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      He was thinking of many things—of his superiors, of his reputation, of the law courts, of his salary, of newspapers—of a hundred

            things. But I was thinking of my perfect detonator only.


      —THE SECRET AGENT, Joseph Conrad
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      Preface


      FOR NEARLY TWO miles Liberty State Park in New Jersey stretches along the western edge of New York Harbor. From this side of the Hudson

         River, the shimmering towers of downtown Manhattan are framed by blue sky and green water—with tour boats and tugboats gliding

         along the bottom of the scene and traffic and police helicopters whirring through the top. Visitors can buy ferry tickets

         to the Statue of Liberty inside a restored, steeple-topped railroad terminal; they can stroll along a brick path on the water’s

         edge called Liberty Walk; or they can take a meandering drive through the grounds on a road named Freedom Way.

      


      At the southernmost tip of the park—sandwiched between the end points of Freedom Way and Liberty Walk—is a small picnic area.

         Shrouded by sycamore trees it is an unlikely destination for tourists, and therefore a haven for locals. On breezy, late-summer

         days, contented retirees cast fishing lines into the harbor as small waves splash lazily against the stones. The wind, perfect

         for flying a kite, carries the scent of lit charcoal from one side of the park to the other. Kids laugh as they race around

         a playground toward the Statue of Liberty, whose back is turned to them. Seemingly within reach, she’s never closer to land

         than here.

      


      A yellowed sign encased in glass and planted at the entrance to the picnic area is largely ignored. From a distance it looks

         no different than one of several park maps telling visitors where they are, but up close it screams for attention. EXPLOSION AT LIBERTY! a headline blares across the top of the sign, alongside a picture of bombed-out buildings. “On July 30, 1916, the Black Tom

         munitions depot exploded, rocking New York Harbor and sending sleeping residents tumbling from their beds,” it continues.

         “The noise of the explosion was heard as far away as Maryland. Shrapnel pierced the Statue of Liberty. It is not known how

         many died. According to historians, the Germans sabotaged the depot.

      


      “You are walking on a site which saw one of the worst acts of terrorism in American history.”


      Black Tom, a piece of land in New York Harbor named for the way it resembled a black tomcat with its back up, housed the largest

         munitions depot in the country. It was here where railroad shipping ended and harbor shipping began. Between 1914 and 1917,

         during World War I, millions of tons of American-made munitions bought by the British and French militaries were sent from

         Black Tom to the front. And when it detonated—with shells and bullets flying—the impact was fierce. Nearly sixty years later

         geologists sampling rock from the area determined that the explosion would have registered as a 5.5 earthquake on the Richter

         scale.

      


      In 1916, the United States was at the precipice of war with the kaiser’s army; German submarines had sunk the cruise liner

         Lusitania, killing 128 innocent Americans; German saboteurs were suspected of several bombings on ships headed overseas and munitions

         factories nationwide. Public figures attacked any group of citizens who called themselves both German and American. Amid the

         soot and noise of rising American cities, and in the quiet and sweat of a nation still deeply rural in its focus, there was

         a palpable fear of terrible things to come.

      


      Still, even those at the highest levels of government thought espionage was strictly a phenomenon of European mistrust. It

         certainly wasn’t something the United States—still an ocean away from its greatest threats—need engage in. Insulated and absentminded,

         America relaxed. It would be a costly disposition.

      


      History is full of small sparks that become huge fires. Twenty-three years would pass before a group of American lawyers—chasing

         down spies, piecing together clues, and overcoming conspiracies as they investigated Black Tom—showed how vulnerable, and

         naïve, the United States had been. Their struggles with the case mirrored the growth of the nation, through a world war, a

         Great Depression, and to the brink of another, more deadly, fight overseas. Together they became wiser, and more wary, of

         the world abroad. Whatever horrors had seemed impossible in 1916 were all too plausible in 1939.

      


      Shortly after 9/11, Liberty State Park historian Mike Timpanaro received a call from an FBI agent who said he was looking

         for information to fill out his Black Tom file. That was followed by another call, this one from someone working on an article

         for the CIA publication Studies in Intelligence. That story would begin, “Intelligence officers responding to the attacks on 11 September 2001 perhaps had little inkling

         that they were following in paths trod long ago by their forebears.”

      


      Black Tom may be gone, but history has stirred its ghosts. This is their story.
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      Part One


   

      Chapter One


      HEINRICH ALBERT WAS forty years old, carried a briefcase, and worked in an office high above Broadway in one of downtown Manhattan’s brand-new

         skyscrapers. From his window he could see West Street, crowded with merchants leading horse-drawn carts of fruit, dockworkers

         pulling on pieces of bread while on their way to the piers, and policemen walking their beats. He watched as cargo ships hauling

         grain and coal were emptied onto the covered piers stretching out into New York Harbor—ninety-nine of them on the west side

         of Manhattan, ranging from six hundred to one thousand feet long. Originally built to accommodate ocean liners such as the

         Lusitania and the Olympic, the piers were too important to use just for luxury travelers. By 1914, more material moved in and out of New York Harbor

         than anywhere else in the world. The mayor at the time, John Mitchel, worried aloud about the economic consequences worldwide

         if someone demolished his harbor, and not a soul considered his fears without justification. 

      


      The scene was always so hurried, so full of purpose, so earnest. So typically American, Albert thought. 


      How he hated the view.


      Past the piers, the Statue of Liberty glistened in the late-afternoon sun. Every day, immigrants from Europe, refugees from

         the war, arrived at nearby Ellis Island. Albert himself was a stranger here, having moved to New York shortly after the conflict

         in Europe had begun in August 1914. He had come alone, leaving his wife, Ida, and their three young children in Germany. 

      


      On a clear day, if he squinted, Albert could see beyond the Statue of Liberty to Black Tom Island, a mile-long spit jutting

         into the harbor from Jersey City, New Jersey. Black Tom was laid with dozens of intricately woven rails and long piers extending

         like spokes from one side of the thin finger of land. From sunrise to sunset, workers unloaded trains that brought dangerous

         cargo from all over the country, transferring the goods to the ships waiting in the piers. The largest munitions depot in

         the country, Black Tom was the last stop for American-made shells, dynamite, and bullets before they were sent to the front.

         The British and French were buying them by the ton, as fast as the American companies could make them, and then using them

         to beat back the Germans in the countryside of France and off the coasts of Europe. 

      


      Albert watched the business of Black Tom with dismay. He was not alone. President Woodrow Wilson had declared the United States

         neutral when war broke out in 1914, and the harbors in port cities up and down the East Coast were veritable parking lots

         filled with German merchant ships, battleships, and U-boats, all of them interned for the duration of the war. Wilson’s neutrality

         policy not only meant that he would not take sides or commit his military. It also meant that he would not allow any ships

         docked in the United States at the outbreak of World War I to join the fight. As a result, along the Hudson River there were

         nearly eighty German vessels interned, tied together in groups by thick ropes and watched at all times by patrolling U.S.

         Navy ships. With the British navy controlling the seas, wayward German vessels looking for safe haven often docked in the

         United States when their supplies ran low. They, too, were interned and forbidden to leave. Eventually, the harbor became

         so crowded with cargo ships, luxury liners, and idle warships that the German boats were towed across the water to New Jersey.

         By the fall of 1914, it was common for German naval officers and merchant marines setting sail from Germany to shout, “I’m

         going to heaven, hell, or Hoboken.”

      


      As busy as the harbor was during working hours, it was mostly desolate at night. The piers, hoisted twenty feet above the

         water, had small rowboats tethered to their wooden pinnings so workers had access to the lower reaches of the ships. After

         sunset, given the dense cover of the piers’ roofs, it was common for crooks to borrow those rowboats and be quietly ferried

         from one unmanned ship to the next.

      


      Directly in front of the piers, running parallel to the river, was West Street. So hurried in the light of day, it lay still

         after dark, littered with grain and loose pieces of coal that had fallen from carts; water pooled in the crevices between

         the cobblestones. There were no lights along the docks, and the only sounds came from small waves on the Hudson River slapping

         against the hulls of ships. In the night shadows, resentful, interned German seamen—loud, bored, and frustrated—stumbled along

         West Street, tripping on the uneven lane, drawing rebukes from the cops walking the beat. The Germans spent their days maintaining

         their ships, scraping down the sides, and watching big steamers leave wispy trails as they chugged away from Black Tom, headed

         for the war. They spent their nights wandering and drinking. They weren’t prisoners, but they weren’t free. No matter where

         they went, they were viewed with suspicion—although all who found themselves dockside at midnight were to be doubted. “In

         districts where you find few people, you will rarely find lights, and where there are no lights you may well expect crime,”

         opined Thomas Tunney, then the head of the New York Police Department’s bomb squad. “On the waterfront, for every thoroughfare

         which can pass as a street there are a dozen or two alleys, footpaths, shadowy recesses and blind holes… and, as Shakespeare

         said, there are land rats and there are water rats.”

      


      *   *   *


      The British blockade not only neutered the German navy, but it also made it nearly impossible for the Central powers—Germany,

         Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, and the Ottoman Empire—to import food and material. From 1914 through 1916, American exports to

         Britain and France combined rose from $750 million per year to $2.5 billion. Meanwhile, exports to Germany shrank from $345

         million to just $2 million a year. 

      


      Albert, sent to America as Germany’s commercial attaché, needed to find ways to change that. The U.S. government may have

         been neutral, but American companies were open for business. Nothing, he knew, was as seductive to an American as money. 

      


      On the surface, Albert was an unlikely seducer. He wore stiff-collared white shirts and black pin-striped suits. He parted

         his light brown hair closer to the side, forgoing the greased, split-down-the-middle style so many of his countrymen preferred.

         Exceedingly polite and unnecessarily formal, he hid his contempt for America underneath his businessman’s uniform. The only

         visible evidence of his undying commitment to the kaiser was the shallow red battle scars on both cheeks, saber cuts earned

         as an infantryman in the German army. They looked chronically inflamed against his fair skin and soft blue eyes. 

      


      German-American banks had granted Albert millions in loans, motivated as much by events abroad as by Albert’s personal appeal.

         The country was bitterly divided over the war, with most Americans believing that Germany was responsible for starting it.

         But pockets of the nation were sympathetic, and during the first days and weeks of the war, German-Americans around the country

         demonstrated in support of their native land. Wealthy second-generation German-Americans wrote Albert checks. In Chicago,

         a parade of reservists carried the German colors. Inspirational speeches meant to spur volunteers to the front were given

         at every rally. German fight songs were sung, and telegrams were sent to Kaiser Wilhelm praising his decision to fight. German

         reservists from every state, as well as from South and Central America, came to New York, lined up outside the German Embassy,

         and demanded to be shipped to the front. 

      


      Most Americans saw these acts of German patriotism as uncharacteristic and even unsettling. Nativism was rampant in the United

         States, as millions of European immigrants were increasingly blamed for poverty, disease, and crime. Fears that new-world

         values would erode beneath the increasing waves of old-world cultures prompted “Americanization” programs in public schools.

         Classes that taught immigrant children about the importance of punctuality, hard work, and the superiority of the “American

         way” became required parts of the curriculum.

      


      Germans, however, remained largely untouched by prejudice in the years leading up to the war. Among the earliest settlers

         of New Amsterdam, they came to the United States by the millions during the mid-1800s. The Irish (who immigrated in equal

         numbers during the same time) left a homeland that could not feed, house, or employ them. They arrived poor and, in New York,

         largely took jobs as unskilled laborers, often working on the docks. Meanwhile, hundreds of thousands of middle-class, liberal-minded

         Germans left their country in 1848, following a failed revolution to create a unified, democratic German government. Millions

         more fled over the next three decades as several religious groups—Quakers, Lutherans, and Jews among them—were persecuted.

         In New York, they settled along the East River on the city’s Lower East Side, a part of town that quickly became known as

         Kleindeutschland. By 1900, Germans accounted for the largest immigrant group in the city. They hadn’t come empty-handed, and

         they used their capital to open small businesses as cabinetmakers, tailors, bakers, cigarmakers, and brewers. They also became

         leaders in creating trade unions. Ten years later, with growing German populations in Chicago, Milwaukee, St. Louis, and Cincinnati,

         first- and second-generation settlers accounted for 10 percent of the entire U.S. population.

      


      As eastern European Jews and Italians became the dominant immigrant groups, settling in Lower East Side tenements, Germans

         left Kleindeutschland for more well-to-do parts of Manhattan. A new subway built in 1904 encouraged development uptown. German

         immigrants bought homes in the Yorkville section of the Upper East Side and, crossing the Hudson, in the suburbs of New Jersey.

         While they were proud of their heritage, keeping it alive through hundreds of German social clubs, beer halls, and German-language

         newspapers, they wanted to be citizens of the United States first. No immigrant group seemed to assimilate as quickly or as

         easily. Seven out of ten Germans became naturalized citizens, proudly referring to themselves as German-Americans. One study

         done during the early 1900s and published in the American Journal of Sociology asked sociologists, journalists, psychologists, and social workers to rate ethnic groups based on various personal traits.

         Germans ranked first, ahead of Americans, in self-control, moral integrity, and perseverance. The image most Americans held

         of Germans reflected what they thought of themselves: they were hardworking and aspired to be upwardly mobile. 

      


      All that would change in the summer of 1914. As the war raged overseas, the United States was forced to examine how it wanted

         to interact with the world. For the first time, it was a country strong enough, economically and politically, to shape events

         in Europe by choice. And while Americans may have been separated from battle by an ocean, it was impossible for them not to

         feel the war’s tension. Often their new neighbors from Italy, Russia, England, and Germany had family living along the front

         lines. These newcomers were vocal about their reactions to the war and their allegiance to the countries they had left behind.

         This behavior raised questions of divided loyalties among other Americans. The rampant nativism was ratcheted up, as were

         fears and prejudices toward immigrants. This was especially true regarding German-Americans. The goodwill heaped on them by

         their adopted countrymen disappeared in a flash of gunpowder as soon as the kaiser’s army crossed the Belgian border, signaling

         the start of World War I. In several books that were rushed into print that summer, the kaiser was depicted as intelligent,

         imaginative, cruel, and bent on world domination. A typical political cartoon in an American magazine depicted a German soldier

         marching through Belgium with women and babies hanging from his bayonet. Many in the United States believed that the kaiser’s

         plan included mobilizing millions of German-Americans—beginning with those who were begging the German ambassador in Washington,

         D.C., Johann von Bernstorff, to draft them into the war.

      


      As much as he may have wanted to, von Bernstorff couldn’t harness the energy of his countrymen. Getting them to the front

         lines in Europe was impossible. In the unlikely event that the ships hauling them across the Atlantic passed the U.S. Navy

         on patrol, they’d be sunk by the British once out in the open sea. But providing Germany with manpower wasn’t really von Bernstorff’s

         concern. His mission was to keep the United States out of the war. 

      


      Von Bernstorff had been raised for this job. The son of the former German ambassador to England, he had spent the first decade

         of his life in England. He spoke English without a German accent and had married an American. When he was named ambassador

         to the United States in 1908, one German paper declared that with von Bernstorff in place, a German-American partnership on

         balance with the British-French-Russian alliance was possible. As he said, his “main instructions from the emperor and the

         chancellor were to inform the American public about the peaceful and friendly intentions of German foreign policy.”

      


      With his piercing blue eyes and handlebar mustache, the ambassador quickly became a popular guest at dinner parties in Washington

         and New York. He summered in New England and was so skilled at befriending influential Americans that he was awarded honorary

         degrees from ten different universities, including Columbia, Brown, the University of Chicago, Princeton, and the University

         of Pennsylvania. 

      


      Once the war broke out, he needed every bit of that charm. The ambassador’s budget had always included several thousand dollars

         that went toward paying reporters for writing positively about German policies, but with battles raging overseas, he increased

         his propaganda efforts. When the German-American newspaper Staats-Zeitung nearly went bankrupt, von Bernstorff persuaded the German Foreign Office to invest $200,000 to keep it afloat. He then paid

         $625,000 for an interest in the New York Evening Mail. He knew that the daily dispatches from the front were the only ways Americans learned about what was happening in Europe.

         Those stories, and the debates in local pubs, on elevated trains, and around dinner tables, shaped American opinions about

         the war—and Germany’s role in causing it. The more it appeared that Germany was fighting for a righteous cause, the more support

         von Bernstorff would get, and maybe—just maybe—the United States would change its mind about who was in the right.

      


      It was Albert’s job to make von Bernstorff’s ideas happen. Early in 1915, he raised millions from American investors by selling

         short-term German notes. One bank showed that he made deposits of nearly $13 million between September 1914 and November 1915;

         another recorded $11 million between 1915 and 1917. His success did nothing to change his opinion of America. Actually, it

         did quite the opposite. “I find myself like a healthy man who sees a great strong lout suffering from shriveling of the brain,”

         he wrote to his wife. “Germany ought to treat the United States like a great big child.”

      


      One. Two. Three. When Martha Held went looking for a house to rent, she wanted an address that would be easy for her countrymen

         to remember: 123 West 15th Street was perfect, a three-story brownstone fronted by a stoop in the middle of a tree-lined block

         on the west side of Manhattan. At street level, underneath the stoop, was a door that led to a basement big enough for a wine

         cellar, a full-service kitchen, and a bathroom. A large dining room, with a formal dining table, and a parlor were located

         on the first floor. Bars covered the windows in the front of the house, and the shades were almost always drawn. 

      


      Held claimed to be a German baroness by marriage, although no one ever saw her with a husband. Before moving to the United

         States from Germany in 1912, she had been an opera star, and she decorated the house with pictures of herself dressed in elaborate

         costumes from her days on the stage. Held was middle-aged when World War I began, but she still carried herself like a diva.

         Buxom and handsome, her dark blue eyes and glossy black hair were usually set off by sparkling earrings. She wore heavy, Victorian-style

         dresses that covered her greatly expanding girth, and she belted out arias late into the night. 

      


      During the summer, when windows stayed open and neighbors gathered on their stoops to escape the heat, they gossiped about

         what was going on inside Held’s house. Her singing carried down the block, rising above the din that lingered in the air whenever

         her door opened and closed. The neighbors noticed that beautiful women would arrive early in the evening and then disappear

         through the door leading into Held’s basement. Hours later, men speaking German, often dressed in German military uniforms,

         would follow. Interned German merchant marines were regulars at Held’s house, as were the kaiser’s diplomats.

      


      Occasionally, that included von Bernstorff himself, and when he’d walk in the door and shed his coat, there’d be an ovation.

         Germany’s military attaché, Franz von Papen, and its naval attaché, Karl Boy-Ed, visited often as well. When von Bernstorff

         was there, the two attachés often acted imperiously, as if they had earned posts of distinction. In fact, before World War

         I, it was considered an insult to be assigned to the United States; the greatest militaries in the world were in Europe. The

         Germans thought the military attaché to the United States was such a minor position that they made it a dual post, adding

         Mexico to the light workload. The thirty-four-year-old von Papen, a cavalry officer, had been given the assignment because

         his wealthy and influential father-in-law had pushed for it, not because he had shown any potential. 

      


      But the German Foreign Office had misjudged him. Lazy and undisciplined before the war, he was emboldened by the conflict.

         Still, on West 15th Street, he often revealed his wild side. He lorded over the crowd at Held’s house, demanding that he be

         catered to. Held introduced him to women he could take to Delmonico’s, near Wall Street, or on carriage rides through Central

         Park. They listened as he boasted about his close relationship with the German ambassador, then they’d take him back to Held’s,

         where he’d drink wine until he fell asleep. 

      


      When the war began, von Papen was in Mexico City. He took the train back to Washington, where von Bernstorff instructed him

         to open a New York branch of the embassy at 60 Wall Street, just a five-minute walk from Albert’s office at 45 Broadway. Officially,

         the office was named the Bureau of the Military Attaché, but von Papen would refer to it as the War Intelligence Center. His

         objective was simple and brutal: find ways for Germany to advance against the Allies, even if it meant waging a war against

         the United States.

      


      Von Bernstorff considered von Papen unrefined as a diplomat, someone who openly drank to excess, womanized, and never hid

         his beliefs that the German way was the only way. All these traits, in the ambassador’s eyes, made von Papen a liability.

         They also made him expendable. 

      


      With the Allies boarding merchant vessels that sailed from America for Europe and demanding that every traveler show identification,

         von Papen’s main focus was on getting interned sailors fake passports. Bankrolled by Albert, von Papen’s men approached visiting

         sailors from neutral countries such as Spain and Denmark, offering each ten dollars for his passport. Even better were U.S.

         passports, which at the time were easy to come by. Von Papen’s men paid twenty-five dollars each to sympathetic German-Americans,

         as well as to bums and petty thieves, who were willing to fill out a passport application (including the requisite signatures

         of two American citizens confirming the applicant’s nationality) and then hand it over to von Papen. 

      


      In December 1914, the U.S. State Department made photographs a passport requirement, complicating von Papen’s operation. He

         hired a German-American attorney, Hans von Wedell, who earlier in his life had been a newspaper crime reporter. Some of von

         Wedell’s old contacts and current clients were expert forgers who could duplicate the new U.S. passports. Von Wedell hired

         an assistant, and together they opened an office on Bridge Street, a few blocks south of von Papen’s War Intelligence Center.

         There they provided papers to anyone carrying a letter of reference from von Papen. For twenty dollars, a German could become

         a “native-born” American.

      


      As von Bernstorff suspected, von Papen went about his business carelessly. He handed out letters of reference to nearly anyone

         who walked into his office, making no effort to check the person’s background. It didn’t take long for von Wedell to hear

         from his old newspaper sources that beat cops had been tipped off to his operation. Just weeks after he began working with

         von Papen, on December 25, 1914, von Wedell disappeared, leaving only a letter to von Bernstorff explaining his absence:

      


      I know that the State Department had withheld a passport application forged by me. Also, ten days before my departure I learnt

         from a telegram sent by von Papen that one of our clients had fallen into the hands of the English. That gentleman’s forged

         papers were liable to come back any day and could, owing chiefly to his lack of caution, easily be traced back to me. . .

         . I now travel to Germany with the consciousness of having done my duty as well as I understood it, and of having accomplished

         my task.

      


      Several days later, on January 2, 1915, the U.S. Justice Department raided the Bridge Street office. Among the evidence gathered

         were the letters of recommendation written by von Papen. When the German Foreign Office heard of the raid and asked for an

         update, von Bernstorff casually replied, “Details have unfortunately become known to public opinion and the American Government

         started an investigation. There is no reason to fear that the Embassy will be compromised. State Department informed me definitely

         that the U.S. government attached no importance to the rumors that the Embassy had been concerned.” While von Papen landed

         on the U.S. government’s watch list, von Bernstorff and the embassy were still trusted.

      


      *   *   *


      Perhaps one reason the Germans showed little concern was that they had already shifted priorities. Sneaking Germans out of

         America to fight on the front was an inefficient and costly exercise. For every man who made it through the blockade, there

         was a boatload of American-made bullets being distributed to the Allies. In November 1914, while working hard on his passport

         operation, von Papen received a cable from the Foreign Office, which read, “It is indispensable to recruit agents to organize

         explosions on ships sailing to enemy countries, in order to cause delays in the loading, the departure and the unloading of

         these ships.” Two months later, on January 26, 1915, von Papen received another cable, this one more pointed and more urgent:

         “In United States sabotage can reach to all kinds of factories for war deliveries.… Under no circumstances compromise

         Embassy.”

      


      Von Papen knew just where to go. Day after day, interned sailors and merchants stood around the docks, tending to their ships,

         watching other boats leave the harbor. They were bored, frustrated, and angry at the United States. Eager to get on von Papen’s

         good side, they volunteered information about movements in the harbor, new cargo that had come in from all over the United

         States, and especially movement to and from Black Tom Island. With three-quarters of the ammunition being sent to the front

         leaving from Black Tom, its daily activities became an obsession for von Papen and the interned Germans, and what they observed

         was invaluable. They knew that arriving train cars loaded with flammable materials were always parked at the north end of

         the yard and were all clearly marked. They knew that that end of Black Tom was remote and unlit. They knew that, despite a

         rule prohibiting loaded barges from being docked overnight, the workload was so backed up that many ships packed with ammo

         sat tied to the piers for days at a time. There were no gates separating the street from the piers, and when the shift ended

         on Saturday night, the yard was dead until Monday. All of this information was passed along, from one German to another, at

         Martha Held’s brownstone. Her bordello was a house of spies. 

      


      The Germans cursing the Americans and the munitions shipments that steamed in and out of the harbor shared a bond with the

         hundreds of thousands of Irish immigrants in America: their mutual hatred of England.

      


      James Larkin was an Englishman who had earned his reputation as a firebrand by organizing labor unions in Belfast and Liverpool

         and all along the coast of Scotland. He had grown up on the docks, working in Liverpool from the time he was eleven years

         old. Larkin had no formal education, but he had street smarts learned by observing life in Liverpool’s seedy districts. He

         saw men of industry abusing hookers on the streets. He saw how those who were supposed to be providing a living wage and food

         for the poor enriched themselves and paid almost nothing to their workers. As an adult, he spent every Sunday morning on a

         soapbox, preaching to his fellow workers about the value of banding together and fighting their bosses for better wages and

         working hours—in short, to be treated like human beings.

      


      Larkin never drank, and he demanded that his men live as temperately as he did. He always wore a black suit and a broad-brimmed

         hat, and he usually had a pipe dangling from his mouth. Unlike many other union leaders, he never took money out of his workers’

         paychecks. He once refused to speak at a union rally because the organizer had beaten his wife and treated her in a “most

         shameful fashion.” Larkin made just a little more than two pounds a week and spent much of that giving handouts to the families

         whose fathers had drunk away their earnings. He had a habit of beating the husbands until they sobered up, went home, and

         promised to do better by their families. He was the boss not just of the union but also of the community. 

      


      In 1914, just six years after settling in Dublin, Larkin was named the chairman of the Irish Trade Unions Congress. Now the

         most powerful man in the Irish labor movement, he used his pulpit to preach not just about the labor movement but also about

         socialism—about the ills of capitalism and how it was the root of all corruption—and not just in Ireland but also in the United

         States, where masses of Irish immigrants were working on the docks for low wages and long hours. In November 1914, Larkin

         set sail for America to raise money for the union. He was already a minor celebrity in the United States, his union fights

         having been chronicled by revolutionary rags such as the International Socialist Review as well as by mainstream papers such as the New York Times. His fiery oration and labor-first philosophy had inspired so many union members that the New York Sun, hearing American union members invoking his name and spouting the tenets he believed in, branded this philosophy Larkinism.

         

      


      But Larkin’s speeches in the United States garnered attention for a different reason. Beyond trying to incite labor and tweak

         big business, Larkin assaulted the war now under way in Europe. He denounced it as a capitalist sham and implored America

         to stay out. He urged both Irish-Americans and German-Americans to rally, insisting that whatever difficulties they created

         for Britain were in Ireland’s best interests as well. In one of Larkin’s first interviews upon his arrival in America, with

         the socialist New York Call, he said, “The war is only the outcome of capitalist aggression and the desire to capture home and foreign markets.” Days

         later, speaking in front of fifteen thousand people at Madison Square Garden, Larkin was even more incendiary, saying, “We

         are against war on a field of battle. But we are against a more brutal war, the war of capital against the men who are oppressed

         and who have only their labor power to sell.… We want more than a dollar increase for the workers. We want the earth.”

         In Philadelphia, he was even more direct: “Why should Ireland fight for Britain in this war? What has Britain ever done for

         our people? Whatever we got from her we wrested with struggle and sacrifice. We shall not fight for England. We shall fight

         for the destruction of the British Empire and the construction of the Irish Empire.… We will fight to free Ireland from

         the grasp of that vile carcase [sic] called England.”

      


      When Larkin returned to New York, von Papen and Boy-Ed called on him. Meeting at 60 Wall Street, they flattered him, praised

         him, complimented his speeches, and talked about their shared interests. Neither of them wanted the United States to join

         the war. Boy-Ed told Larkin that an alliance already existed between Irish-Americans and German-Americans and described the

         political pressure both groups were putting on Washington to remain neutral, no matter what the costs or how provoked.

      


      Then Boy-Ed explained to Larkin that Germany had created a “secret department charged with hindering or interfering with the

         transportation of supplies.” He wanted Larkin to organize the Irish arm of Germany’s sabotage unit. No one had more clout

         in the immigrant community. No one else could rally the dockworkers by sheer force of personality. Larkin seemed to be in

         a perpetual state of calling for revolution, and Boy-Ed wanted to tap into that energy. He told Larkin this was his chance

         to strike back at England, not just with words but with actions. Germany’s military victory would help bring about Irish independence.

         He offered Larkin $200 a week to work for Germany. 

      


      Despite his hatred for England, Larkin declined. “I am,” he said, “not for the Kaiser any more than I am for England.” Larkin

         excused himself and hoped that he was done dealing with Boy-Ed. He would soon be disappointed.

      


   

      Chapter Two


      THE DISTANCE SEPARATING one immigrant community from another in New York was often nothing more than a narrow cobblestone street, but the disparities

         between the communities were vast. The boundaries were the Bowery, running north to south through lower Manhattan, and Houston

         Street, running east to west. Along the East River, south of Houston and east of the Bowery, Russian and Polish Jews lived

         in the Lower East Side settlements abandoned by the Germans. They read Yiddish newspapers, spoke Yiddish at the kosher butcher,

         and followed street signs that were, of course, written in Yiddish. On the west side of the Bowery, Italian men pushed carts

         of fruits and vegetables up Mulberry Street and down Elizabeth Street, shouting out prices in their native tongue. Syrians,

         Turks, and Greeks created a small enclave at the southwestern tip of Manhattan, shadowed by the burgeoning skyscrapers in

         the financial district. The Irish moved north along the Hudson River, on the western edge of the city, creating some separation

         from the docks on the Lower West Side where so many of them worked. 

      


      In one New York City school district that served twenty thousand children, three-quarters of the students were foreign-born,

         representing twenty-six countries. Under the roof of the Washington Market, just off West Street, hundreds of butchers, fishmongers,

         and farmers set up stalls to sell their goods to immigrant women looking to give their families a taste of home. As shoppers

         moved along, the smell of dried mushrooms, whole milk, and spices gave way to that of freshly slaughtered grouse, boars, and

         elk, all hung from the stalls by metal hooks. The market, the largest in the world of its kind, covered twelve square blocks.

         

      


      The great equalizer among immigrant men was the harbor. While the Irish dominated the ranks of the longshoremen, the docks

         offered a never-ending supply of death-defying work to anyone willing to do it, whether they be Irish or Italian, black or

         white. This was a place where greed trumped prejudice, with the only requirement for employment being a tacit understanding

         that your wages would be shared with job captains and the local saloon keepers (who charged for the privilege of using their

         bathrooms, the only ones on the waterfront). Workers sometimes spent thirty straight hours loading and unloading three thousand

         pounds per hour, breathing in buckets of coal dust and coming perilously close to being separated from their heads by airborne

         cargo and swinging cables. Hernias were common, as was heat exhaustion in the summer and pneumonia in the winter. Men died

         when accidentally hung by low-hanging ropes, when runaway cargo knocked them overboard, or when logs came loose and flattened

         them. They were also killed when drums of chemicals and boxes of ammunition headed for the European front unexpectedly exploded.

         

      


      Still, plenty of ammunition made its way safely to Europe, and by 1915 the Germans were desperate to stem that flow any way

         they could. During three months at the First Battle of Champagne in northern France, 90,000 German troops were killed. In

         just a single day of fighting at the Battle of the Falkland Islands in December 1914, 2,200 German sailors died. The munitions

         factories in Germany had such a hard time keeping up with the troops’ demand that special permission was needed for German

         soldiers to perform target practice. One German-American newspaper quoted an American CEO as saying, “Give us an order and

         we’d be happy to sell to the Germans also.” But it wasn’t that simple. Getting past the blockade was impossible. 

      


      Franz von Rintelen, a captain in the German navy, was rattled by the dispatches coming from America soon after the war began.

         The news seemed worse when he read urgent cables from von Papen describing the scene in American ports: U.S. merchant ships

         were loading up cases of ammunition, then sailing toward Europe with a British escort. “Something must be done to stop it,”

         one of von Papen’s cables concluded. In an autobiography written years later, von Rintelen described the shipments of American

         munitions as “the ghosts which haunted the corridors of German Army Command.”

      


      Von Rintelen was the scion of a prominent banking family in Germany. His father had served as the imperial minister of finance

         and the managing director of the Discento Bank of Berlin. Family dinners included visits from Walter Rathenau, who would go

         on to become Germany’s foreign minister after the war. In the early 1900s, while in his midtwenties, von Rintelen worked in

         the London and New York offices of the Kuhn, Loeb & Co. bank. He took pride in the fact that he was one of only three Germans

         with a membership to the New York Yacht Club, the other two being the kaiser and Prince Henry of Prussia. Always impeccably

         dressed, he carried himself like an heir to wealth and importance. He had a smooth oval face, a high forehead, light blue

         eyes, and light blond hair. His five-foot eight-inch, 155-pound frame was ramrod straight. 

      


      Before the war, von Rintelen, though a member of the military reserves, planned to follow in his father’s footsteps. Once

         called to active duty during the war, he pleaded with the War Ministry, Foreign Office, and Finance Ministry to send him abroad.

         He ended each speech with the same phrase: “I’ll buy up what I can and blow up what I can’t.” His superiors bought into his

         rhetoric, and in March 1915 he was ordered to sail for New York on a Norwegian steamer. He was given a Swiss passport with

         the name Emile V. Gache and a new family history to memorize. Among his various belongings were pictures of his fictitious

         parents’ house in Switzerland and of his family’s mountain cottage in the Swiss Alps. His new initials were sewn into his

         clothes, which were then laundered several times to look worn; $500,000 was cabled in Gache’s name to a bank in New York.

         Von Rintelen called the cash a “starter.”

      


      Von Rintelen arrived in New York in early April and booked a room as Emile Gache at the Great Northern Hotel on West 57th

         Street. Soon thereafter, he opened an office on Cedar Street in lower Manhattan, just a few blocks north of von Papen’s War

         Intelligence Center. Von Rintelen appeared to be a legitimate businessman. The sign outside his two-room office read, E. V. GIBBONS, INCORPORATED. He had two assistants working in the outer office, assigned to him from von Papen’s group of ambitious interned Germans.

         During his first few days in New York, he wandered the nearby docks and visited explosives dealers, asking them what they

         could supply and how much it would cost. He could be flattering and charming and knew how to make these men feel important.

         He pressed them for details about who was buying their explosives, where they were being shipped from, and which boats were

         carrying them across the ocean. Some dealers were more forthcoming than others. One even showed him a bill for explosives

         paid by the Italians five weeks before Italy officially joined the war.

      


      Almost instantly, von Rintelen realized that his $500,000 wouldn’t buy very much. He also realized that munitions were being

         produced so quickly that whatever he could buy would be easily replaced. He remembered the promise he had made to the German

         ministers: “I’ll buy up what I can and blow up what I can’t.”

      


      There was nothing to buy.


      Shortly after arriving in New York, von Rintelen was visited by a New Jersey chemist named Walter Scheele, who had been sent

         to him by von Papen. Scheele had been an artillery lieutenant in the German army until 1893, when he was assigned to the United

         States to study chemistry for two years and report new advances to his superiors. Scheele’s reports proved so valuable that

         he was told to stay in the United States, keep studying, and continue reporting via the German military attaché in Washington.

         For this, he was paid $1,500 a year. Scheele married an American woman, opened a pharmacy in Brooklyn, and for twenty years

         lived a peaceful life as a neighborhood pharmacist. 

      


      Once the war began, Scheele’s knowledge became even more valuable to the Germans. In August 1914, von Papen gave him $10,000

         and instructed him to sell his pharmacy and devote himself full-time to the kaiser. His job: to manufacture chemical bombs.

         Scheele moved to Hoboken, New Jersey, and opened an office under the name New Jersey Agricultural Chemical Company. In a room

         filled with test tubes and jars of potent chemicals, he put into practice the lessons he had been learning during the previous

         two decades.

      


      Scheele met with von Rintelen in mid-April 1915. Nervous, he kept one hand shoved into his pants pocket even after he sat

         down. He was separated from von Rintelen by a desk, so von Rintelen pulled his chair around to make the meeting more intimate.

         Von Rintelen assured his guest that there was nothing to be scared of, that he could be trusted, that he was “the most discreet

         man in all of New York.”

      


      Scheele then pulled from his pants pocket a four-inch-long piece of lead pipe, the same length and width as a cigar. A slim

         copper disk had been placed upright in the middle, dividing the pipe into two equal halves. Scheele explained that he poured

         sulfuric acid into one end of the pipe and chlorate of potash, picric acid, or some other flammable chemical into the other

         end. Both ends were then sealed with wax or tin. The sulfuric acid would eat through the copper, and once it mixed with the

         other chemical, the pipe would burst into flames at both ends. The heat would be sufficient to destroy the pipe itself, and

         if anything flammable was nearby, an inferno was possible. 

      


      It was a powerful weapon, easily hidden and untraceable, and it piqued von Rintelen’s curiosity. Musing about undetectable

         time-release bombs—some that would go off as soon as four hours after they had been planted, and others that wouldn’t explode

         for five days, when a ship full of munitions would be in the middle of the ocean—he wrote, “I had hit upon a plan in which

         this ‘cigar’ should play the chief part.”

      


      Scheele said that he needed $2,500 for supplies, an isolated space to manufacture and test the bombs, and a few days to perfect

         the timing mechanism. Von Rintelen kept that kind of cash in his desk, and he knew the perfect place for Scheele’s lab. Laughing,

         he suggested that Scheele take advantage of a diplomatic loophole in their own backyard. The interned German ships in New

         York Harbor were technically German territory. They were also floating manufacturing plants, with machine shops for repairs

         to be made during long trips between ports. And while the local police on the docks kept a watchful eye on the crews and U.S.

         ships patrolled the harbor, no one was allowed to board the ships for inspection. In particular, the Frederick the Great, a German battleship, was docked in the harbor, just waiting to be used. 

      


      Scheele had the German sailors build the bomb casings on board the Frederick the Great. Back in his lab, he cut copper disks of varying widths: the thicker the disk, the longer it would take for the flames to

         ignite. One afternoon, von Rintelen went to visit Scheele in Hoboken and asked for a demonstration of the product. Scheele

         chose one of the thin copper disks, fixed it in place, and put two small bottles of chemicals—one of sulfuric acid and one

         of chlorate of potash—in opposite pants pockets. The two walked into some nearby woods. Scheele poured the chemicals into

         the pipe, laid it next to a tree, and walked a safe distance away. Within seconds, a blinding, white-hot flame was shooting

         from both ends of the “cigar.” When the fire burned out, no signs of the pipe remained. 

      


      On May 3, 1915, there was an explosion at the Anderson Chemical Plant in Wallington, New Jersey, just a few miles from Scheele’s

         Hoboken office. Three people were killed. On May 8, two pipe bombs were discovered in the cargo of the SS Bankdale. On May 10, another explosion occurred, this one at the DuPont munitions plant in Carneys Point, New Jersey, near Wilmington,

         Delaware. On May 13, the SS Samland caught fire at sea. On May 25, there was another explosion at the DuPont factory in Carneys Point. And on it went. From early

         1915 until the United States joined the war in April 1917, there were nearly one hundred fires or explosions on merchant ships

         leaving New York Harbor and at chemical and munitions factories from New Jersey to California. “There was a maddening certainty

         about it all,” wrote New York Police Department bomb squad captain Thomas Tunney. 

      


      The use of high explosives as weapons was a relatively new phenomenon. The Swedish chemist Alfred Nobel had first tamed nitroglycerin

         in 1867, thereby making it portable and packable. He had then traveled throughout Europe selling his new product—named dynamite

         after the Greek word for power—to miners, proving before their eyes how much more efficient it was than a pickax. Nobel would

         become so rich selling dynamite to both sides during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1871, as well as to mining companies

         all over the world, that he inspired a revolution in studying chemistry as a weapon. In the early 1870s, a German chemist

         discovered that potassium chlorate, manganese dioxide, and nitric acid could all act as explosive catalysts when mixed with

         such harmless substances as paraffin or sugar, as well as more volatile chemicals such as picric or sulfuric acid. Over the

         next thirty years, as political revolt became commonplace in Italy, Germany, France, and Austria-Hungary, these explosives

         became more refined and sophisticated. By the end of the century, their use was no longer confined to Europe.

      


      In 1903, a wave of bombings disrupted life on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Businesses, mostly Italian-owned, were being mysteriously

         and, at first glance, randomly targeted. The fear in the neighborhood’s tenements was that this was the work of the Black

         Hand, or Mafia, which was punishing merchants who wouldn’t pay them for protection. That year, the New York Police Department

         formed its first bomb unit, originally dubbed the Italian squad, but it never made any arrests. 

      


      Over the next decade, as New York became a safe haven for anarchists from Italy, Spain, Russia, Ireland, and Austria-Hungary,

         bombings became less about business and more about political statements. On July 4, 1914, three members of an Italian anarchist

         group called the Brescia Circle blew themselves up while building a bomb in their apartment at the corner of 104th Street

         and Lexington Avenue on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. The bomb was supposed to be planted on the suburban New York estate of

         John D. Rockefeller. On October 12, to honor one of their fallen leaders, the Brescia Circle detonated a bomb on the steps

         of St. Patrick’s Cathedral. The next day, another bomb blew up on the steps of St. Alphonsus Catholic Church in Brooklyn.

      


      Tunney had just taken over the bomb squad before the Brescia Circle bombings. In his early forties, he had been a cop for

         eighteen years. He kept his hair trimmed short and had a salt-and-pepper mustache. His jowls were just beginning to protrude

         from the confines of his high-buttoned dress uniform. He had spent the last five years of his career on the bomb squad, studying

         explosives and the motives of the people who planted them. Almost always, he felt, the bombers were politically motivated.

         But Tunney was always careful not to let rumor, prejudices, and conjecture mislead him. He never assumed, never tried to guess

         who had done what, until he had a piece of evidence off of which he could investigate. This was especially true of the harbor

         bombings that began in 1915. Interned German sailors were already viewed with suspicion by local police. That suspicion increased

         after von Papen’s passport operation was uncovered. But Tunney, despite rumors along the docks, had scant evidence to connect

         them to any of the explosions. Only once had he seen one of the recent bombs, in the cargo of the steamship Kirkoswald, which had been laden with sugar and grain and headed for France. He had never encountered anything like it: a slim metal

         tube divided into two compartments by a small disk; one side held potassium chlorate, the other sulfuric acid. The bombs he

         had dealt with from the Black Hand were crude and obviously homemade, done cheaply and thoughtlessly. But this was different;

         the craftsmanship was professional, purposeful. And it was costly. There weren’t any anarchists in the city with the money

         to build something like this. 

      


      Even so, Tunney had no names, no proof of who had bought the chemicals, no clue as to where the bomb had been made. Shipping

         companies didn’t keep records of the cargo loaders they employed. There were so many able-bodied men looking for work that

         it was unnecessary to keep track of them. In several cases, cargo loaders had spotted the bombs, thrown them overboard, and

         not bothered to report what they’d seen until the end of the day, after they had been paid. 

      


      After every incident, whether it was an undetonated bomb or a mysterious fire, Tunney started a file. But even he admitted

         that “the sum total of these reports was… nothing.”

      


      President Woodrow Wilson’s files, however, were beginning to bulge with evidence of German misdeeds in the United States. Wilson

         had not planned on making foreign policy a focal point of his administration. “It would be the irony of fate if my administration

         had to deal chiefly with foreign affairs,” he said before his inauguration in 1913. But within eighteen months, the war in

         Europe would consume his attention. The idea of joining the fight sickened Wilson. “Americans must have a consciousness that

         is different than the consciousness of every other nation in the world,” he said during a speech in 1915. “The example of

         America must be a special example. The example of America must be the example, not merely of peace because it will not fight

         but of peace because peace is the healing and elevating influence of the world, and strife is not.”

      


      But Wilson often allowed his hopes and ideals, and occasionally his political instincts, to cloud his judgment, especially

         with regard to U.S. intelligence. While England, France, and Germany cultivated advanced secret service operations, America’s

         spy agencies—the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI), the Military Intelligence Division (MID), and the Secret Service—were

         still in their early stages. The ONI, established in 1882 to keep the U.S. Navy abreast of developing warship technology in

         Europe, was the most reliable of the three. A dozen junior officers analyzed foreign technical journals, and the captain of

         every navy ship included an intelligence officer on his crew. These officers carried cameras and made it part of their routine

         in foreign ports to chart local waterways, tour seaside forts, and get as close to shipbuilding yards as possible. The ONI’s

         role quickly focused almost entirely on future threats to the United States. As early as 1900, the officer in charge of the

         ONI was so unsettled by the buildup of the German navy and the politics of the kaiser that he determined a conflict would

         be inevitable. To ensure security within the ranks, he demanded that every U.S. sailor with a German surname be strip-searched

         for pro-German tattoos. Over the next decade, the ONI assiduously planned for war with Germany.

      


      Meanwhile, the MID, created just three years after the ONI, was a tangled and misdirected bureaucracy. Initially, it had so

         little support within the army that it was given just one office and one clerk. Only after Congress approved funding for an

         attaché program in 1888 did it have the resources to hunt for information abroad. As opposed to the well-integrated ONI, however,

         the more the MID grew, the more inefficient it became. By 1903, it was so large that it had to be broken up into three divisions:

         administrative, intelligence gathering, and war planning. The general in charge of the MID refused to let the three groups

         share information with one another, instead demanding that all material be funneled through him.

      


      In 1912, President William Howard Taft assigned a joint army-navy board to prepare a war plan against Germany. The ONI and

         MID provided vital strategic information. Shortly before Wilson’s inauguration in March 1913, the board’s purpose was leaked

         to the press, stoking fears that a war was imminent. Wilson immediately ordered that it be disbanded. Soon afterward, the

         intelligence budgets of both the army and the navy were slashed. By the end of 1913, the ONI could do no more than it had

         done in 1882, and the MID, despite a worldwide attaché network that was second only to Russia’s, no longer had the analysts

         to sift through the hundreds of reports sent to its headquarters. Early in 1915, when an army captain was asked to evaluate

         the state of German forces should the United States join the war, his only references were a 1914 almanac of world armies

         and a shipping register from the same year. One high-ranking intelligence officer warned the army chief of staff, “We are

         no better prepared, so far as intelligence duties are concerned, than the day the staff was created.… Information on

         hand is now so old as to be practically worthless.”

      


      Wilson seemed unwilling to believe that there was a shadow war already under way. After he left office, he made a speech poking

         fun at how ill informed he had been when it came to espionage: “I not only did not know it until we got into this war, but

         I did not believe it when I was told that it was true, that Germany was not the only country that maintained a secret service.

         Every country in Europe maintained it.”

      


      Of course, America did, too. But in 1915, compared to its European counterparts, the U.S. Secret Service appeared to be no

         more sophisticated than a small-town sheriff’s office. Formed in 1865 to pursue rampant counterfeiting after the Civil War,

         the Secret Service was the country’s sole national police force, and the only agency with a congressional mandate to investigate

         fraud against the government. During the early 1870s, it trailed members of the Ku Klux Klan in the Carolinas, Georgia, Alabama,

         Florida, and Tennessee, which led to more than a thousand arrests. While skimpy budgets limited it to eleven bureaus throughout

         the country and a force that didn’t exceed forty-seven agents until after 1910, the Secret Service’s scope increased again

         in 1898, this time to include counterintelligence during the Spanish-American War. It tracked down Spanish agents from Louisiana

         to New York and from Washington, D.C., to Washington State. It uncovered a plot that implicated a Spanish Embassy attaché

         as the leader of a vast network of Spanish spies living within the United States. The Secret Service played such an important

         role in President William McKinley’s war strategy that its director, John Wilkie, became one of his regular wartime advisers.
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