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NOTE TO READERS


This book follows the usage of proper names as they were commonly rendered in English from the late 1950s through the early 1970s. For example, “Peking” is used instead of “Beijing.” I have also used terms prevalent at the time, such as “Third World” rather than the more recent “Global South.” Additionally, Vietnamese names appear without diacritics for readability and consistency with most English-language sources of the era. While this simplifies presentation, it does not reflect the full accuracy of Vietnamese orthography.

Through these choices, I have tried to maintain historical authenticity while avoiding unnecessary distractions.






PROLOGUE


THE FORMER BEATLE WAS wearing a brown polka-dot jacket with a black turtleneck, and little round sunglasses. “Say, could you tell me how to get a ticket to this lunch? Nobody sent me one and I don’t know where to sit.”

It was around noon on a cold and rainy mid-December day in 1971 and John Lennon had just arrived with Yoko Ono at the Pierre Hotel in New York for a luncheon. “We’re not snobs,” said Lennon. “We don’t mind mixing with the straights.” A startled young woman at the reception desk quickly replied that the couple would be seated on the dais with U Thant, Governor Rockefeller, Pete Seeger, Senator Frank Church, Arthur Gold-berg, and Jacques Cousteau. No ticket was required.1

The lunch was a farewell tribute to Thant, who was about to step down after more than a decade as Secretary-General of the United Nations. Thant, who was Burmese, had, like many of his compatriots, only a single personal name; the “U” was an honorific roughly meaning “mister.”

Dorothy Hammerstein, wife of the Broadway lyricist Oscar Hammerstein, had organized funding for the event, attracting contributions from dozens of Thant’s friends, including Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, Walter Lippmann, John D. Rockefeller, and a mix of corporate and union donors, such as the Woolworth Company and the Amalgamated Laundry Workers.

Lennon and Ono were ushered into the chandeliered ballroom where they and nearly six hundred other guests sipped wine, ate canapés, and chatted amiably: American congressmen, bankers and captains of industry, Hollywood moguls, peace activists, ambassadors, and top UN officials. There was Myrna Loy, star of the silver screen, Jacqueline Wexler, a former nun who had fought against Vatican authority, Robert Wagner, the three-term mayor of New York, Barbara Ward, a distinguished economist and early campaigner for sustainable development, and Burgess Meredith, who had recently played the Penguin in the TV series Batman.

Also in the crowd was Victor Lessiovski, a KGB agent (codename: Fedora) and one of Thant’s special assistants. The FBI believed they had turned the spy years ago. In fact, the supposed double agent was still working for Moscow and feeding disinformation about the UN directly to the White House.2

“U Thant works for peace and so do we,” Lennon told Sally Quinn, a reporter for The Washington Post. “Besides, if we want to take over the establishment, we have to find out how it works.”

Lennon and Ono were introduced to Thant, the world’s preeminent diplomat and the first non-European to head an international organization.

“I’ve been following your activities. You’ve got a hard job,” Lennon said respectfully.

“I’ve been following your activities too,” replied the jovial sixty-two-year-old as he puffed on a Cuban Partagas cigar. Thant, a regular watcher of The Ed Sullivan Show on Sunday nights, explained that he had seen the Beatles on television and had been delighted to find Lennon’s name on the guest list.

The event had been organized by the World Federalist Movement, founded in the 1930s by suffragists and now directed by Norman Cousins—the influential former editor of the Saturday Review, a staunch opponent of the Vietnam War, and an ally of Thant’s. The World Federalists were committed to what they called a “Human Manifesto” and pledged themselves “Planetary Citizens.” They wanted a world free of “divisions and wars between men” and believed that only a stronger United Nations was “capable of governing our planet in the common human interest.” Distinguished men and women from many fields joined together to support this vision of a closer human community, including Coretta Scott King, the composer Leonard Bernstein, the architect Buckminster Fuller, the mountaineer Edmund Hillary, the musician Yehudi Menuhin, the playwright Arthur Miller, the writer Kurt Vonnegut, the scientist C. P. Snow, the historian Arnold Toynbee, the explorer Thor Heyerdahl, and even the Dalai Lama.3

Over a hundred people, including scores of presidents and prime ministers who could not attend the event in person, sent telegrams, and these were printed out and stapled together for each guest.4 A message from the Nobel laureate Linus Pauling described the Secretary-General as “one of the greatest men of the Twentieth Century.” The folk singer Joan Baez sent a simple missive: “Love and gratitude to you—and wishing you and all of us strength for the struggle which seems to continually lie ahead of us and let there be joy in that struggle.”

Lunch was followed by a dessert of Strawberry Delight and a musical tribute by Pete Seeger, who sang “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” and “Jacob’s Ladder,” during which he encouraged everybody to sing along. New York governor Nelson Rockefeller, Norman Cousins, Barbara Ward, and Jacques Cousteau made brief remarks before Thant took a final puff on his cigar and walked to the podium.

In a charcoal pinstripe suit, the diplomat from Burma explained how he had worked to “harmonize” the attitudes of governments around the world and give priority to “the human factor.” He was, he said, a conservative Buddhist who valued “modesty, humility, love, a live-and-let-live attitude,” and, most of all, “understanding the other man’s point of view.” Over his decade at the helm, the spirit of internationalism had been kept alive, Thant declared. But global crises were now coming in “dangerously rapid succession.” Patriotism was fine, but an additional allegiance, to the entire world community, was now essential.

Warming to his theme, he put aside his notes and said, “We have to learn a great deal . . . but far more importantly, we have to unlearn a great deal. We have to unlearn a lot of dogma . . . to get rid of that very bad concept of ‘my country, right or wrong.’ ”
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Thant with John Lennon and Yoko Ono at his retirement party, December 1971.





As the assembled guests applauded and rose to their feet, Norman Cousins handed Thant a copy of the “Human Manifesto” and declared Thant “Planetary Citizen Number One.”

During Thant’s speech, Lennon was seen whispering to Ono before handing a little note to Seeger. When the speech was over, Seeger passed Lennon his guitar. Lennon sang a song he had recently written about peace and which, he said, he had never performed before in America: “It’s called ‘Imagine.’ ”

A beaming Thant said the event was the most moving in his career.

———

Until he was nearly forty years old, Thant was a schoolteacher in a small backwater town in Burma, then part of the British Empire. When his country became independent in 1948, he joined government service, initially as a spokesman, and in less than a decade found himself at the very center of global politics as Burma’s ambassador to the UN, living in midtown Manhattan. In 1961, during the coldest years of the Cold War, with the UN on the edge of collapse, he emerged as the only person in the world acceptable to both Moscow and Washington as Secretary-General. He would be on the front lines of nearly every major global conflict until 1972—often caught on the horns of an impossible decision.

In 1967, a Gallup poll ranked Thant the sixth most admired man in the world, just behind Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy and ahead of Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan. In the early 1960s he had pulled the UN back from bankruptcy, battled white supremacist mercenaries in the Congo, and, in 1962, mediated a peaceful end to the Cuban Missile Crisis. All this had won him widespread acclaim (except from some on the British and American right), as did his success in securing a ceasefire during the 1965 India–Pakistan War.

But Thant was also an intensely controversial figure. In the years following that poll, his unrelenting efforts to end the fighting in Vietnam, on terms very different from those desired by Lyndon Johnson’s White House, made him an enemy of many in the American national security establishment. His decision to withdraw UN peacekeepers from Gaza and the Sinai on the eve of the Six-Day War and his later diplomacy, aimed at a peace based on an Israeli withdrawal from the recently occupied territories, drew further ire, even from those in the US and the UK who had been sympathetic to his stance on Vietnam. The UN’s inability to address the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia or the famines and bloodshed in Biafra and Bangladesh, together with its admission of Communist China, further sapped support for Thant and the world organization.

In much of the rest of the world, Thant was seen as a tireless champion for the rights of the newly independent states of Africa and Asia. From the mid-1950s, their leaders had transformed the UN, fighting for a global peace based on racial equality and the equality of nations. Thant doggedly stood up for their hard-won sovereignty and pushed for the rapid economic development be believed was the best antidote to future instability. His tough rhetoric against apartheid and white domination across southern Africa, disparaged by many in Western countries, was universally applauded in what was then known as the Third World. Toward the end of his tenure, he became a strident advocate for environmental protection and a critic of what he considered unsustainable consumerism. In one of his last acts, he helped prepare the groundwork for the first Earth Summit in Stockholm.

Two weeks after the lunch at the Pierre, Thant retired, then virtually disappeared from history. A central figure in averting nuclear catastrophe during the Cuban Missile Crisis, Thant is almost nowhere to be found in popular or even scholarly accounts of those pivotal events. There is no Hollywood film featuring the Burmese Secretary-General and his Indian and Egyptian deputies mediating between John F. Kennedy, Nikita Khrushchev, and Fidel Castro. This first generation of non-white peacemakers on the world stage has been almost entirely forgotten.

———

There was once a faith in a new internationalism, which could remake the world after empire, bring about a permanent peace, and create a fairer global economy.

This book is the story of a man and a portrait of that time.






1 NEW WORLD


IN A RENTED FIFTH-FLOOR apartment in Manhattan’s well-heeled Lenox Hill neighborhood, the heavy beige curtains partly drawn to let in the morning light, the slim, middle-aged Burmese diplomat, dressed in a crisp white shirt and gray wool trousers, sat down to his usual morning meal of scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast. Just a few years before, in the shaded calm of his ocher-colored bungalow in Rangoon, breakfast would have been a bowl of piping hot fish soup, fragrant with ginger, turmeric, and lemongrass. On this morning, September 18, 1961, his Zenith radio crackled with troubling news—of Soviet atomic tests in the deserts of central Asia and simmering tensions in a divided Berlin. Outside, the hum of traffic rose steadily along 72nd Street, punctuated by bursts of car horns and the occasional wail of a siren, the city already in full swing. Thant could feel the pace of change accelerating, for himself and for the planet.1

For much of his life, Thant had been a teacher and later the headmaster of a school in his hometown of Pantanaw, a sprawl of muddy streets, mango trees, and teak houses in Burma’s steamy and mosquito-infested Irrawaddy delta. Yet he dreamed of an existence beyond his remote little town. He mastered English on his own, read everything he could on British and world history, and penned a steady stream of essays for the local papers on the politics of the time. Once, when he was probably in his late thirties and aspiring to a more cosmopolitan life, he had a studio photograph taken, wearing a dark English suit as he sat at a polished wooden table, with a painted background intended to look as if he were in a grand European parlor. When Burma gained independence from Britain in 1948, he moved with his family to the capital, Rangoon, where he joined the new administration and rose quickly to become a senior civil servant.

It wasn’t an easy path. When Thant was fifteen, his father died and the once well-to-do family found itself suddenly impoverished, which limited educational prospects for the bookish young man. The other top mandarins, nearly all educated at Oxford or Cambridge, looked down on him for his lack of even a provincial university degree. He had to prove himself, and this meant working twice as hard as the others—without making enemies.

His wife, Thein Tin, wanted him to succeed. She kept him on an even keel and, as a devout Buddhist, frequently reminded him of the value of equanimity and the impermanence of all things. When they had first met, Thant was in his early twenties and Thein Tin eleven years older. Originally from a town near Mandalay, in Upper Burma, she had moved to Pantanaw with her mother several years before, after the death of her father, and was managing her own successful cigar factory. Burma at the time was a male-dominated colonial society where men often married women far younger, but the young Thant was attracted to the experienced, independent businesswoman. Thein Tin had little interest in marrying and had rejected at least a couple of previous suitors. But Thant persisted, stopping by the house she shared with her mother, making conversation, often with his future mother-in-law, nearly every evening for years before Thein Tin finally agreed to be his wife. Their first child, a boy named Maung Bo, died from a respiratory ailment when he was a toddler. Two more children soon followed: a daughter, Aye Aye Thant, and a son, Tin Maung Thant, or Timmy.

In the mid-1950s, Thant, as chief advisor, began to travel with Burma’s prime minister U Nu on official trips around the world. For both, the travels were an education in global politics. In discussions with Mao Tse-tung and Chou En-lai in Peking, they learned about China’s fear of Western encirclement. In Moscow, they were hosted by Khrushchev, whom they found “down-to-earth” and “with a good sense of humor.” In London, they heartily agreed with a recently retired Winston Churchill that Burma and Britain should “bury old animosities.” And in Hanoi, they found Ho Chi Minh friendly and “contagiously enthusiastic” about the “excellent” French food served.2

In 1955, Thant accompanied his prime minister on an official two-week tour across America. They watched a baseball game at Yankee Stadium, visited a Ford factory in Detroit, enjoyed a Hopi dance in Arizona, and met Alfred Hitchcock, Jimmy Stewart, and Doris Day on the set of The Man Who Knew Too Much.

When Thant moved to New York in 1957, as Burma’s ambassador to the United Nations, his wife and children had never before been abroad. They first stayed at the Adams Hotel on 86th Street and regularly ate at a Chinese restaurant several blocks away, the only place where they could find anything remotely similar to Burmese cuisine. For six months, Thant tried to find a place to live, only to be turned down by ten buildings, “because I am an Asian,” he supposed.3

Thant and his family were part of a wave of people coming from Asia and Africa to represent their countries at the UN. Nearly all faced housing challenges, as did the organization’s own non-white staff. When the UN headquarters was being built in the late 1940s, the new Peter Cooper Village downtown was considered a possible solution. But the residential development was owned by the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, which effectively barred non-whites—its president, Frederick Ecker, stated publicly that “negroes and whites don’t mix.”4 The UN then made a deal with Parkway Village in Queens, offering housing to any staff or diplomats facing discrimination.

Parkway Village was not an option for Thant. As an ambassador, he needed to be reasonably close to his office, the Burmese diplomatic mission at 888 Madison Avenue, as well as to the UN. Eventually, he found an apartment in a building at the corner of 72nd Street and Park Avenue, which was also home to diplomats from Iran and Niger. His friend Mongi Slim, the Tunisian ambassador, lived downstairs.

Thein Tin spoke no English. In New York, she tried English lessons but soon gave up. Still, she was happy in the city, hosting Burmese friends for overnight stays, and relieved to be far away from Burma’s increasingly feverish politics and armed rebellions. In cat eye glasses, her graying hair in a tight bun, and always in Burmese dress, she explored fabric shops for material to make Burmese-style clothes and bought shirts for her husband at Macy’s and Alexander’s. On weekends, Thant made sure to limit social events to ones in which Thein Tin could participate—not swanky cocktail parties on the UN circuit, but informal meals at the homes of American acquaintances who had lived in Burma.

Thant relished the UN’s vibrant social scene. Back in Pantanaw, he and Thein Tin rarely got past the corner of their little street when taking an evening stroll, as Thant stopped to chat with every neighbor they saw. Now it was an endless round of cocktail parties and black-tie receptions, and lunches with journalists as well as diplomats, often at Danny’s Hideaway, a steakhouse on Lexington and 45th Street adorned with photos of John Wayne and other Hollywood celebrities who had eaten there.

Still, Thant preferred to be home for dinner. First thing every morning, as if it was a Burmese open-air market, Thein Tin shopped for food at the grocery store on 86th Street, and then prepared elaborate meals of beef or chicken curry, usually cooked with a paste of onions, garlic, ginger, and cayenne pepper, together with rice, sour soups, and spicy salads. Ingredients not readily available on the Upper East Side or even Chinatown, such as pickled tea, were brought by a steady stream of visitors from Rangoon.5

———

Now fifty-three years old and a rising star at the UN, Thant hoped to be a bridge between a West he had long admired and countries like Burma, newly independent and eager to carve out a place in the world. He had little desire to return to Rangoon anytime soon, where festering political tensions fed into rumors of an imminent army coup. A keen swimmer, he had recently signed up for a five-year membership at the nearest branch of Vic Tanny’s fitness chain, where there was a pool.6

On that overcast morning of September 18, 1961, as Thant and his family were starting their day, a familiar voice from WNYC reported on the Yankees’ dramatic twelfth-inning victory over the Detroit Tigers. Thant preferred to watch boxing on television; baseball was a game he barely understood. But then came the news that froze him: several hours earlier, the Albertina, a DC-6 transport plane carrying United Nations Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld together with his aides and crew, had gone missing somewhere over the forests of central Africa.

Hammarskjöld was on a mission to end brutal fighting in the newly independent Congo. The big powers—the Americans, the Soviets, the British, and the French—were backing different sides in what was becoming a complex struggle. All wanted a piece of the Congo pie and had wildly divergent ideas on what the UN should do. The Soviets supported Patrice Lumumba, the lanky, bespectacled, thirty-five-year-old head of the new Congo government—but opposed the peacekeeping operation he had requested, for which the United Nations had already deployed thousands of blue-helmeted troops, soldiers from as far afield as Morocco and Malaya, into the country. The Americans, while supporting the peacekeepers, had helped overthrow Lumumba in late 1960, judging the Congolese leader to have drifted too close to Moscow. The British and the French, meanwhile, were conspiring with the Belgians—who for decades had ruled the vast central African nation, nearly equal in size to all of Western Europe, with almost unimaginable cruelty—to keep the southern region of Katanga, with its fabulously lucrative copper mines, under de facto European control.7

For the past four years, Thant had been representing his country on a range of issues, from nuclear disarmament to decolonization. The Congo was his biggest concern. The Burmese ambassador knew that the crisis in the heart of Africa was pulling the UN apart and might soon leave it weak and irrelevant on the international stage. That would be disastrous, especially for the smaller countries like Burma that saw the global body as their best, perhaps their only, hope for a peaceful and prosperous future.

Within minutes, Thant was in his official navy blue Buick, the “DPL” plates marking him as a diplomat. Herman, his wiry young driver from Brooklyn, navigated rush hour traffic with practiced precision, weaving past the tenement buildings along Second Avenue and cutting across 45th Street. Soon, the gleaming concrete and glass towers of United Nations headquarters came into view. The Buick glided past the fluttering flags of over a hundred nations, their colors vivid under the gray sky, before descending into the building’s vast subterranean parking garage along the East River.

In times of crisis, the best place to go was the Delegates’ Lounge. There was the gently sloping General Assembly Hall, where presidents and prime ministers delivered their speeches every autumn, and the Security Council chamber, where ambassadors, sometimes in emergency sessions, convened around a horseshoe-shaped table to debate and decide on pressing matters of war and peace. The Delegates’ Lounge was where the informal action took place: the nerve center for gossip, off-the-record conversations, and, sometimes, secret deals. With its well-stocked bar, Danish designer chairs and Finnish standing lamps, an enormous world map, and floor-to-ceiling windows, the lounge looked the perfect location for a Hollywood spy thriller. It had been the setting, just three years before, for an early scene in Alfred Hitchcock’s North by Northwest.

When Thant arrived, the vast room, about seventy yards long, was already crowded with men in flannel suits of every nationality, cigarette smoke drifting through the air and a loudspeaker gently paging diplomats in different languages. The Americans tended to monopolize two sofas at one end. The Soviets and their Communist satellites huddled a comfortable distance away. A bank of wooden telephone booths stood ready nearby.

With his browline glasses and dark hair slicked back from a high forehead, Thant was a familiar face in the lounge. His closest colleagues were the other Afro-Asian ambassadors, including the Oxford-educated, jazz-loving Ghanaian Alex Quaison-Sackey, the rotund Egyptian lawyer Omar Loutfi, who had helped draft the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the pencil-mustached Tunisian Mongi Slim, whose accomplishments included the installation of the Delegates’ Lounge espresso machine, one of the few in Manhattan at the time.8

———

Toward the end of the Second World War, Franklin D. Roosevelt imagined a United Nations at the center of a new international order, one in which five allies—the United States, the United Kingdom, France, the Soviet Union, and China—would together police the world. Then, the Cold War turned allies into adversaries and within a few years of the UN’s establishment in 1945, commentators were predicting its early death.

There were, however, other ideas, linked to visions of rejuvenated European empires, about what the world body might achieve. Jan Christian Smuts, the longtime prime minister of South Africa and one of the drafters of the UN Charter, was both a committed imperialist and a staunch supporter of apartheid. During the drafting of the charter in San Francisco, he praised the UK as the greatest colonial power in the world and imagined a future in which the British Empire would be remade as the British Commonwealth with its white dominions, such as South Africa and Australia, at its core. The non-white colonies would take their places further down the racial hierarchy, Communism would be contained, and existing networks of trade and profits reinforced.9 The UN would set an overall framework within which a racially ordered Commonwealth could thrive. “Men and women everywhere,” he said, “including dependent peoples, still unable to look after themselves, are thus drawn into the vast plan to prevent war.”10

India’s representative, Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, the sister of prime minister and independence leader Jawaharlal Nehru, denounced Smuts’s “Nazi doctrine” and warned that a race-based “new world order” could lead only to “conflict and ultimate disaster.” Though at the time, fewer than a dozen of the UN’s members were from Asia and Africa, they managed to push through the UN’s General Assembly (in which each country has one vote and no state has a veto) a resolution challenging Smuts’s contention that racial segregation was a path to stability. Many in London, Paris, and Brussels, as well as Pretoria, were appalled.

Pandit’s intervention against racism was a taste of what was to come. In April 1955, over three hundred delegates from twenty-nine Asian and African governments, representing half the world’s population, gathered in Bandung, a hill town in Indonesia. No such meeting had ever happened before. The conference was organized by Burma, India, Pakistan, and Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) along with Indonesia, which a few years before had won a bloody war of independence against the Netherlands. The delegates present, Communists and anti-Communists, republicans and monarchists, had little in common except a shared experience of racial humiliation. The Mau Mau massacres in Kenya were fresh in the minds of many, as well as the recent bloody crackdown in Nyasaland (now known as Malawi) and the vicious subjugation of the black majority in South Africa.

By late 1960, UN membership had ballooned to nearly a hundred, with seventeen new African nations admitted in that year alone. Until then, the US and Western European governments had held sway in the General Assembly, where Washington could usually count on the backing of pliant Latin American regimes. The Afro-Asians were now close to a majority, and they regularly joined forces with countries like Yugoslavia, Ireland, and Sweden that were similarly “neutral” in the Cold War. As the Americans and Soviets competed for their votes, the Afro-Asians came to believe that the future of the UN was increasingly in their hands. They saw no reason for a Cold War and the buildup of atomic arsenals. They were impatient and ambitious and envisaged a post-imperial age that would see the rapid economic development of the poorer nations. Their prime targets were colonialism and white supremacy.

In December 1960, after weeks of high-level negotiation, the Afro-Asians, including Thant and his Burmese delegation, managed to secure overwhelming support for a declaration calling for “the transfer of all powers” from the colonizers to the colonized “without any conditions or reservations.” There was a mood of celebration and anticipation as they put forth their demand for the end of empire. What they wanted first and foremost was an international system which ensured that their hard-won independence was real and irreversible: at its heart would be a United Nations that would belong not just to the white nations but to the entire world.

Thant had been an organizer of the Bandung conference, and from 1957, in his speeches as Burma’s ambassador to the UN, he dismissed the notion that a “balance of terror” between the superpowers could bring about a lasting peace. Instead, he pushed for an end to atomic testing, challenging not just the Soviets and the Americans but also the French, who had just exploded their first nuclear weapon in the Sahara Desert. “To the peoples of Asia and Africa,” he said at the UN, “the atomic bomb is something more than a fearsome instrument of terror . . . it represents the white man’s instrument of terror, having only been used once in war, by whites against a non-white race.”11

His view, like that of many of his Afro-Asian colleagues, was that the arms race should be replaced by a single-minded focus on economic development. He reasoned that “the means and the knowledge” now existed to industrialize the poorer ex-colonial nations and that this would be “the most constructive and exciting venture of all time.”
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Afro-Asian leaders at the UN, October 1960 (left to right): Prime Minister Saeb Salaam of Lebanon, President Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt, President Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, (then Ambassador) Thant of Burma, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru of India, and President Sukarno of Indonesia.





Thant also focused on Algeria, where hundreds of thousands had died and millions were forcibly displaced in fighting between the National Liberation Front (FLN) and French colonial troops.12 Burma had no historic relationship with Algeria, but Thant accepted the chairmanship of the Afro-Asian committee working in solidarity with the FLN, in addition to that of the Congo Conciliation Commission, a similar grouping of Afro-Asian ambassadors. He carefully negotiated resolutions affirming Algeria’s right to independence and labeling French atrocities against Algerian civilians a clear breach of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Genocide Convention.13 The choice, Thant stated, was between negotiations and an “intensification of the war.” Lakhdar Brahimi, a young FLN diplomat, believed that Thant’s efforts provided an all-important morale boost at a pivotal moment in his country’s fight for freedom.14

Thant identified as an Afro-Asian neutralist but prided himself on not being a radical. In negotiating for Algeria, he did not see himself as anti-French. On the contrary, he felt certain that it was in France’s own interest to end colonial rule. His intention, he explained, was “to help France by helping the Algerian cause.”15 He vigorously supported decolonization but equally supported the best possible relations between the newly independent states and the Western democracies. In this, he found common cause with the European diplomats whose governments were most committed to the UN, such as the Irish ambassador Patrick Boland and Sweden’s Agda Rössel, the first woman representative at the world body. They too were habitués of the Delegates’ Lounge.

———

Dag Hammarskjöld, an economist from an aristocratic Swedish family, had been the UN’s Secretary-General for eight years—the organization’s chief administrative officer, the head of its Secretariat. The big powers had expected him to be a bland technocrat, a safe pair of hands, but the UN Charter gave the Secretary-General the power not only to mediate disputes but to engage the Security Council on “any matter which in his opinion may threaten the maintenance of international peace and security.” Exactly where the Secretary-General’s powers begin and end is unclear. Hammarskjöld pushed the limits and proved himself a virtuoso innovator, intervening in conflicts from Laos to Lebanon, and in the process transforming the Secretary-Generalship into one of the most important jobs in the world. At the end of the Suez Crisis, he was instrumental in creating a peacekeeping force between Egypt and Israel. The Americans cheered him on, as his efforts aligned well with their aims.

In September 1960, Hammarskjöld’s aide Andrew Cordier, a former State Department official, had conspired in the US-backed ousting of Congolese prime minister Patrice Lumumba, possibly with Hammarskjöld’s knowledge.16 Lumumba was flown to Katanga where, in January 1961, he was tortured over many weeks and then killed. The Soviets began to view Hammarskjöld as a tool of Western interests and demanded his resignation. French president Charles de Gaulle lambasted his “ambition and vanity.”17 There was growing speculation that Hammarskjöld might resign in the not-too-distant future and that his trip to the Congo was a last-ditch effort to secure a truce before he stepped down.

In the Delegates’ Lounge, Thant and his fellow ambassadors exchanged greetings in the practiced manner of diplomats—broad smiles, firm handshakes, and convivial murmurs—but beneath the surface, a somberness settled, one heavier than any he could recall.18 On most days, he liked to lighten the mood with a witty pun or a well-rehearsed schoolboyish joke, but not now. The lounge was buzzing with speculation. Was there a chance that Hammarskjöld’s plane had simply gone elsewhere or been forcibly diverted? Belgian mercenaries supporting the Katanga secession had fighter aircraft known to harass UN flights. Hammarskjöld was on his way to meet with Katanga’s rebel leader, Moïse Tshombe. Perhaps these mercenaries (and their shadowy backers overseas) didn’t want the meeting to happen?

Before long, news that the wreckage of the plane had been found ricocheted through the room. The DC-6 had crashed in the forests of Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia), killing everyone on board. By early afternoon, the blue and white United Nations flag was flying at half-staff. In theory, Hammarskjöld’s successor could be anyone in the world. But with the UN an increasingly byzantine realm of its own, all eyes were on the ambassadors already serving in New York.

Two weeks before the crash, Thant had been in Belgrade for the inaugural conference of the Non-Aligned Movement. The gathering brought two dozen African and Asian governments together with Yugoslavia, a Communist state that had broken out of the Kremlin’s orbit. The assembled neutralists, seeing themselves as a growing force in international relations, resolved to de-escalate Cold War tensions. Privately, they also traded ideas on who might replace Hammarskjöld. A journalist for the London Observer, perhaps picking up gossip among the delegates, speculated about Thant as a possible future Secretary-General, describing him as “a cool civil servant, a charmer, a man of infinite discretion, and the embodiment of non-alignment.”19

Cold War tensions were approaching their peak. In Europe, American and Soviet forces confronted each other across a divided Berlin. Both sides were prepared for battle. Over these same weeks, the USSR resumed nuclear testing, exploding atomic bombs high in the atmosphere almost every day. The Afro-Asians came away from Belgrade determined to save the UN and place one of their own at its helm. Only a strong United Nations, they were certain, could prevent another world war. And a strong United Nations required an adept Secretary-General. They had presumed they would have until the end of Hammarskjöld’s term in two years to come up with a name. Even if he resigned, they would at least have a few weeks’, if not a few months’, notice. Now Hammarskjöld was dead, killed in mysterious circumstances, and the Afro-Asians knew they needed to act fast.

Thant was a clear candidate and, partly due to his efforts, Burma had become an influential nation on the global stage. Sandwiched between China and India and about the size of France and England combined, it had joined the UN immediately upon winning independence from Britain in 1948. Whereas some postcolonial governments swayed toward the capitalist West and others toward the Communist East, Burma had remained resolute in cultivating friendships with everyone. On all issues, the Burmese ambassador adopted what he considered an impartial stance while quietly nudging competing states toward a pragmatic outcome. Over the past year, as the Congo slid into chaos, Thant had teamed up with his Irish and Swedish counterparts to steer a path between the West and the more strident Afro-Asian position, led by Ghana. Yet Thant was not afraid to challenge the big powers, often telling American audiences, for example, that the US should allow Communist China a seat at the UN as an isolated China was more dangerous to the world. Many walked out of these speeches in protest.

The Americans had been discreetly following Thant’s progress since his early days as a civil servant. When Thant became ambassador in New York, the US embassy in Rangoon reported to Washington that the one-time schoolteacher had always been “a strong anti-Communist,” “known for his integrity, loyalty, and courageous advocacy of moderate solutions,” and “the most potent friend of the United States in the Burmese government.”20 As Burma’s UN ambassador, Thant had tried to be helpful to the Americans. When, in September 1960, the leaders of India, Ghana, and Egypt put forward a resolution calling for a meeting between President Eisenhower and Chairman Khrushchev, the Soviets eagerly accepted while the Americans, opposed to the idea, were uncertain how to respond. They told Thant they feared the meeting would be a volatile one and would inflame already tense relations. Thant then met privately with Indian prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru and suggested withdrawing the draft, but Nehru refused, telling Thant that he believed in “personal diplomacy” and asking him to co-sponsor the resolution. Thant politely declined. In the end, the Americans mustered a slim majority against the resolution and noted Thant’s efforts.21

In early 1961, the new administration of John F. Kennedy appointed Adlai Stevenson as UN ambassador. Stevenson, formerly governor of Illinois, had lost two presidential elections, both to Eisenhower, and then lost the Democratic nomination to Kennedy. Thant and Stevenson immediately struck up a friendly relationship, reflecting the administration’s desire to work with the more moderate Afro-Asians as well as Stevenson’s own pro-UN views. Thant approvingly reported back to Rangoon a “change in atmosphere” at the UN following the youthful Irish American’s election to the presidency.22

Thant also enjoyed unusually close ties with the Israelis. In 1955, when he circled the globe with the Burmese prime minister, Egypt and several other Afro-Asian states had cautioned the delegation against visiting Israel. But the prime minister, who had been deeply affected by the accounts he had read of the Holocaust, instead canceled a planned stop in Cairo. Tens of thousands lined the streets of Haifa and Tel Aviv to give a rapturous welcome to their new Burmese friends. They met David Ben-Gurion, Golda Meir, and other political figures, toured kibbutzim, and met the scientists working to further Israel’s industrial abilities. Thant was so impressed by what he saw that on his return he wrote a booklet for Burma’s foreign ministry, later translated and published by the Israeli government, titled “Israel Through Burmese Eyes.”23

When Thant became UN ambassador, he attended Israeli diplomatic functions and spoke frequently at Jewish American events, from Spring-field, Massachusetts, to Miami, Florida. He became friends with Israel’s representative at the UN, Abba Eban, and attended Eban’s farewell dinner in 1959, the only Afro-Asian ambassador to do so. Sitting next to Eleanor Roosevelt, he lavished praise on the scholarly Eban for “his dignity and grace matched only by his extraordinary eloquence.” He called for other states to recognize Israel and help bring about “peaceful co-existence” between Jews and Arabs.24 At the same time, he nurtured close ties with the Arab envoys, including Adnan Pachachi of Iraq and Omar Loutfi of Egypt.

———

Under the UN Charter, the Secretary-General is appointed by the General Assembly, but the candidate must first be recommended by the Security Council, where the big powers each wield a veto. Big and small powers alike understood what was at stake: not just the future of the world organization but global peace itself. A deadlock in the choice of successor could easily strain superpower tensions beyond the breaking point.

The Secretary-General should be replaced, Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev had declared the year before, by not one person but three: two representing the Western and Eastern blocs and one drawn from the “uncommitted states.” He termed this arrangement a troika, from the Russian word for a carriage pulled by three horses, arguing that “while there are neutral countries, there are no neutral men.” The Soviets now revived this idea, sensing an opportunity to enfeeble an organization they considered more useful to the Americans than to themselves.

Into the vacuum left by Hammarskjöld’s death had stepped one of the UN’s most senior bureaucrats, Andrew Cordier (the ex-State Department official who had been in Leopoldville during the overthrow of Lumumba); at a press conference, the Soviet ambassador charged Cordier with “usurping” the powers of the Secretary-General. On September 20, two days after Hammarskjöld’s death, the Soviets, anxious and looking to compromise, sent a foreign official to ask Thant if he might consider being an interim Secretary-General at the head of a group that would include three “under secretaries.” This was a variation on the “troika” formula that Khrushchev had unsuccessfully trotted out the previous year. Thant replied that he was not interested and that his government was against the idea “at any level.”25 The Americans, meanwhile, declared they would fight the troika idea “tooth and nail.”26

That same day, Thant attended a meeting of Afro-Asians and other non-aligned nations, at which Ghana and Algeria pressed for a united front behind a single candidate. Thant knew he was one of several candidates, and spent the day with other ambassadors and international journalists, trying to get a feel for what everyone was thinking. He was also in close touch by cable (a confidential diplomatic telegram) with the Burmese government in Rangoon, to report what he learned and to ask what they wanted him to do. The prime minister instructed him to make himself available but not on an interim basis. They didn’t want him taking the job in a “confused situation” or in the face of Soviet opposition.

Two names were mentioned in the press. One was Thant. The other was the Tunisian Mongi Slim, Thant’s downstairs neighbor, a Pariseducated lawyer of mixed Greek and Turkish heritage who had just been elected president of the General Assembly.

Over the next days there was much scheming in smoke-filled rooms in and around UN headquarters as well as frantic discussions in capitals around the world. The Afro-Asian leaders worked to break the impasse. Kwame Nkrumah, Ghana’s visionary prime minister and a strident proponent of both African unity and Afro-Asian solidarity, messaged President Nasser of Egypt, President Sukarno of Indonesia, and Prime Minister Nu of Burma to say that the next UN chief should be “a candidate from Burma.” Nkrumah, Nasser, and Sukarno were nationalist heroes and giants in the Non-Aligned Movement. Thant asked his prime minister not to issue any statement of support, wanting to work behind the scenes. On September 28, Rangoon replied with a cable saying they would be “happy to see you fill the top post” as long the arrangement was “acceptable by East and West.” They would leave all tactics to Thant and signed off, “All the best of luck.”27

By the end of September, there was a groundswell of support for Thant. The Soviets made it known that he was acceptable, and enthusiastic support came from Nehru, Sukarno, and other Afro-Asians, including Cambodia’s ruler, Prince Norodom Sihanouk. Only the French were resistant; Thant’s relentless advocacy of Algerian independence was an irritant, and his lack of French was a hindrance. A French source reportedly complained that Thant was “too short” for the role (he was just under 5 feet 8 inches tall). Thant responded to the Associated Press, “You can tell them that I am taller than Napoleon, who did not speak English.”28 The French ambassador, Armand Bérard, a friend who understood the Burmese diplomat’s popularity at the UN, advised his government not to stand in Thant’s way.

Israel’s foreign minister Golda Meir sent a cable to Thant saying that he was Tel Aviv’s sole choice as Mongi Slim was unacceptable to the Jewish state.29 The Arab delegations stated that they valued Thant’s work on Algeria and his “stand on colonialism and imperialism.” As a way of signaling to the Soviets that Thant was acceptable to the Arab nations despite his friendship with Israel, a smiling Egyptian foreign minister Mohammed Fawzi told Thant, in front of the Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko, that Egypt “sees eye to eye with Burma on all issues except one”—by which he meant Rangoon’s friendship with Israel.30 Thant was the sole candidate agreeable to both the Arabs and the Israelis.

By early October there was a consensus that Thant should be the next head of the UN, though the Soviets stipulated that he should be appointed only as Acting Secretary-General for a single year. This was accepted, including by Thant and his government. Moscow also insisted on knowing the exact number and nationality of the senior officials Thant would appoint; this was a way of circumscribing his authority. For another few weeks, there was a tedious and unsuccessful back-and-forth about possible combinations. On October 26, at a lunch at Danny’s Hideaway, Thant told reporters he would come up with his own formula as a way of breaking the deadlock. Exhausted diplomats began murmuring, “Leave it to U Thant.”

A few days later, Thant appeared on the bi-monthly television program Adlai Stevenson Reports. Stevenson had become a fervent advocate for Thant, and the interview was a way of showcasing him to the American public. Thant stated his admiration for Hammarskjöld’s concept of a Secretary-General who was independent and would act “vigorously” in pursuit of peaceful solutions. He said he would be “impartial” but “not necessarily neutral.”

The French made a last-minute effort to ensure that Thant appointed one of their own as his chef de cabinet, or chief of staff. Thant pushed back, saying he would not be dictated to by any government on any of his appointments and that Paris was free to veto him if they wished. The French backed off.31

At 11 a.m. on November 3, the Security Council met in a closed session. Egypt’s Omar Loutfi was the Council’s president that month. Within minutes, Loutfi emerged and told Ramses Nassif, a young Egyptian UN official, “It’s our friend, U Thant—unanimous decision.” Nassif found Thant chatting with other diplomats in the nearby North Lounge. “Congratulations are in order!” he said. Thant beamed and replied, “I hope your source is a good one!”32 A few hours later, the General Assembly, also unanimously, elected Thant Acting Secretary-General.

The Congo was in chaos. In Berlin, the Cold War was heating up, with Soviet and American tanks facing off at Checkpoint Charlie. The very survival of the UN was uncertain. And in this moment of crisis, the governments of the world put what faith they had in a little-known schoolteacher-turned-diplomat from Burma. Thant was chosen because of his tact and the respect he demonstrated for all points of view. At least as importantly, he was chosen because he was an Afro-Asian and because Burma was neutral between East and West. Thant had a year to prove himself. No one knew then of the extraordinary challenges to come.






2 CONGO


NEW YORK WASN’T THE obvious choice for the headquarters of the United Nations. It was initially seen as too vast, too frenetic a city, and likely to subsume the identity of the fledgling organization. Toward the end of the war various European cities were considered, with Geneva, site of the old League of Nations, a strong contender, but a consensus developed that the world organization should be located in the United States, as a way of preventing the Americans from abandoning their own project, as they had done with the League a quarter century earlier. In any case, much of Europe was in ruins. San Francisco, Boston, and Philadelphia vied for selection, as did South Dakota, which proposed the construction of an entirely new city of giant concentric circles in the Black Hills.1 Then the Rockefeller family offered to buy and donate an 18-acre site of slaughterhouses and tenement buildings at Turtle Bay in Manhattan, along the East River. The United Nations readily accepted.

New York’s fast-paced, no-nonsense ethos soon energized the organization in a way that a Swiss lakeside town or a mountain idyll never could. And the thousands of men and women who came to New York from every corner of the world to serve the UN changed the city forever. The UN made New York the capital of the world.

An international team of architects, led by Oscar Niemeyer of Brazil and Le Corbusier of France, swiftly went to work and in October 1952 unveiled a modernist masterpiece of manicured lawns and interlocking structures, designed to seem to as though it was floating on water. At the one side rose an imposing thirty-nine-story Secretariat of steel, green glass, and Vermont marble.

The Secretary-General’s office occupied a commanding perch on the thirty-eighth floor of the tower, its row of picture windows framing a sweeping view of the East River and the quilt of low-rise buildings stretching across Queens and Brooklyn. A small private apartment was hidden away to the side. The rest of the floor housed the offices of senior UN officials and their assistants and secretaries, everything in a mid-century modern décor, with Finnish ceiling lights casting a soft glow over the curved amber glass ashtrays, Swedish elmwood desks, and Danish teak chairs upholstered in blue.

Thant took his oath of office in the General Assembly on November 30, 1961, with family members and his driver, Herman, watching from the visitor’s gallery. He took up his position the next morning, turning the thermostat to nearly 80 degrees Fahrenheit but otherwise keeping the office as it was. He knew he was on probation. He also flew in five hundred Burmese cigars from Rangoon and kept a supply handy in a box near his desk.2

Thant was the first non-European to head any international body and also the first from a poor, ex-colonial country. He couldn’t be sure how others saw him. With the big powers circling, the new Secretary-General had to be decisive; he must not seem weak but at the same time not appear presumptuous. He had to build on Hammarskjöld’s successes but avoid the dynamics that under Hammarskjöld had brought the organization to the verge of collapse.

He assembled his top team—all men of color, a sea change in a century of white-dominated international diplomacy. As his peacekeeping chief, Thant chose Ralph Bunche, an already world-famous African American mediator who had won a Nobel Peace Prize for brokering the 1949 Arab–Israeli armistice. Born in Detroit, the fifty-seven-year-old Bunche, light-skinned with graying wavy hair, had been raised by his grandmother, the daughter of an Irish American plantation owner and his slave. He was an early scholar of colonialism in Africa, a prominent voice on civil rights in America, and had served as a close aide to Hammarskjöld in the Congo and in New York.

To direct his office as chef de cabinet, Thant selected forty-six-year-old C. V. Narasimhan, a Madras-born, Oxford-educated former member of the British-era Indian Civil Service. Stocky, with a long, rectangular face and suits that seemed a size too big, Narasimhan had already spent several years in senior UN posts. He would manage an international bureaucracy of over 3,500 staff in New York and 14,500 elsewhere in the world and would be the Secretary-General’s gatekeeper, the man who saw him first and last at the office every day. Thant also persuaded his friend Omar Loutfi to leave his position as Egypt’s ambassador and join him as chief political advisor.

Thant believed that the loyalty of these men would be to the world organization above all. Over his time as ambassador, he had come to know all three well, Loutfi especially. All were given the rank of under secretary, as was the Soviet Georgy Arkadev. Thant assured Moscow that Arkadev would be included in weekly cabinet-style meetings, but after he’d gone through the motions a few times those meetings were quietly shelved.

When Hammarskjöld became Secretary-General in 1953, he had more than two years to settle into the job before being confronted with a major crisis. Thant didn’t even have two days. First, he had to rescue the organization from insolvency. The UN was about $100 million in debt, primarily because the Soviet bloc governments, together with the French and the Belgians, were refusing to pay for peacekeeping.

Thant immediately proposed issuing bonds as a way of borrowing money from friendly governments while seeking a longer-term solution. Though the idea originated in Washington, Thant not only made it his own but sought to make as many governments as possible feel it was their idea as well. US secretary of state Dean Rusk reported to Kennedy that Thant, “in a remarkable series of interviews with every delegation, concentrated in six successful evenings,” gained the needed support.3 The bonds were sold and financial collapse was postponed, at least for a while.

His second priority was to resolve the escalating crisis in the Congo. The Katanga secession was still in full swing, with its leader, forty-one-year-old Brussels-educated Moïse Tshombe, backed by a well-armed and Belgian-trained gendarmerie of over three thousand men as well as hundreds of European and South African mercenaries. The mercenaries and their supporters overseas were white supremacists (with a core of French fascists) who believed that an independent, white-dominated Katanga was the key to ensuring continued white domination across southern and eastern Africa.

There were also vast profits to protect. Katanga supplied 69 percent of the world’s industrial diamonds, 49 percent of its cobalt, and 9 percent of its copper, and it was one of the few sources of the uranium needed to make atomic bombs. Much of Katanga’s mining was in the hands of a single Belgian company: Union Minière du Haut Katanga. Union Minière, in turn, was partly owned by the UK company Tanganyika Concessions, directed by Captain Charles Waterhouse, a Conservative member of Parliament. Over just the past five years, Belgian and British shareholders had received nearly £464 million in profits.4 Cash from Union Minière and Tanganyika Concessions kept the Katanga rebellion going.

With Lumumba dead and a pro-American regime in charge in Leopoldville, Washington wanted to see the Congo reunited but in a measured and negotiated way, so as not stir up feelings in Britain and Belgium and among America’s own pro-Katanga right wing. The United States hoped Thant would be a man of “prudence and restraint” who wouldn’t act rashly.5

From the start, however, the Burmese diplomat took a more aggressive stance than Hammarskjöld, who, to the very end, had tried to accommodate the Katanga secessionists. The new Acting Secretary-General was guided by his military and civilian staff in the Congo, many of whom had been shocked by Hammarskjöld’s killing. He was also influenced by his background in Burma. Like the Congo, Burma had descended into civil war immediately after becoming independent. At one point, the government, which Thant served, held only Rangoon, with the rest of the country a sea of warlords, Communist insurgents, and ethnic minority rebels. Thant’s formative political experience was as part of a government desperately trying to hold together a multiethnic country that had been patchworked together under colonial rule.

For Thant and his Afro-Asian colleagues, Katanga was the fulcrum on which the future depended: either it would be free of white supremacy and foreign domination worldwide, or it would be one in which the ex-imperial powers could still intervene as they wished. Most of the world was now comprised of nominally independent states. But what sovereignty really meant would be determined by what the United Nations now did.

On November 24, 1961, with Thant’s behind-the-scenes encouragement, the Security Council passed a resolution condemning the secession of Katanga and authorizing the use of “the requisite measure of force” to remove foreign soldiers. Two days later, at the stadium in his capital, Elizabethville, an angry Moïse Tshombe told thousands of supporters that Thant was preparing for war against Katanga. Tshombe lambasted the blue-helmeted Indian peacekeepers as “the mercenaries of Khrushchev” and called on the Irish and Swedes to switch sides as it was Katanga that was on the side of “Christian and Occidental civilization.”6
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Thant at the Security Council with top aides Inderjit Rikhye and Ralph Bunche just after becoming Acting Secretary-General in November 1961.





A few days later, soldiers loyal to Tshombe dragged two British UN officials from a black-tie party in Elizabethville for the visiting American senator Chris Dodd, a major fundraiser for the secessionists. They were both severely beaten up, with broken noses and fractured ribs, before being released. An Indian officer who went looking for them disappeared and was never found. A soldier who accompanied the officer was discovered dead.

Thant was incensed. On December 1, in his first press briefing, the Acting Secretary-General called Tshombe “a very unstable man” and stated that the United Nations peacekeeping operation in the Congo (ONUC, from its French initials) would “act vigorously to reestablish law and order.” The share price of Union Minière immediately sank.7

A combat-experienced Indian brigade, recently stationed by the UN in the breakaway province, began fighting to seize positions from white mercenary-led units. At the Acting Secretary-General’s request, extra battalions of Swedish, Irish, and Nigerian troops were rushed into place, along with a column of armored cars.8 ONUC’s recently assembled air force, comprised of Swedish Saab fighters and Indian Canberra bombers, took to the skies. The Kennedy administration supplied the UN with twenty-one transport planes but was nervous that Thant would go too far. The UN’s own military officers advised that despite the military buildup, a decisive victory at this point remained unlikely.9 Over the following fortnight, nearly two dozen UN soldiers were killed in battle and nearly a hundred wounded.

Politically, the UN’s situation was even more tenuous. The hard-line Afro-Asians led by Ghana’s president Kwame Nkrumah called for ever tougher action, while the UK, France, and Belgium were determined to halt any UN offensive. Meanwhile, in the US, the pro-Katanga lobby was gaining ground due to the efforts of Markpress, a Swiss-based public relations firm.

The British media in particular were scathing, with the Sunday Telegraph warning that the UN Secretariat had “tasted blood.” European-friendly Katanga was portrayed as the hapless victim of Afro-Asian belligerence. Viscount Hinchingbrooke, writing in the Sunday Express, described Thant’s organization as a “charging rhinoceros, tearing up the earth,” a “monster of iniquity,” a “juggernaut which is rolling down upon us.” The British establishment were no less critical in private. The Marquess of Salisbury, a former cabinet member and enthusiastic champion of white supremacy in Africa, wrote in a letter to the foreign secretary, Lord Home, “What an awful body the UN have become!”10

The new UN chief pressed London for the thousand-pound British-made bombs needed for ONUC’s Canberra jets. Prime minister Harold MacMillan first stalled, then, after “strong encouragement from Washington,” agreed. The UK government couldn’t appear entirely opposed to the world organization’s efforts. MacMillan, however, soon found himself having to backpedal in the face of attacks from the many Katanga supporters within his own Conservative Party.11 He appealed to the Acting Secretary-General, proposing a ceasefire. Thant stated publicly that any ceasefire before his troops had gained full freedom of movement would be a “setback.” He wanted the promised bombs. Shortly afterward, eighty Conservative members of Parliament put forward a motion condemning the government over what they saw as its fecklessness in the face of “UN aggression” against Katanga. When MacMillan telephoned Kennedy and begged for help, he found his transatlantic ally noncommittal.

MacMillan then deployed David Ormsby-Gore, the UK’s ambassador in Washington, who was scheduled to dine at the White House that evening and who had been close friends with the president since both were at university. MacMillan told Ormsby-Gore that the Conservative government could fall within the next twenty-four hours. The diplomat’s influence worked. Kennedy at once phoned the State Department and said, “I have David Gore sitting beside me here, and he will explain what it is the British government wants done and I want it done.”12

Adlai Stevenson, Kennedy’s ambassador to the UN, sat down with Thant the next morning. Thant bowed to the pressure, withdrawing his request for the bombs because of “British anxiety.”13 The fighting then ended, without conclusion.

Thant realized he wasn’t going to get much further with the British. He needed to concentrate on the Americans, building on the rapport he already enjoyed with Stevenson. The gregarious sixty-two-year-old Stevenson was a regular on the UN and Upper East Side party circuit, often staying up until the early hours to drink and dance; he described diplomacy as a mix of “protocol, alcohol, and Geritol.” Back in October, he and Thant had attended the premiere of West Side Story together with the film’s star, Natalie Wood. Though Stevenson could no longer convince the much busier Thant to join him at the movies, the two still saw each other almost every day.

On January 19, 1962, President Kennedy met the Acting Secretary-General over lunch at Stevenson’s official residence on the top floor of the Waldorf Astoria hotel. A State Department memo informed the president that Thant’s “bearing and behavior on assuming a difficult task has been exemplary.”14 A few days before, the historian and presidential advisor Arthur Schlesinger had written to Kennedy that there was a “crisis of confidence” in the UN, in no small part because of worries that the world body would soon be dominated by “untried people from young and unsophisticated countries.” Thant represented “a reasoned and responsible group of statesmen” from these same countries and should therefore be encouraged.

Schlesinger also noted speculation that Thant was finding the job “burdensome.” The speculation could have come from various quarters; it may also have stemmed from a Thanksgiving meal the previous November, at the home of a mutual friend, when Thant had turned away from Schlesinger and other distinguished guests, preferring to spend the evening questioning and sharing jokes with the teenagers present.15

In the opulent surroundings of the Waldorf Astoria suite, Kennedy, Thant, and Stevenson first sat side by side on a plush sofa, the picture of urbane camaraderie. Clad in dark, fashionably slim suits and ties, they smiled and chatted easily as the flashes of dozens of cameras lit the room, reporters and television crews capturing every moment. After the public show of unity, they retreated to the dining table to tackle weightier matters over an artichoke and shrimp casserole. They exchanged thoughts on the Congo and on escalating tensions between the Netherlands and Indonesia over the western half of New Guinea.16 The new Indonesian state had, in the late 1940s, defeated the Netherlands to win control over all of what had been the Dutch East Indies except for western New Guinea, at the eastern edge of the archipelago, which remained under Dutch rule. Washington was keen to avert a war between a rising Afro-Asian power and an important NATO ally. Kennedy asked Thant’s help in convincing Jakarta not to invade the contested island, “as they were going to get Papua in the long run anyway.”17

Toward the end of the lunch, Thant offered Kennedy a Burmese cigar. Kennedy, taken aback by the formidable-looking black cigar, asked if it was extremely strong. Thant assured the president that it was actually quite mild and after a few puffs Kennedy agreed it was “very good.”18 Thant soon sent a batch, fresh from Burma, as a souvenir of their first meeting and a satisfied president wrote back that the cigars had arrived “at a particularly opportune moment” and he had assured his associates that they were “less deadly than they might appear at first glance.”19 Thant also thanked Stevenson for the lunch, informing him that he was sending an assistant to obtain the recipe for the casserole from the ambassador’s housekeeper. Stevenson replied that his flattered housekeeper “will never be the same again.”20

Eleanor Roosevelt was also pleased. In her diary that week, she wrote that President Kennedy had made a “very significant gesture” by making a special trip to New York to see Thant and giving “the country the feeling of how important he considered the UN.”21 The world was at a unique moment, when a young American president and a generation of leaders from the newly independent states of Asia and Africa shared a desire to see the global organization succeed.

With Washington reasonably friendly, Thant was eager to move ahead in the Congo. He deployed Ralph Bunche to work with the Americans in brokering a deal, however unlikely, between Tshombe and the government in Leopoldville. He also sent the scholarly and soft-spoken Robert Gardiner, a Cambridge-educated economist from Ghana who was then the highest-ranking black African in the UN, to Leopoldville to head the entire UN Congo operation, as a check on Western influence.

At the same time, Thant tasked his new chief military advisor, the Indian general Indar Jit Rikhye, with bolstering ONUC’s military force into one capable of defeating the white mercenaries in Katanga once and for all. Thant also stationed the Swede Sture Linner, Hammarskjöld’s close aide, in Brussels to meet with businessmen and political leaders both there and in London to discuss ways to tighten sanctions against Katanga. Thant wanted to give the impression that military force was a last resort, and also to keep a close watch on European thinking and calm fears while preparing his next move.22

———

As Thant settled into his new role, he brought to the office an entirely different style from his predecessor. Brian Urquhart, a former assistant to Hammarskjöld (and one of the UN officials who had been kidnapped from the party in the Congo), remembered that when Thant became Secretary-General, “between breakfast and lunch one day . . . the messages from New York assumed a completely new tone.” Whereas Hammarskjöld was fond of linguistic gymnastics, Thant’s cables “were very no-nonsense, saying you were responsible for the security of our people there, so you’d better get on with it, take whatever measures you think fit, and we’ll support you.”23 The wife of an American diplomat suggested that “Hammarskjöld generated electricity: one vibrated in his presence like a tight wire in a high wind.” Thant, on the other hand, tended “to defuse people when they are wound up.”24

In an interview with Alistair Cooke for the BBC, the new UN chief talked about his personal philosophy.25 “We try to get at the truth by contemplation and meditation . . . and explore what is happening inside of us,” he told Cooke. He had been raised in the Burmese Buddhist tradition, a variant of neoconservative Buddhism that encouraged a cheerful acceptance of life’s vicissitudes. Central was mindfulness of one’s own emotional states and a continuing effort to avoid negative emotions, such as anger, and boost the positive ones, such as happiness for other people’s good fortune. A calm disposition and a playful sense of humor were highly valued. Thant often said that he was tolerant of all things except intolerance.26

The new Secretary-General’s relationship with the press was also entirely different. Hammarskjöld avoided reporters as much as he could, steering clear of them in the hallways. Thant, who had written hundreds of articles for Rangoon papers and magazines over the past two decades, embraced the media, regularly giving briefings and often inviting correspondents to lunch. Journalists, in turn, gave him a honeymoon of positive coverage. Newsweek told its readers that “everything about U Thant radiates a kind of mellow reasonableness and composure,” from his “immaculately tailored Western suits” to his “soft Oxford-accented tones,” as he “moved through two or three cocktail parties a night.”27 The news service UPI quoted an American diplomat describing Thant as “a blooming miracle.”28

There was also hostile media coverage. Thant was embroiled in a dispute with his landlord, William Wholey, who was charging him three times the legal amount for the rent-controlled apartment. Wholey had also demanded $3,000 for an air conditioner even though Mongi Slim, downstairs, had just had one installed for free. When Thant discovered the price-gouging, he had informed Wholey that he would pay only $400 a month, the correct sum, or he would leave; Wholey responded by charging him over $6,000 for damages to the curtains and furniture.29 The New York Housing Commission had begun investigating William Wholey for overcharging Thant and the case was scheduled to be heard by the state supreme court. In response, Wholey had gone public with his claim that the family cat was responsible for extensive damages. “U Thant and His $6,447 Cat,” blared the Herald Tribune’s headline on May 17. The Burmese feline, Wholey told reporters, “tore the damask curtains, ripped up the carpets and upholstery.”30 The landlord also painted a lurid picture of wild excess, accusing the diplomat of “entertaining great numbers of guests, at which functions a great amount of liquor, food, and tobacco was dropped, permitting upwards of twenty persons to sleep on the floor, food be thrown about from the windows, and animals to sit and sleep on the carpets . . .” Thant countered that this was complete fabrication, adding fuel to the media fire.

Thant soon suffered a far more devastating blow. His son, Timmy, had left for Burma, thinking he might study at Rangoon University. Timmy had experienced problems adjusting to life in America, often skipping school without his parents’ knowledge, but over the past couple of years he had seemed happier. His mother was anxious about her son going back to Burma alone, but Thant thought that reconnecting with his country was a good idea and made sure the university would give Timmy a place. After several weeks, Timmy decided that Burma, or at least the university, wasn’t for him and planned to return to New York.

On a rain-soaked afternoon, Timmy boarded a crowded bus in a leafy residential neighborhood to cable his parents from the Telegraph Office, a few miles away in downtown Rangoon. There were not enough seats and Timmy, in a Burmese sarong and flip-flops, was standing on the foot-board when the vehicle turned a sharp corner. The lanky twenty-year-old fell, hitting his head on the pavement and fracturing his skull. The panicked driver first drove Timmy to the bus company’s clinic; staff there insisted the young man be rushed to the hospital. Timmy was in and out of consciousness and losing a lot of blood. Shortly after reaching Rangoon General Hospital, he was pronounced dead.
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Thant with his wife, Thein Tin, and son, Timmy, at their home in Rangoon in 1952.





May 21 was a sunny spring day in New York. Thant was in his office, discussing the New Guinea situation with the Dutch foreign minister. A little before 3 p.m., a reporter informed the Secretary-General’s press aide, Ramses Nassif, of Timmy’s death, which had just come over the wires, wanting to make sure Thant didn’t hear the news first on the radio. Nassif dashed over to Thant’s chef de cabinet Narasimhan, who had the office next door to the Secretary-General, and the two men waited till the meeting was over. Narasimhan remembers those few minutes as being the most difficult in his life. Thant’s first words were, “What will I say to my poor wife?”31

Grief-stricken, Thant and Thein Tin arranged a Buddhist ceremony at a monastery in Rangoon. Thein Tin was too distraught to make the long trip, and Thant, who wept when shown the coroner’s photographs, told colleagues he was too pressed by work to go. In the Burmese tradition, the ceremony, which takes place exactly a month after a death, is more important than the next-day burial or cremation and is a way for the family to seek the best possible afterlife for their loved one. In Timmy’s honor, relatives donated alms to monks, including the revered Buddhist abbot Mahasi Sayadaw, and dedicated a sanctuary for fish and goats. In a message to mourners, Thant and Thein Tin expressed their hope that Timmy would “rejoice” and “reap the benefits of these merits in whatever plane of existence he now is. May he be happy therein.”32

A few weeks later, Thant received some of Timmy’s paintings from his old art teacher, June Steingart. In a long letter to both parents, she described Timmy’s discovery of painting and conveyed her hope that these “simple lovely works will brighten your lives a little and bring to you again the warmth of your boy.”33 Thant could not bear to take them home to his wife, so he hung them in the private apartment next to his office.

In July 1962, Thant flew to London and had his first audience with Queen Elizabeth. It was meant to be a brief call, but the queen kept him for nearly an hour. The first thing she said was, “As a mother I know how much you must have suffered when you heard the terrible news of the death of your son. I thought of you and I thought of your wife when the news was brought to my attention.” There were tears in her eyes and in Thant’s, too.34

———

Thant was in London as part of a European tour. In Uppsala, Sweden, he paid his respects at Hammarskjöld’s grave. In Norway, he sailed on a yacht with King Olav. And in Dublin, he was hosted by the Irish revolutionary and president Éamon de Valera, whom he had admired since his youth. On Irish television, he was asked whether, as Secretary-General, “certainly the greatest and most prestigious post in the world today,” he found “that the very heavy responsibilities of the post are too much.”

“It all depends on the interpretation of the words ‘too much,’ ” was Thant’s answer. “It is a relative term. Perhaps when I was headmaster, I thought that my responsibilities were too much.”35

Thant was trying to ensure that Europeans saw him not as an angry radical from the Third World but as a moderate statesman with whom they could feel at ease. Harold MacMillan and Thant disagreed on the way forward in the Congo, but the British leader, after their meetings in both New York and London, came away finding the Secretary-General “very pleasant” and “sensible enough.”36

Over these months, Thant developed what became known as the U Thant Plan for the Congo, in which Katanga would renounce its secession and integrate into a federal arrangement. Thant tried to get Moïse Tshombe to agree—which Brian Urquhart, now Bunche’s deputy, compared to “trying to get an eel into a bottle.”37 The UN team worked in tandem with the Kennedy administration and consulted the Afro-Asian delegations closely, too. They knew that without progress soon, the whole Congo operation could still result in ignominious failure.

To turn up the pressure, Thant began to hit out specifically at the Belgian mining giant Union Minière. At a press conference in London, he said flatly that “The problem of the Congo is Katanga, and the problem of Katanga is finance, and the problem of finance is Union Minière.” He pointed out that over the past year Tshombe had received $65 million in mining revenue, of which $59 million came from Union Minière. “This,” he declared, “is the crux of the problem.”38

While on a visit to Finland, he was told that Tshombe had organized thousands of women and children to abuse the Indian UN troops at a roadblock outside Elizabethville, and that the troops showed “remarkable restraint” despite being cursed at and spat on. To reporters in Helsinki, Thant derided Tshombe and his men as “a bunch of clowns.” Back in New York, he stated that all sides had to accept his plan in its entirety. There would be, he declared, no further negotiations.39

That summer, Thant was proving useful to the Americans. On the Congo, the UN and the US were now traveling in a similar direction. In August, the Netherlands and Indonesia agreed to a compromise brokered by Thant on the future of Dutch-controlled Papua New Guinea. There would be an interim UN Executive Authority and a promise that the Papuans would be allowed to decide their own future. For Thant and the Americans, the priority was avoiding a Dutch–Indonesian war. For the Secretary-General, there was also an ingrained antipathy to the breakup of former colonial possessions, as well as a desire to build goodwill in the Kennedy administration. Following the Dutch–Indonesian accord, President Kennedy wrote to Thant, “Once again the world organization has become under your leadership, a center for harmonizing the actions of nations on behalf of peace.”40

The missing piece, now, was a more solid relationship with the Soviets. They were demanding that the UN use force against Katanga, in line with the position of the more hard-line Afro-Asian countries, but at the same time they refused to pay a single ruble toward the costs of the operation. Thant would need Moscow’s active consent if he were to continue beyond the expiration of his yearlong appointment as Acting Secretary-General in November. And so, in late August, Thant flew to Yalta to spend a day with Nikita Khrushchev at the Soviet chairman’s summer home. The dacha, named Wisteria, complete with two saltwater swimming pools, had been built a few years before along the southern coast of Crimea, less than twenty miles from where Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin had set the contours of the world organization in February 1945.

As the car rolled up the drive to the secluded dacha, Thant found the short, bald sixty-eight-year-old Khrushchev waiting for him at the gate, dressed in a rumpled, light-colored suit and holding a baby. A cluster of other grandchildren darted about nearby. He shook hands with the Kremlin leader, exchanged a few greetings through an interpreter, then merrily scooped up one of the little boys. In the rustic, familial surroundings, the summer air hot and thick, Thant immediately felt much more relaxed than he had in the marbled palaces of Western Europe.41 Back in Burma, he had been an ardent anti-Communist, but he was inclined to see Khrushchev’s Russia as fundamentally different from Stalin’s and not the evil empire portrayed in the American media.

Khrushchev was then at the apex of his power. Officially the Chairman of the Council of Ministers as well as First Secretary of the Communist Party, he had outfoxed his opponents in the years following the death of Joseph Stalin. From the start of his tenure in 1956 he moved the USSR in a reformist direction, loosening restrictions on daily life as well as on the economy. Soviet science and technology advanced by leaps and bounds, symbolized by the launch of Sputnik, the world’s first artificial satellite. Khrushchev was keen to prove the Communist system superior to capitalism and, like Kennedy, was eager to make friends in the Third World.

Thant and Khrushchev discussed events in the Congo and the UN’s financial difficulties, Khrushchev doing most of the talking as his grandchildren played around the men’s chairs. Thant asked for a “voluntary contribution” to keep UN peacekeeping afloat, to which Khrushchev replied, “Don’t worry. The Americans will pay. They pushed the United Nations into the Congo and the Congo is shaping up according to their wish. At the last moment, they will pay.”

The talk then turned to Berlin. Germany had been divided after the war between a capitalist West and a Communist East; its former capital city was divided as well. Since 1958 Moscow had been demanding the withdrawal of NATO troops from an encircled West Berlin. The Americans refused. Thant agreed with Khrushchev that a peace treaty should be signed to end the Berlin crisis and draw a curtain on the “last vestiges” of the Second World War. But he also counseled patience. President Kennedy was well-intentioned and had a good sense of the rest of the world, he tried to persuade Khrushchev, but needed to manage an “extremely ill-informed” American public.

At this mention of America, Khrushchev became more animated. “Semi-pornography is broadcast or some sort of sports competition is shown where they beat a man almost to death. . . . There is no opera house in America; it is a very rich country and it doesn’t have an opera house! Here capitalism, you know, shows its savage side. Everything is done in order to steal and squeeze out resources from the people and poison the consciousness of the people!”

Thant couldn’t help himself and related the story of his landlord. “He said I was holding wild parties!” “He made a statement to the Hearst newspapers!” “Of course, I filed a slander suit against him but I don’t want any trouble and so am moving to another apartment.”

“There’s your freedom of the press for you!” said Khrushchev, and suggested the UN move to Berlin. “Personal expenses would be more reasonable, the climate more acceptable . . .”

Thant indulged his host, saying that “an ever-growing number of Asian and African countries are losing any illusions with respect to New York, particularly the African delegations. Delegates from various countries come to me literally almost every day and say that discrimination is exhibited toward them almost everywhere: in the elevator, in the restaurant—everywhere!”

Thant enjoyed a big lunch beside the sea with Khrushchev’s entire family, after which the Soviet leader insisted on a swim. Thant loved swimming, but protested that swimming after a meal leads to indigestion. “Nonsense!” declared the Soviet. The argument that he had no swimsuit with him was equally of no avail: “Take one of mine!” The Soviet leader’s girth was considerably greater than Thant’s, so Thant wrapped the suit around him like a Burmese sarong. For thirty minutes the two bobbed around together in the Black Sea, Khrushchev using inflatable rings, as Soviet and UN officials, photographers, and security men watched from the shore. They had no language in common, having spoken all day through a translator. Thant thought Khrushchev “hummed what seemed a Russian tune.” Though he got little of what he’d wanted from Khrushchev, he felt he had a better measure of the man. And, he hoped, the Soviet leader had a better measure of him.

Before leaving the USSR, Thant accepted an invitation to speak on air and gambled that he could speak bluntly without endangering his new relationship. On Moscow Radio, he said that if the Soviet people knew the truth about the situation in the Congo, they would change their minds about the UN’s role and “shoulder their share of the heavy responsibilities now being undertaken by the world organization.” His remarks stating his “gratitude to the people and the government of this great country” were broadcast; the rest was censored.42

———

Shortly after Thant returned to New York, he terminated the lease on his Lenox Hill apartment and found an expansive new home in Riverdale, an upscale neighborhood at the western end of the Bronx about thirty minutes by car from midtown Manhattan: a big redbrick ivy-covered house with a long gravel driveway, with copper beech, pine, and red silk trees and bushes of rhododendron, all on five acres of land sloping down to the Hudson River. There was a heated swimming pool as well.
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