but instead cross the Bering Sea to the coast of Russia. “Very well,” replied Mr. Harriman, “we will go to Siberia.” Upon landing at Plover Bay, the family spent the day buying artifacts from the natives, taking photographs, and picking the unusual wild flowers. For the next nine decades, Averell was to return to Russia at regular intervals, his last visit coming in 1983. During World War II he was able to tell Stalin that on his first trip to Russia he had entered without a passport. “Well,” Stalin replied, “you could not do that now.”

With the acquisition of the Pacific Mail Steamship Company, E. H. Harriman began to have visions of completing an around-the-world transportation system. So with his family in tow, he headed for the Orient in the summer of 1905. Japan had just wrested control of the South Manchuria Railway from Russia, and Harriman wanted to add it to his empire. A preliminary agreement for a lease was reached with the Japanese government, but it was scuttled a few weeks later amid the anti-Americanism that erupted in Japan after President Theodore Roosevelt mediated the peace terms for the Russo-Japanese War. All Harriman got from the Japanese were some cases of captured Napoleon brandy, a supply ample enough that Averell, then thirteen, would savor it years later.

The Harriman family then proceeded by chartered steamer to Port Arthur, on the Manchurian coast. Averell, however, was unable to accompany them. Although Averell’s father had moved mountains, he was unable to move Endicott Peabody, the immutable rector of Groton School. The rail baron had cabled from Japan an urgent request that Averell be excused from the first two weeks of classes so that he could tour the Asian mainland. Any student, Peabody replied, absent from the first day of term would be “fired” from the school. In order to extend Averell’s stay by three more days, Harriman rerouted a Pacific Mail liner.

•   •   •

“The experience released me from the Groton rigidities and perhaps contributed to my becoming something of a nonconformist,” Harriman later said about the Rector’s refusal to let him tour Manchuria. Although the school was just twenty-one years old, those rigidities were already firmly entrenched. Modeled after an English public school, Groton was New England’s new Eton. It was Episcopalian (one founder was Phillips Brooks) and amply endowed (another was J. P. Morgan). “Ninety-five percent of the boys came from what they considered the aristocracy of America,” wrote George Biddle, a 1904 graduate. “Their fathers belonged to the Somerset, the Knickerbocker, the Philadelphia or the Baltimore Clubs. Among them was a goodly slice of the wealth of the nation.”

The school’s purpose, according to its first brochure, was to develop “manly, Christian character.” Life was strictly regimented and ascetic. Students lived in six-by-nine-foot bare wood cubicles in which no ornamentation, except family pictures, was allowed. They arose at 6:55 A.M., attended chapel seven days a week (twice on Sunday), and were allotted twenty-five cents a week as spending money (a nickel of which was for the Sunday collection plate). Yet there were some amenities: They did not have to make their beds or wait on tables, and their shoes were polished overnight by servants. At dinner, the required dress was stiff collar, black tie, and patent-leather pumps.

Groton’s driving force was Endicott Peabody, who ruled the school for its first sixty years. Educated in England at Cheltenham and at Trinity College, Cambridge, the Rector was a perfect Victorian. Tall and muscular, regarding his body as a temple, he always dressed in highly polished black shoes, blue suit, and white starched bow tie. As a thirteen-year-old Averell Harriman described him in a letter home: “You know he would be an awful bully if he wasn’t such a terrible Christian.”

Peabody cared more about sportsmanship than scholarship. “I’m not sure I like boys who think too much,” he once said. “A lot of people think a lot of things we could do without.” He personally taught two subjects: football and sacred studies. “The way of the non-athlete at Groton was not so much hard as inconsequential,” wrote the school historian. “Football was the King of the Games. Theoretically, a boy does not have to play the game, but moral suasion on the part of the faculty and students makes it almost impossible to avoid doing so.”

The rest of Groton’s curriculum included large doses of Latin and Greek, ancient history, and European studies with a particular emphasis on England. American history was generally snubbed: Roland Harriman noted that history teachers “made us learn all the names and dates of the French and English kings while neglecting to tell us that one hundred years before the Pilgrim fathers landed in Massachusetts, the Spaniards were in California.” The students were graded weekly, and each month their performance was ranked by Peabody, who sent stern and unvarnished reports home to their parents.

Although Peabody was thoroughly intimidating, most of the students also revered him. He remained a loyal and powerful force to most of
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