

[image: cover ]




[image: ]





[image: ]






A POST HILL PRESS BOOK

ISBN: 978-1-64293-600-1

ISBN (eBook): 978-1-64293-601-8

American History Revised:

200 Startling Facts that Never Made It into the Textbooks

© 2010 by Seymour Morris Jr.

All Rights Reserved

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

[image: ]

Post Hill Press

New York • Nashville

posthillpress.com

Published in the United States of America







CONTENTS

preface

History Through the Skylight

one

A Razor’s Edge: It Almost Never Happened

two

Forgotten by History

three

The Past Was Different Then

four

American Self-Identity and Ideals

five

A Warlike Nation, Not a Militarist One

six

In Pursuit of Riches

seven

Running for President

eight

Simple Mathematics, My Dear Watson

nine

Not What You Think

ten

Lightning Strikes Twice: It Happened Again

AFTERWORD

NOTES

BIBLIOGRAPHY

PHOTO CREDITS





PREFACE

History Through the Skylight

The best illumination comes from above, through the skylight.

—Oliver Wendell Holmes

For most of the past sixteen years I have lived abroad. Living in Romania and Cyprus made me confront the wonderful question posed in 1782 by the Frenchman Hector St. John de Crevecoeur, “What, then, is the American?”

As a foreigner, I encountered considerable skepticism about American foreign policy from European and Middle Eastern businessmen and diplomats. “Oh would some power the gift give us,” said the eighteenth-century Scottish poet Robert Burns, “to see ourselves as others see us!” So in my spare time I plunged into hundreds of history books about America’s past to help me in political debate and keep the conversation going.

I found that the best way to defuse hostility and single-mindedness was to entertain my audience with little-known stories of history that suggested greater knowledge than theirs, but with humility and a broad perspective. When asked about American militarism, I countered with the many opportunities America had to take over places like Canada and Cuba—and didn’t. When people accused America of not being a democracy, I countered that the Founding Fathers never intended it to be (really?). When told that Guantánamo was a violation of the Bill of Rights, I explained that the Bill of Rights was an evolving process. The idea of universal rights was not a legacy of our slaveholding Founding Fathers, but of Afro-Americans and civil rights workers who had battled to correct the injustices of our past, plus the feminists who had paved the way for equal rights for women (an opportunity only late in coming to many of their own countries, by the way).

More often than not, my audience would be flummoxed and not know what to say. They complained America had too much global power; I told them to relax, America has not won a long-lasting military victory since 1945 other than Korea—a stalemate—and possibly Iraq. And look at what happened to a far more powerful empire, England in the early 1900s. We all know what happened to Great Britain . . .

Understanding history, they would tell me, requires seeing many points of view. Excellent idea! When one foreign diplomat argued that the Indians got the raw end of the deal in the sale of Manhattan for twenty-four dollars, I offered the Native American advice to “walk a mile in the other person’s shoes.” Turn the question around and ask yourself from the buyer’s perspective, “How did the Dutch make out on the sale?” Of course nobody knew the answer. When informed that the Dutch invested huge amounts of money in an overseas base and lost it all—raising the obvious parallel of modern-day Iraq where the U.S. is facing insurmountable bills, how my European skeptics immediately agreed with that!

Then there were the hundreds of Romanian young people I met in my part-time capacity as alumni interviewer for high-school students applying to Harvard. I was intrigued at how open and receptive they were to America—in sharp contrast to their American fellow applicants who took so much for granted. It reminded me that my country, which gave me my passport, my education, and my values, is for millions of people . . . a dream. If America is a dream, I must learn more about it. After all, who doesn’t want to know more about something so enticing as a dream?

By knowing my history and viewing America with a sense of wonder, I engaged in many delightful debates and dinner-party conversations. Nobody could get angry when I teased them, “Did you know that . . . ?” Touché! It was a clever way to broaden people’s perceptions and make them less emotional and judgmental. Whenever I suggested that what’s happening in the world today is “not as simple as you think,” I would point to “history, supposedly fixed in stone, right?” and then provide examples that proved the opposite, that even history has its massive share of inconsistencies, twists, and turns. I would even go so far as to tease people, “Suppose it never would have happened?” “Impossible!” they would say with utter and complete conviction.

Really? Two weeks before taking office in 1933, Franklin D. Roosevelt was attacked by a madman who sprayed the scene with bullets. Had FDR been assassinated, the next president would have been the mediocre vice president–elect, John Nance Garner. In 1930 Adolf Hitler was sitting in the front passenger seat of a car that collided with a heavy trailer truck. Had the truck braked just one second earlier, Hitler would have been dead. In 1931, while crossing Fifth Avenue in New York, an Englishman used to looking to the right looked the wrong way and was hit by a taxicab—but survived. Had Winston Churchill walked a second faster, he could have been run over. In 1963 the Secret Service in Dallas installed a protective plastic bubble over the president’s black Lincoln convertible, but it was such a beautiful day that JFK asked that it be removed so people could see him better.
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Much of what history books in school tell us is dry and narrow. Take a look at your child’s high-school textbook, and groan! No wonder many kids don’t want to study. Dates, battles, presidents, and social trends are all essential building blocks, but not the stuff of day-to-day reality that one can readily relate to. “American history,” says the historian and novelist Gore Vidal, “has fallen more and more into the hands of academics” (not to mention textbook publishers and state school boards who insist on including every viewpoint to the point of blandness). One longs for an anecdote, a human-interest story, a startling revelation, an epistle of courage, a killing of the bad guys—a moral lesson (kids know the difference between good guys and bullies). To the ancient Greeks, istoria meant a story or a tale as much as history. For centuries before the printed word, the great epics like the Iliad or Beowulf—even the Bible—were told through stories over the campfire. Said Samuel Johnson (of Johnson and Boswell fame in eighteenth-century England), “Anecdotes are the gleaming toys of history.” Asked how to make history interesting to today’s schoolchildren, the historian Barbara Tuchman said simply, “Tell stories.”

A simple story can speak a thousand words. Years ago, American history came alive to me in twenty seconds. The college professor was giving a lecture about John Adams. Apparently, Adams had a roll-top desk at his Massachusetts farm where he spent much of his time during his term in office. The desk had several cubbyholes, one for each department of government. One was marked WAR, another INDIAN AFFAIRS, another CUSTOMS REVENUE, etc. That, ladies and gentlemen, was how the President of the United States ran the country in those days.

From that moment on, I marveled at our nation’s history—not at what it said, but at what it didn’t say. Several years later at Harvard Business School—certainly the last place I expected to run into American history—we were told about the early days of IBM. In 1945, founder and chairman Thomas J. Watson was asked the size of the potential world computer market. His prediction?

Just five computers . . .

Even though the story may be apocryphal (it originated from an enemy of Watson), it was not far off the mark. In those days the early computer—the size of a room, with its ungainly wires and bulbs always breaking down—was viewed as an impractical contraption that would be useful only for academia and the military. If you consider that hard to believe, put yourself in the past and ask yourself what you would do with a room-sized box that just clanked and whirred, a machine lacking the “brains” of an operating system like Microsoft’s (far off in the future). This exercise—imagining something before it actually exists—is a very difficult effort. Consider the comment of William Lear, inventor of the Lear jet and one of America’s great entrepreneurs. In the early 1960s, when he predicted three thousand business jets would be sold by 1970 and the major aircraft companies were predicting only three hundred, Lear said:

They don’t ask the right questions. The trick is to discern the market—before there is any proof that one exists. If you had said in 1925 that we would build 9 million automobiles by 1965, some statistician would have pointed out that they would fill up every road in the United States and, lined end-to-end, would go across the country eleven times. Surveys are no good. I make surveys in my mind.

Understanding our past requires imagination, using the talent of a William Lear. In business we try to use this same skill whenever we evaluate a new business deal or try to outsmart the stock market. If predicting the future requires imagination, does not “predicting” the past?

Narrow-mindedness, said William Lear, is the bane of critical thinking. Virtually every history book describing the United States in the 1890s emphasizes “the rise of American power” and the annexation of overseas territories. Viewed in the larger global perspective, however, such a view looks absolutely provincial. Not mentioned and therefore unknown to most Americans today—especially those who swallow the line about America being the only world superpower—America at the turn of the nineteenth century was a minnow compared with Great Britain, an empire that dwarfed anything America has ever achieved (or ever will). The statistics are awesome: England owned an empire covering more than a quarter of the earth’s land surface, and ruled the seas with its Royal Navy. Its navy and trading companies (Hudson’s Bay, East India, etc.) controlled a third of all world trade. Half the world’s ships flew the Union Jack. London was the world’s financial hub. The British land possessions encompassed more than 400 million people—20 percent of the world’s population—interlocked by a common language and an undersea cable network of 83,000 miles utilizing the Internet of the day, the telegraph (a British invention). So awesome was Great Britain in 1900 that the South African business magnate Sir Cecil Rhodes (of Rhodes Scholars fame) predicted the day would come when England would recolonize the United States.

When we look at the past, we look at it from the lens of the present—a straight line, if you will. In actual fact, the past was another generation or two far removed, totally different. Take, for example, the hundred-year struggle for women’s rights. Look again, carefully. When Alice Paul of the newly formed National Women’s Party proposed the Equal Rights Amendment of 1920, prohibiting discrimination in the workplace, she elicited a storm of opposition from, of all people, the League of Women Voters. Women’s groups saw the ERA as a threat to their cherished “protective labor laws” that limited excessive hours, required special facilities for women workers, and forbade the employment of women in certain physically demanding occupations. Those in support of the ERA were thousands of men, employers, and members of the political right who actually welcomed the competition of smart women in the marketplace.
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We all know Santayana’s dictum that those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it, but what is it we are trying to remember? We need to dig beneath the surface to understand what actually happened, and why people did what they did. What happened in “the past” is fixed in stone; what we say about it later is “history.” The two are not always the same. What makes history intriguing is discovering these discrepancies—to learn that what we know is not necessarily so, to discover “secrets” we didn’t know, and to recognize that what happened almost didn’t happen. This is the delightful stuff of cocktail party conversation: Did you know . . . ?

Every day we open the newspaper and read stories about the inability of Congress to reach a decision and pass a bill. So what else is new? During the days of Valley Forge, when Washington’s troops were freezing and starving, Congress’s reaction to the problem was to give it to a committee. There were only twenty-five active members of Congress, but they managed to create 114 committees in 1777, then another 258 in 1778. General Washington got so fed up handling all the inquiries, he wondered how he would find time to fight the war. Several years later, after the war was over, the Confederation of American States sent the thirteen states a $3-million bill to pay the war debts incurred in fighting the British. A legitimate bill, you say? Well, by 1787 it had collected less than $120,000—4 percent. Congress could no better manage the country’s affairs then than it can now.

“The past is a foreign country,” a historian once wrote. Perhaps. But the closer one looks, the less foreign it becomes. Even the “godlike” Washington, the founder of our country, the only man to be elected by unanimous vote, had his problems. Was his presidential holiness really the case (the way we view it through “history”)? Halfway through his presidential term he made a treaty with the British that made many congressmen so angry they sought to have him impeached. Hard to believe? Well, the leader of this movement was a man who later became president himself, one of our great ones: Andrew Jackson.

A popular buzzword nowadays is “bipartisanship,” with many people pleading for better relations and cooperation between the two major parties and between the White House and Congress. Back in the 1830s President Andrew Jackson had such acrimonious relations with Congress, especially with Henry Clay, the Speaker of the House, that when the new Treasury Building was being built, he had it situated right next to the White House so as to block his view of the Capitol. “Now I can’t see the Capitol anymore!” he bragged. For this great president, “bipartisanship” meant drawing a line in the sand.

History teaches us facts, but understanding history requires going beyond the facts and learning the full story, especially the human element. Go to the Lincoln Memorial in Washington DC and gaze upward at the solemn face of Abraham Lincoln. Our greatest president, yes—but also a virtual manic-depressive who hired a gravedigger on two separate occasions to dig up his dead son Willy so he could see him again (a privilege exercised, so far as we know, by no other president). And to have a wife like he did! In 1864 she was telling friends that Mr. Lincoln must win reelection so she could use his $25,000 salary to pay off her $27,000 in clothing bills. When he won, she still went out and splurged on three hundred pairs of gloves and a $2,000 dress for the inauguration. Trivia? Hardly: maybe having such a wife was what brought out Lincoln’s innate qualities of sagacity and patience. Said Lincoln to a merchant annoyed at the First Lady: “You ought to stand, for fifteen minutes, what I have stood for fifteen years.”

Go down the road to the Jefferson Memorial, and stand in awe of the powerful phrase “Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness.” Except for one thing: Jefferson never wrote it. A major landowner, he wrote “Life, Liberty and Property,” and when his fellow members of the Constitutional Convention objected and changed “Property” to “Pursuit of Happiness,” Jefferson got so upset he went to all his friends and tried to mount a lobby to get “Property” restored. He failed, and so we glorify him—for sentiments he did not feel. Even today, historians teach children misunderstandings: by “liberty,” Jefferson meant not liberty from tyranny, but liberty for property (later immortalized in the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution protecting Americans from being deprived of “life, liberty or property without due process of law”).

It is fine to read about great people and great deeds, but how can we relate to people at such a high level? They seem to live on another planet. In the late 1940s, Eleanor Roosevelt was the closing speaker at an international conference, and she was asked, “Mrs. Roosevelt, how did you come to be such a great woman?” She responded in a very interesting way:

Because I was married to a great man, and he taught me many things. He was the governor of the State of New York, and he could not travel, but he sent me. I came to see people, to understand people, and I would come back to him and report and say, “Oh, yes, I went to that orphanage and they were beautiful, and they have good meals and all.” And he would say, “Eleanor, don’t you think that when the wife of the governor appears, the meals are going to be better than usual? The next time you go, don’t go to do just what they have planned for you beforehand, find out the poorest neighborhoods, and then ask to go to those neighborhoods. And when you do, look at the clothes hanging on the line and they will tell you something about the people. And look out to see how many people are just sitting around the streets. And what are the men doing? Are they all off at work or are they sitting around wishing for work?”

Concluded Eleanor Roosevelt, “That made a difference.” A small difference, but by paying attention to detail and constantly asking questions, are great people made.

We all know about the radiation unleashed by the atomic bombs dropped on Japan. Recently, I was on a business flight from Athens to Cyprus, reading the Olympic Airways in-flight magazine, when I came across this astounding statistic: “The radiation released at Chernobyl . . . is estimated to have been at least 200 times greater than that of Hiroshima and Nagasaki combined.”

But don’t stop there; keep asking questions like Eleanor Roosevelt did. The country that suffered the greatest radiation, it turned out, was the United States. In top-secret tests hidden from the public, the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission conducted 126 atmospheric tests in Nevada from 1951 to 1962. Those tests released 148 times the radiation of Chernobyl. How much compared with Hiroshima and Nagasaki? Multiply 148 by 200, and the answer is almost 30,000!

Our most creative insights come from questioning what we hear, and exerting the effort to dig deeper and use our imagination to make connections. Said Oliver Wendell Holmes:

There are one-story intellects, two-story intellects, and three-story intellects with skylights. All fact collectors, who have no aim beyond their facts, are one-story men. Two-story men compare, reason, generalize, using the labors of fact collectors as well as their own. Three-story men idealize, imagine, predict; their best illumination comes from above, through the skylight.

What follows is history through the skylight. We let it fall where it may—like it or not, liberal or conservative, friendly or unfriendly, achievement or pure chance. By showing events that are surprising or not widely known, we enlarge our understanding and appreciation of the richness of America’s past. Unlike most “revisionist” or “multicultural” histories being written nowadays that focus on injustices, we have no particular preconception other than a fascination and curiosity about what really happened.
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Truth and insights rarely come in a neat package wrapped with a ribbon. “It is better to be vaguely right,” said John Maynard Keynes, “than precisely wrong.” It is better to have judgment and common sense and be able to see the big picture, than to possess detailed minutiae that really are not important (like a lawyer trying to trip up the other side on a technicality). In all of American history, there is probably no better example of this than the ongoing dispute about Pearl Harbor, a controversy that refuses to die. Rather than stirring up the controversy further, let us take a different approach and look at how the world was back then. Everyone knew full well Japan was pounding the war drums; the only question was where and when. When war finally came on an early Sunday morning, it came as a jolt, but it was, in historian John Lukacs’s memorable words, “a surprise that was expected.” Yet for decades now, academicians bent on proving conspiracy have been poring over every document coming in and out of the White House, trying to find incriminating memos proving FDR secretly knew about the coming attack. They could have saved themselves a whole lot of trouble by asking one fundamental question that cuts through all the fog: Assuming FDR wanted war, why not warn the fleet and make the first battle a victory? Wouldn’t that be the logical thing to do? End of discussion.

Or take the other great twentieth-century event that has every conspiracy buff looking under unturned stones: the JFK assassination. Maybe there was a “second shot” from the grassy knoll, maybe there wasn’t. Because of the configuration of the surrounding buildings, which created an echo, it was scientifically impossible to say exactly where the gunshot sounds were coming from. But no matter, the more important fact was that “the area was teeming with people.” Assassins do not use rifles when there are a lot of people around; they use handguns. Observes one historian, “It is conceivable that a man with a rifle might have escaped notice. However, not only is this most unlikely, but attempting to assassinate from the knoll would be so dangerous that it is hard to believe any assassin with even minimum rationality would have chosen such a spot.” Again, end of discussion.

Re-creating history does not require genius; sometimes it takes common sense and an ability to recognize the obvious. Beware of too much history, for often the causes are quite superficial. Ever wonder why so many Irish immigrants to America settled in Boston rather than New York? Very simple:

The boat fare was $6.50 cheaper.

Ever ask yourself why the British drive on the “wrong” side of the road? Back in the early days of the automobile, all cars had the steering wheel on the right. This was because most roads were unpaved, and the driver wanted to make sure he didn’t drive off the path into the ditch. Then came along Henry Ford, who moved the steering wheel to the left. He foresaw the day of paved roads and fast cars, when the driver’s main concern would be the oncoming traffic. America is a forward-thinking nation.

It is also one with a limited appreciation of history. According to the American Bar Association, nearly half of all Americans cannot identify our three branches of government. Eighty-three percent of Americans never take a course in American history beyond high school (though that may not be such a bad thing, given what they seem to be taught nowadays). Many college students think that Martin Luther King Jr. was advocating an end to slavery in his “I Have a Dream” speech. The state of New Jersey recently issued new history standards that omitted any mention of George Washington, and students at one college in our celebrity-obsessed era rated Bill Clinton a better president than George Washington. Many American citizens don’t know what war Ulysses Grant fought in, or why the League of Nations failed, or why espionage was such a critical factor in World War II. Do you think any of them are aware that there was once a book read by a greater number of people than the entire American voting population? (Common Sense by Thomas Paine.) Politics was a passionate subject in those pre-TV days: newfound freedoms and liberties were not taken lightly. In the 1854 debates over the Kansas-Nebraska Act expanding slavery into the territories, four years before he debated Lincoln, Stephen A. Douglas said he could have “travelled from Boston to Chicago by the light of the fires kindled to burn him in effigy.”

None of us can ever be like the hyperkinetic Theodore Roosevelt—he read a book a day—but we can certainly do better in our understanding of how America came to be. Consider the story of Benjamin Franklin. When the Second Continental Congress declared rebellion against King George III, Benjamin Franklin was sent to Paris to enlist the support of King Louis XVI. It was a difficult assignment, trying to get a king to help a group of anti-royal reactionaries overthrow another king. The French monarch invited Franklin to play a game of chess. Franklin surveyed the various pieces—king, queen, knights—and made his move. It was a move that had never been done before, and has never been done since. But was it effective? Yes, absolutely.

His move? He took the two king pieces off the board. “In America we have no kings,” he told his startled host. The two men then played the only kingless game of chess ever played. Months later, the king agreed to support the man whose candor had so impressed him.

The people and events chosen for this book meet two criteria: they are largely unknown, and they make a point worth remembering. By relating them to the present, we experience “the thrill of learning singular things.”

Seymour Morris Jr.





History is lived in the main by the unknown and forgotten. But historians perforce concentrate on the happy few who leave records, give speeches, make fortunes, hold offices, win or lose battles and thrones. . . . Then occasionally voices ring out of the darkness.

—Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr.

Over the past twenty to thirty years, textbook publishers have become averse to bold historical narratives for fear of being labeled too liberal, too conservative, too patriotic, or too sexist and rendering themselves unattractive to buyers on the textbook market. Instead, they have become encyclopedias of historical names, places, and timelines. . . . They are doing away with what is most interesting about history: perspective, interpretation, historiography, bias, debate, and controversy.

—Dana Lindaman and Kyle Ward

Americans’ lack of passion for history is well known. History may not quite be bunk, as Henry Ford suggested, but there’s no denying that, as a people, we sustain a passionate concentration on the present and the future. . . . Backward is just not a natural direction for Americans to take—historical ignorance remains a national characteristic.

—Larry McMurtry





ONE

A Razor’s Edge: It Almost Never Happened

An interviewer once asked that notable man of letters Gore Vidal, “What would have happened in 1963 had Khrushchev and not Kennedy been assassinated?” Vidal answered, “With history one can never be certain, but I think I can safely say that Aristotle Onassis would not have married Mrs. Khrushchev.”

Humor aside, the real point of the story is, don’t take history too seriously. There’s a lot of history that barely managed to happen. History, said Hugh Trevor-Roper, is what happened “in the context of what could have happened.” Like baseball—“a game of inches”—famous people and events can be more circumstantial than historic. Many books will aver that history is made by great men and women performing prodigious feats. Sometimes this is so, but often not. As we all know from our own lives, the prize we won in school, the career we chose, the person we married, the big sale we made—these are frequently a function of our being at a particular place at a certain time and making the right choice at a pivotal fork in the road. “Every true story,” says the novelist Siri Hustvedt, “has several possible endings.” Ecclesiastes says, “I returned and saw under the sun that the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, neither bread to the wise nor riches to men of understanding, but time and chance happeneth to them all.” (9:11) That’s right: timing and chance.

One of the reasons history can be so distant and uninteresting to schoolchildren is that it is fixed in stone. What happened, happened—end of story. There are no possible alternative endings, unless we engage in counterfactual “what if?” exercises. Stimulating though they may be, they tend to be exercises in intellectual gamesmanship: “Interesting, but so what?” More useful is to focus on “the fork in the road”: What really happened at that pivotal moment, seconds ticking away? However it turned out, call it luck, coincidence, perseverance, or whatever—much of history was a close call, a razor’s edge.

Take our greatest foreign-aid program, the Marshall Plan. When President Harry Truman proposed it in 1948, he knew he had a problem: winning congressional support for a costly new program that would consume 16 percent of the federal budget. An additional problem was that the most powerful man in the Senate was also a strong isolationist: Senator Arthur Vandenberg of Michigan. When Truman’s aides did their homework, however, they uncovered a fascinating nugget: for the previous seventeen years Senator Vandenberg had taken his annual vacations abroad, to a different country each time, and had stayed for as long as two months. Clearly this was not your typical provincial congressman. The president met with the senator and they eventually reached a meeting of the minds, and history was made—all because of a senator’s unusual vacations that enlightened him to the needs of other countries.

Consider a different subject etched in black-and-white finality: war. Even here the determining factors can be quite happenstance. The weather, for example. One does not read in history books how important the weather was. In 1776, General George Washington lost the Battle of Long Island and needed desperately to get his army out of the clutches of the superior British forces. The only path of retreat was to cross the East River and escape to Manhattan. But in the meantime the British fleet, parked off the southern end of Manhattan, was trying to sail upriver and block off any chance of escape. The weather intervened. For the better part of a week a fierce rainstorm prevented the British ships from moving. On the chosen day, Washington’s rowboats made numerous sorties throughout the night. As dawn approached and the rebels were fearful of being seen by the advancing British army, a pea-soup fog—a “manifestly providential” fog, “an American fog”—descended upon the riverbank, obliterating all vision and enabling the American rebels to conduct their escape. Alas, a woman living near the ferry woke up and sent her servant off to warn the British. The man made his way through the lines to a German officer heading the British patrol, but the German spoke no English and arrested the servant! Had it not been for the incredible triple luck of first a storm and then a fog and finally a non-English-speaking German officer, Washington and half of the American army would have been captured and the American Revolution all but over.

One of Jefferson’s crowning achievements as president was the Louisiana Purchase. What is not widely known, however, is that the French territory was offered first to England, who refused it. A further irony: the funding that enabled Jefferson to pull off his coup came from bonds provided by Hamilton’s U.S. Bank, which Jefferson had once viewed as unconstitutional. Finally, the money to buy the bonds came mostly from French and Dutch investors, not American, meaning that the U.S. got the land for practically nothing by using other people’s money. Jefferson, no financier himself, had pulled off one of the greatest financial deals of all time.

The United States was even luckier in its other mammoth land acquisition, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ended the Mexican-American War. On January 25, 1848, after nine months of intense negotiations with the defeated Mexicans, Nicholas P. Trist, special envoy for President Polk, got the Mexicans to accept $15 million for California, Nevada, Arizona, New Mexico, Utah, and parts of Colorado and Wyoming. Trist consummated the deal just in time.

The day before—January 24, 1848—gold was discovered in California.

“Hindsight,” says the British broadcaster Melvyn Bragg, “is the bane of history.”

It is corrupting and distorting and pays no respect to the way life is really lived—forwards, generally blindly, full of accidents, fortunes and misfortunes, patternless and often adrift. Easy with hindsight to say we would beat Napoleon at Waterloo; only by a whisker, according to the honest general who did it. Easy to say we would win the Second World War: ask those who watched the dogfights of the Battle of Britain in Kent in 1940. Easy to say the Berlin Wall was bound to fall. Which influential commentator or body of opinion said so in the 1980s? Hindsight is the easy way to mop up the mess which we call history; it is too often the refuge of the tidy-minded, making neat patterns when the dust has settled. As often as not, when the dust was flying, no one at the time knew what the outcome might be.

“Very nearly everything that happened in history very nearly did not happen,” said the renowned mathematician and philosopher Alfred North Whitehead. Here are some other histories that almost never made the history books.

A Statement of Allegiance, Not of Rebellion

[image: ]1776 Might war have been avoided? Most likely not, but the way it started was the result of boneheaded miscalculations.

In an effort to appease the American colonists who were smuggling in Dutch tea rather than pay the stiff duty on British tea, the British came up with what they thought was a noble plan. Under the new Tea Act of 1773, they would cut the twenty-shillings-per-pound duty in half.

The plan backfired: instead of appreciating the ten-shilling savings, the colonists reacted to the ten-shilling duty and instigated the Boston Tea Party. It was a classic case of glass half full or half empty: one side seeing it one way, one side seeing it the other way.

How could the British get it so wrong? By being out of touch with their subjects. Ever since 1760 the British Parliament had been conducting much debate about how to handle the colonies, with arguments and ideas being tossed to and fro. But never once during this period did a British minister or member of Parliament bother to go to America and investigate what was going on. Had the British exercised some basic hands-on management, this breakdown in diplomacy might not have occurred.

As late as 1776, England was still “the mother country.” On January 1, during the siege of Boston, George Washington raised a new flag visible to many of the British soldiers on the other side. It was the first flag in America. It had thirteen red and white stripes, signifying the union of the thirteen colonies, and in the upper left corner was the Union Jack, representing the British Empire. “The flag,” says the historian Thomas Fleming, “affirmed America’s determination to resist Britain’s authoritarian pretenses—and at the same time somehow to maintain an allegiance to the ideal of a united British empire.” Called the Grand Union flag, it was more a statement of allegiance than of rebellion. A British intelligence agent in Philadelphia described the flag as “English colors but more striped.” The commanding general of the British army, William Howe, agreed: the flag was a signal of the colonies’ respect for British authority.


[image: ]

America’s first flag, January 1, 1776: English colors, but more striped



Unfortunately, the king didn’t see it that way. Proving the axiom that people invariably see only what they want to see, King George III saw the flag as exactly the opposite: an act of rebellion. How dare the colonies put the Union Jack in a small corner! When the Continental Congress sent an emissary with an “Olive Branch Petition” expressing loyalty to the Crown and requesting a possible reconciliation, the king refused to consider it.

Had he interpreted Washington’s gesture correctly, he might have had a New World partner for decades longer. Washington continued to be conciliatory: when he crossed the Delaware in his famous Christmas victory a year later, the flag he took was the Grand Union flag (not the Stars and Stripes we see in every painting). Rebels though they were, the colonists still thought of themselves as subjects of the king.

Six months later, in mid-1777, the colonists finally changed their flag to the Stars and Stripes. After further fighting and neither side getting anywhere, the British in early 1778 changed tack and offered the colonists a sweeping program of concessions so radical that it left Parliament “stunned and unbelieving.” Under the Conciliatory Propositions, the tea duty and other punitive acts would be repealed entirely, all taxation by Parliament would cease, Congress would be granted full recognition as a constitutional body, and membership in the House of Commons would be offered.

No question, this was quite an offer. Problem was, it was too little, too late. The colonists had upped their demands, and now wanted complete independence and removal of all troops and warships. Continued negotiations might have been fruitful except for one basic fact: having taken on France as an ally, America could not have cut a deal with Britain even if it had wanted to.

But old sentiments don’t die easily. In the American Centennial celebration of 1876, the flag flying above Independence Hall in Philadelphia was not the flag showing the thirteen colonies, but the Grand Union Flag showing the Union Jack.

Crucial Messages That Never Reached Their Destinations

[image: ]1776 On three occasions, the simple failure to deliver a message shaped the destiny of America. No great immutable forces of history here, just plain blind luck.

When George Washington decided to launch his daring crossing of the Delaware on Christmas Day 1776, he was down to his final out—and he knew it. “I fear the game will be pretty well up,” he confessed to his brother in despair. After eight months of fighting, he had lost almost all his battles, and the enlistment period of more than half his army was due to expire at the end of the year, leaving him with no resources to carry on the struggle. His crossing of the Delaware, as we all know, was a stroke of genius that breathed new hope into the revolutionary cause.

On the night of the Delaware crossing, however, things did not get off to a good start. A contingent of nervous American troops shot five Hessians, waking up the Hessian guard. When the contingent caught up with Washington, Washington did not mince his words: “You, sir, may have ruined all my plans by putting them on their guard.” Fortunately, when the Hessians found the bodies of their dead comrades, Johann Rall, the Hessian colonel in charge of the British forces, dismissed it as the work of some local farmers. Then when he returned to his Trenton tavern, he neglected to leave an outpost to guard the river; advised to mount patrols all along the river, he said no, it could wait until the morning. For the rest of the night, he and his officers played cards and got drunk. Around midnight he received a visit from a loyalist farmer. Refused access because the colonel was busy playing cards, the farmer scribbled an urgent note to Rall alerting him that the Americans were about to cross the Delaware. Rall got the note, but never bothered to read it. He put it in his pocket and continued with his card game. Three hours later, drunk and asleep, he got a rude surprise. George Washington’s army had crossed the Delaware and was about to attack.
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The year: 1862 The Civil War was beginning to look very bleak for the North. General Grant had just barely escaped defeat at the bloody Battle of Shiloh, where both armies lost more men than the total casualties in the American Revolution, the War of 1812, and the Mexican War put together. Robert E. Lee had taken command of the Confederate Armies of Northern Virginia and shown everyone why he was the most esteemed general in the nation, the man Lincoln had once tried to hire. In less than thirty days, Lee had beaten two Union armies, one under George McClellan and the other under John Pope, and proceeded all the way up to the outskirts of Washington, D.C. Lee was on a roll. On the offensive for the first time in the war, he prepared to take on the North at Antietam and then march into Washington. Panic set in at the Northern capital, and citizens began to pack their bags. Who was going to stop the invincible Lee now?

Fate intervened. Two Union soldiers, resting at a site where the Confederates had camped several days earlier, discovered a copy of Lee’s Special Orders #191 wrapped around three cigars, obviously lost by a careless Southern courier. In full detail, these orders presented a picture of Lee’s attack plan, allowing General McClellan to anticipate Lee’s moves. The advantage of the attacker—surprise—shifted from Lee to McClellan.

The odds against this incredible piece of luck? At least a million to one.

Several days later there occurred the three-day Battle of Antietam, the bloodiest of the war. McClellan, knowing what Lee was going to do, reorganized his forces and slugged it out with Lee, neither side able to win. His momentum blunted, Lee was forced to withdraw. Never again would he  mount a sustained offensive or come close to Washington, D.C.

What if the cigars had not been lost? The historian James McPherson outlines what might have happened if the cautious McClellan had had to cope with a massive Confederate army, whereabouts unknown. The Battle of Antietam would not have occurred. Instead, Lee, undetected by the Union, would have moved north into Pennsylvania to reprovision his army and settle in at Gettysburg. This time the result would not have been a draw, but a rout of the Army of the Potomac.

The hypothetical repercussions would have been swift. In the Northern congressional elections, the Democrats were in control of the House of Representatives and voters expressed their desire for immediate peace, even if it meant giving the Confederates their independence. Britain and France, lurking in the wings for a sign of Confederate victory, immediately came forth and offered to mediate an end to the war. The British, eager to avenge their humiliation in the American Revolution, rejoiced at the prospect of a large land grab. Recognizing the sorry state of the Union Army, the will of the voters, and the prospect of European meddling, the North gave in and the United States ceased to exist as “one nation, indivisible.” The peace candidate, George McClellan, went on to win the 1864 presidential election. It didn’t happen, of course, only because the cigars fell into the wrong hands.
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Finally, there is World War II. Overconfidence breeds in people an inability to act on what they hear. In 1940 hardly anyone in America was concerned about a Japanese attack; most eyes were fixed on Europe. Said Fortune magazine in its August issue that year, “War with Japan is the only war for which the U.S. is prepared.” What Fortune really meant was that America was protected on the west side by a very large ocean.

Sitting in front of the radar screen on a Sunday morning in Pearl Harbor, Lieutenant Joseph McDonald had a job to do: make sure the “Japs” weren’t coming. Up since 5:00 a.m. the previous day, McDonald stayed beyond his 6:00 a.m. departure so his colleagues (against regulations) could go get some breakfast. Exhausted and barely still awake at 7:20 a.m., waiting for his colleagues to come back from breakfast, he got a call from an outlying radar base at Opana reporting a large contingent of planes headed toward Pearl Harbor. He rushed into the next room and found Lt. Kermit Tyler, on his second day of training in his new post. It was nothing to worry about, Tyler told him.

Upon calling back the Opana radar station to verify the situation, McDonald now heard emergency warnings: “Hey, Mac, there is a heck of a big flight of planes coming in and the whole scope is covered!” McDonald ran back to the other room, only to find the inexperienced lieutenant cavalierly dismissing “the attacking planes” as a fleet of U.S. B-17 bombers expected to arrive that morning from the West Coast. Asked if he shouldn’t relay the frantic message to the admirals in charge of the base, the lieutenant told him, “Don’t worry about it.”

Unsure what to do and hesitant to “pull rank,” McDonald obeyed orders. Forty-five minutes later, the Japanese planes bombed Pearl Harbor.

It is remarkable how military analysts to this day gloss over the facts. Pontificates one historian for the U.S. government’s website about Pearl Harbor, “The use of radar was not fully incorporated into an integrated air defense system. While the technology of radar functioned as intended and detected the incoming planes, there was no way to accurately assess this information and communicate this knowledge to those in command.”

So, in other words, no one is to blame. This, of course, is complete nonsense. The Opana warning was crystal clear. For an equally clear assessment of what happened, we should listen not to government historians writing public-relations fluff, but to military officers risking their lives on the ground at the time. Testified one such officer, Corporal George Mooney: “I finally talked to him [Lieutenant Tyler] and told him to immediately call someone with authority and pass the word that we have picked up over 150 blips on our radar screen and get some action right away. He gave me a bunch of BS. As far as he was concerned, there was no action needed at this time. He had at least one and a half hours of time [to warn Pearl], but he chose to do nothing. The rest is history.”

Actually, history wasn’t finished yet. Within twenty-four hours another saga occurred thousands of miles away, this one a message that was delivered—only to be ignored. In the Philippines there was a large American base headed by General Douglas MacArthur. MacArthur had been told all about Pearl Harbor and ordered to go on full alert, yet he did nothing. He kept all his planes on the ground. The result was a total wipe-out, capture by the Japanese, and the infamous march to Bataan in which almost 30 percent of the American prisoners died.1 

In all this there is a lesson to be learned: even with a vital message in their hands, people frequently do nothing. Says historian Ronald Spector about the twofold Pacific debacle of December 7–8, 1941: “The mere presence of accurate information among a mass of inaccurate or misleading information is no guarantee that the accurate information will be recognized or acted upon.”

Watching the Whales

[image: ]1781 Observing nature can be a good way to discover new knowledge and technology. In the colonial days, the country that knew how to sail across the Atlantic the fastest would have a significant commercial and military advantage.

The observers were the whalers of Nantucket. Following the migration of whales, they became curious about the course and speed of the currents of the Gulf Stream. By dropping thermometers at regular intervals and measuring the speed of surface bubbles and noting changes in the color of the water, they were able to map the Gulf Stream. This knowledge enabled American sea captains to save days against their British counterparts by crossing over the Gulf Stream instead of sailing against it. Benjamin Franklin heard about this discovery from his cousin, a Nantucket whaling captain, and utilized it for his mail ships when he was postmaster general. In 1776 he tested it himself by taking an ocean voyage and dropping his thermometer two to four times a day from early morning to late night. His report on the Gulf Stream, kept secret until after the Revolutionary War, was shared with American and French sea captains.

In early 1781, the Americans and the British were getting ready for the showdown and anticipated end of their long war. Washington pinned his hopes on the arrival of French reinforcements from the Caribbean. Waiting in the Caribbean, to knock out the arriving French fleet of Admiral Henri de Grasse, was commanding British admiral Sir George Rodney. Also waiting in the nearby Leeward Islands was Rodney’s junior admiral, Alexander Hood. On March 21, British spies in France prepared an intelligence report to Rodney informing him of de Grasse’s departure the following day: fleet size 173, headed by the world’s biggest warship, destination Leeward Islands. Rodney should immediately get together with Hood and prepare to annihilate the oncoming Henri de Grasse.

The report was put on a fast mail cutter headed for the Caribbean. But by the time Rodney got the report, it was too late. Delivered by British sea captains who did not know the currents of the Gulf Stream, the report reached Rodney a week after de Grasse had arrived in the Leeward Islands and fought Admiral Hood into submission.

That a huge French armada could outrace a British mail cutter across the Atlantic was not only remarkable, it was pivotal. Had Rodney been able to get together with Hood to stop de Grasse, the battle at Yorktown would not have occurred and the British would have won the war. Yankee ingenuity and inventiveness—and whales—played a key role in saving America.

Still, all was not lost for the British. In fact, they still had the advantage. Come fall of 1781, after a year of marching through the south “like an English knife through colonial butter,” the British army under General Cornwallis arrived at Yorktown for the pivotal showdown. It was a time, says British historian Robert Harvey, when “the Americans’ own view was that they had probably lost the war.” Even Washington was despondent: “We are at the end of our tether.” Cornwallis had slightly more troops than the rebels, but he also had to contend with a huge contingent of 11,000 French troops that had just arrived, thanks to de Grasse and the Yankee observation of whales. Finding himself outnumbered 16,800 to 7,200, Cornwallis urgently awaited the return of the powerful British navy, due to arrive on October 5 after completing repairs in New York.

Inexplicably, the British shipyard took its merry time. Observed one English staff officer, “If the Navy are not a little more active they will not get a sight of the Capes of Virginia before the end of this month, and then it will be a little too late. They do not seem to be hearty in this business.”

Pleas by Cornwallis went unanswered. Informed by the commanding British general that the British fleet would be ready in another two weeks, Cornwallis responded it would be too late.

On October 16 the ships finally were ready. They took another three days to load up with supplies and ammunition, then another five days to reach the Chesapeake on October 24, only to learn that they had come too late. Cornwallis, lacking naval reinforcements, had surrendered his entire army on October 18, six days earlier.

Three Financiers Who Put Their Entire Wealth on the Line to Save the U.S. Government from Bankruptcy

[image: ]1782 Three times the U.S. government has teetered on bankruptcy/ insolvency: 1782, 1813, and 1895. The government didn’t have the cash flow to meet its bills the following week, and it had nowhere to turn for credit. On all three occasions, it was rescued at the eleventh hour by a patriotic financier. The three patriots were Haym Salomon, Stephen Girard, and J. Pierpont Morgan.

When the colonists rebelled against England, King George was confident of victory not because he had more soldiers, but because he had more money. “My one true ally,” he said, “is the rebels’ money—or their lack of it.” He was absolutely right, but occasionally in extraordinary times one single man can make a difference. Such a man was Haym Salomon. Arriving in the early 1770s from Poland, Salomon established himself as a brilliant financier and personal friend of George Washington. Captured and sentenced to death by the British in 1776, Salomon used his mastery of eight languages to persuade his Hessian jailer to let him escape to the American side. During the Revolution, he went to Paris and, passing himself off as a French diplomat, raised $3.5 million for America from major merchant banking houses. He negotiated additional subsidies from the governments of France, Holland, and Spain, all based on his personal credit. He also acted as paymaster-general of the French military forces in America and, when funds ran out, advanced his own money to keep the soldiers on duty.

In 1781, Congress established the Office of Finance to save the United States from fiscal ruin. The new nation had a fundamental problem, an inherent contradiction that threatened its very philosophical basis for being: taxation. “The congressmen feel they can’t tax the states,” observed Salomon, “when taxation is precisely what we all took up arms to oppose.” Until the new government straightened out its relationship with the states, the only way it could pay its bills was to borrow. But it had already borrowed up to the hilt. A new nation already saddled with debt is not an appealing credit risk. No matter, Salomon again went to work. He provided low-interest funds to members of the Continental Congress who were on their last legs. Admitted James Madison, “I have for some time . . . been a pensioner on the favor of Haym Salomon.” Most significant of all, Salomon provided a $700,000 loan to the Continental Government, secured by a government promissory note dated March 27, 1782. When Salomon died three years later, his estate still had the bulk of the loan unpaid.

It still does. The note was denominated in depreciating government currency, and Salomon died impoverished. The American government was a deadbeat.

The only admission of the debt owed to Salomon occurred nearly two hundred years later, in the form of a postage stamp. In 1975 the U.S. Postal Service issued a commemorative stamp that read on the back side: “Haym Salomon was responsible for raising most of the money needed to finance the American Revolution and later to save the new nation from collapse.” It is probably fair to say that most people never read it before licking the stamp.
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In April 1813, at the height of the War of 1812 against Britain, the United States again was in dire straits. This time, unlike in the American Revolution, the United States did not have France to bail it out.

The brilliant secretary of the treasury, Albert Gallatin (treasury secretary under two presidents for thirteen years—a record that still stands), developed a plan to raise $16 million. He secured tentative subscriptions of $5.8 million from the public and $2.1 million from a small group led by John Jacob Astor, the second-richest man in America. Total to date: $7.9 million. Still to go: $8.1 million. Gallatin had only seven days left before the closing date. If he did not raise the balance by then, the offering would fail and the money held in escrow would have to be returned.

Where to go for the $8.1 million?

The only hope was Stephen Girard, the richest man in America. Girard had arrived in Philadelphia as a young French sea captain at age twenty-one and made his fortune in mercantile trading and banking. But there was a slight problem—in fact a very big problem. A year earlier, Girard had turned down the United States Treasury’s request for a $500,000 loan because it refused to help him get a charter in his fight with other Philadelphia banks trying to keep him out of the banking business. Since then, the U.S. had upset Girard even further by filing a lawsuit claiming one of Girard’s ships had brought British goods into an American port illegally—even though this ship had been given specific clearance by an American admiral.

One imagines that a meeting between a U.S. treasury secretary going, hat in hand, to a civilian being sued by the U.S. government must have been very interesting. Be that as it may, and it would have been most improper to insist that the U.S. drop its lawsuit as part of the deal, Girard readily agreed to help. He imposed no conditions on his adopted country.

There was another obstacle, however, unsaid by both parties: $8.1 million was more than Girard’s net worth. To get the deal done, he would have to raise money from others. He would have to achieve what a brilliant treasury secretary, backed by a popular president and the entire U.S. government, had been unable to do.

But Girard had not become America’s first tycoon for no reason. He signed an agreement with Gallatin. Putting his considerable credibility on the line, he went to work identifying potential fellow investors and restructured the deal so that payments could be made in installments and interest collected at the beginning or at the end, depending on the investor’s circumstances. Within seven days Girard had put $2.5 million of his own money up front and raised the full balance from others. It was the first investment banking deal ever done in the United States, and it saved America.

“Many are willing to risk their lives for their country, but few are willing to risk their fortunes,” observed one historian. Girard understood the urgency of the moment, that “there could be no victory, no war, without money.” Money for war was desperately needed at the time. When Gallatin submitted his $19 million annual budget to President Madison, he allocated $17.9 million—94 percent—for the War and Navy departments, and only $1.1 million for running the government.

After the war, Girard received no more thanks than had Haym Salomon (though he did get repaid). He was still being hounded by Treasury customs officials over his ship’s alleged violation, this time in the form of a penalty. Congress stepped in and absolved Girard from the penalty, but required him to pay double duty plus interest on his cargoes. Congress also failed to make this ruling automatic, meaning that Girard had to go to court to get the ruling enforced. He finally succeeded, but it took him six years. So much for risking his fortune for his country.
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J. Pierpont Morgan would not make the same mistake. When the U.S. Treasury came to him during the Panic of 1895 to bail out the government, he made sure he would be repaid in full and have no lingering problems thereafter. Especially since he was quite angry.

Ignored by politicians and journalists after warning that the nation was printing too much money, Morgan got his satisfaction when he got called for an emergency meeting by President Grover Cleveland. After cooling his heels for a day—Morgan was not a man who liked being kept waiting—he finally had his meeting at the White House. Informed there was only $9 million of gold left in the Treasury’s vault in New York City, Morgan said, “Mr. President, the Secretary of the Treasury knows of one check outstanding for twelve million dollars. If this is presented today, it is all over.”

The treasury secretary confirmed Morgan’s statement. The president was cornered—and he knew it. Like Albert Gallatin eight decades earlier, he had no choice but to acquiesce to the financier who sat on the opposite side of the political fence. These were the times of populism and the fiery rhetoric of William Jennings Bryan (“You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold!”). American farmers, burdened by falling agricultural prices, wanted the government to inflate the money supply so they could repay their loans with cheaper dollars. Arrayed against them were the bankers of the East, who wanted a strong, gold-backed dollar to maintain the value of dollar-denominated bonds sold to foreigners. When European investors became nervous that the Populists would prevail and inflate the money supply, they started unloading their bonds for gold. In 1894, U.S. gold reserves dropped more than 50 percent from $100 million to $45 million. In early 1895, gold losses accelerated to almost $2 million a day, raising fears that the government would default and the economy would collapse.

Morgan proposed to President Cleveland a bold scheme whereby he would purchase gold in Europe with the proceeds of a $65-million offering of thirty-year gold bonds. The government would be the issuer, and Morgan would be the underwriter responsible for selling the bonds. To cover the twofold risk of being able to sell the bonds and simultaneously buy back the gold from the Europeans at a price that was affordable, Morgan would have to charge a substantial spread. How much money Morgan netted on the deal, he steadfastly refused to say.

For Cleveland, the deal resulted in political calumny that marked the end of his career. But for the country, Morgan’s decisiveness stopped the gold run in its tracks and saved the government from bankruptcy by one day.

Arriving on Time

[image: ]1862 President Abraham Lincoln was scheduled to leave Washington DC on a 6:00 a.m. train to travel 120 miles to Gettysburg, where he was to make short dedicatory remarks at noontime. Lincoln was not pleased; he planned to give a very important speech, and he wanted to make sure he was there on time. With ten thousand people trying to get to Gettysburg for the ceremonies, he knew the roads and train crossings would be jammed. “I do not like this arrangement,” he said. “I do not wish to go so that by the slightest accident we fail entirely, and, at the best, the whole to be a more breathless running of the gauntlet.”

So he left a day early, and even then the journey took over six hours. Had Lincoln followed his staff’s plans, he would have arrived too late to deliver what is commonly recognized as one of the greatest speeches ever given.

The Day That Saved the North—Thanks to the Author of Ben-Hur

[image: ]1864 There are many ways to win a war. One of the easiest is to capture the enemy’s capital. As shown when the Vietcong temporarily overran the U.S. embassy in Saigon during the 1968 Tet invasion, the psychological impact can be so devastating that nobody cares that the invasion may have been a military failure; what matters is the symbolism of capturing the enemy’s political headquarters.

In July 1864, General Robert E. Lee concocted a bold plan to humiliate the North and ensure Lincoln’s defeat in the upcoming election: capture the nation’s capital. (Lee, after all, had a home—Arlington—right across the river from Washington DC and Washington and Richmond were only a hundred miles apart.) Though he needed all his troops to defend Virginia against the approaching army of Ulysses Grant, Lee took a gamble and sent a major portion of his army up north under General Jubal Early. Early’s mission: seize Washington, cause panic in the North, and entice France and England to recognize the Confederacy, thereby ending the war.

Standing in his way was Lew Wallace, the man who later in life went on to write the 1880 book Ben-Hur. Mention Ben-Hur and we all think of the famous 1959 movie based on Wallace’s book. In 1864 Lew Wallace was not a novelist, but an obscure major general in the Union army, and it was here that he played the role for which he deserves most to be remembered. At a critical moment he saved the North from losing the Civil War.

Jubal Early was a very aggressive general. As he swept through the Shenandoah Valley heading north into Maryland, it was obvious that Washington DC was in grave danger. Grant immediately dispatched two brigades of men to the nation’s capital. Question was, who would get there first? Only one obstacle stood in Early’s way: a ragtag group of “hundred days” men under the leadership of Lew Wallace. Recruited on the promise they would only have to serve one hundred days, these men had hardly seen battle. And it showed. When they met the Confederate cavalry at the Maryland town of Frederick, the Confederates drove them out in an hour and even collected a $200,000  bounty for agreeing not to set the town on fire.

Reinforcements from the North arrived, and at Monocacy Junction, three miles away, Wallace dug in his heels. He now had almost six thousand men, but it was hardly a fair fight: Jubal Early had fourteen thousand. And because Wallace didn’t know where Early would attack, he had to spread his troops over a defense line six miles wide. But he chose his spots well, concentrating on high points and fortifying selected defense spots. Then came the attack. “Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes!” was the Union order. In one of the most ferocious battles of the war—it went on all day with much hand-to-hand combat—the Confederates finally won. The Union defenders gave it everything they had, suffering deaths and casualties of 1,900 compared with seven hundred for an invading army almost three times as big. It should have been a rout, but it was not: it was a slugfest. “A crimson current ran towards the river,” wrote one Confederate general.

After a day of badly needed rest (half his soldiers were walking barefoot), Early’s troops resumed their march toward Washington, only to find that they had arrived a day too late: Grant’s reinforcements had just arrived. Exhausted from the fierce battle put up by General Wallace, Jubal Early made the reluctant decision not to invade Washington. He had missed his golden opportunity. Lincoln and Congress breathed a sigh of relief as Early retreated back south, never to appear again, and Wallace returned to the battlefield to supervise burials and to propose a monument to read: “These men died to save the National Capital, and they did save it.”

Ulysses Grant agreed fully. In his Memoirs he wrote:

If Early had been but one day earlier, he might have entered the capital before the arrival of the reinforcements I had sent. . . . General Wallace contributed on this occasion by the defeat of the troops under him, a greater benefit to the cause than often falls to the lot of a commander of an equal force to render by means of a victory.

House in a Shambles

[image: ]1879 Seized by the Confederacy and ransacked by Confederate soldiers because its owner had been a U.S. naval officer from New York, this house had been bequeathed “to the people of the United States for the sole and only purpose of establishing and maintaining an Agricultural School for the purpose of educating as practical farmers’ children of the warrant office of the United States Navy whose fathers are dead.” But with all the problems it had after the Civil War, the U.S. government had more important things to do than run a farm school for navy warrant officers’ orphans, and so it rejected the bequest. Subsequently there ensued a lengthy legal wrangle among the decedent’s New York relatives, and the house lay abandoned. It looked as though the house would be headed for the wrecker’s ball and the great estate subdivided and sold off, like so many other estates.

Finally, in 1879, one of the family members bought out his relatives and took possession. He found the house and grounds “in a dreadful state of disrepair.” The orchards, terraced gardens, flower borders, walkways, and roads “had all but disappeared.” The outbuildings had collapsed, the lawns were torn up by pigs, the gutters were falling down, the roof and skylights were rotting, windows were broken, and the basement was flooded with water. The once-elegant drawing rooms used by the President of the United States had been used as a grain storehouse.

The rescue of this magnificent house actually was a two-part saga. Back in the 1830s, there existed a naval officer who ever since Jefferson’s death had sought to do whatever he could to honor “one of the greatest men in history. He did much to mold our Republic in a form in which a man’s religion does not make him ineligible for political or governmental life.” While on a trip to Paris in 1832, Uriah Levy commissioned the French sculptor Pierre-Jean David d’Angers to create a full-scale bronze of Jefferson for the rotunda of the U.S. Capitol (where it still stands today). Upon arriving back in the United States with his statue, he learned that Monticello was for sale. He bought it and started to restore it, but then came the Civil War and his death, upon which the family bequeathed it to the U.S. government. Unoccupied and unattended to, the house became a derelict.

To the rescue came another Levy, Uriah Levy’s nephew, with the appropriate name of Jefferson Levy. The decrepit hulk available for sale in 1879 needed a total restoration. Fortunately, Jefferson Levy was a wealthy man. He bought the property and invested more than a million dollars during the next thirty years (he also became a congressman from New York). In 1926, on the 150th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, a private fund-raising effort enabled the U.S. government to finally buy Monticello for $500,000. By the narrowest of margins, thanks to two remarkable men who had a passion for history, we now have a house that is one of America’s favorite  shrines.
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Monticello in 1870, deserted and abandoned
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Monticello today



President Because of Two Deaths in the Wrong Order

[image: ]1901 Everyone knows that when the president dies and the vice president dies, the next person in line is the Speaker of the House.

But what if the vice president dies first? The second in line is not the Speaker of the House; in fact nobody knows who it might be. There is no provision in the Constitution for this unforeseen contingency because the Founding Fathers never envisioned it.

In a period of eighteen months, a man came out of nowhere to become president because of two deaths in the wrong order. In November 1899, Garret Hobart, vice president of the United States, died of a heart attack. Because there were only a few months left before the 1900 election, President William McKinley left the position unfilled. He sought as his running mate Senator William Allison of Iowa, who turned it down. He then turned to the prominent lawyer Elihu Root, who also turned it down, hoping for the better position of secretary of war. At the convention, McKinley, against the advice of his campaign manager, Mark Hanna, opened up the floor to the delegates, who nominated the young governor of New York, Theodore Roosevelt. Roosevelt accepted the nomination because he had accomplished pretty much what he could in two years as governor and was making little headway against the powerful political boss of New York City, Thomas Platt. Accepting the vice presidency was hardly a promotion; quite the contrary, it was the case of a man being kicked upstairs because he was such a nuisance in his current position. His wife was not happy with the change because they had six children and the vice presidency paid a much smaller salary than that of governor, plus it did not come with a house.

After several months, she feared her husband was becoming bored in “such a useless and empty position.” Even Theodore Roosevelt was beginning to admit second thoughts. The position, he said, “ought to be abolished.”

The one benefit, of course, is that the job is just a heartbeat away from the big position, which raises the interesting question of just what Theodore Roosevelt’s real thoughts were. He might well have known of the misfortune of General Benjamin Butler, the only man to ever turn down the vice presidency—and lose the presidency as a result. In 1864, Lincoln, in search of a “War Democrat,” preferred General Butler to be his running mate and instructed former secretary of war Simon Cameron to pay him a visit. Butler, who later become governor of Massachusetts, wondered why anyone would possibly want to be vice president, and drafted a whimsical response. Naturally it did not go over very well: “Tell him I would not quit the field to be vice president . . . unless he will give me bond, with sureties, in the full sum of his four years’ salary, that he will die or resign within three months after his inauguration.” Six weeks after Lincoln’s inauguration, Lincoln died—and the man who took his place was not Benjamin Butler.

Theodore Roosevelt was always guarded whenever he spoke of the presidency. Earlier, when he had been a rising politician as police commissioner of New York, the muckraking journalists Jacob Riis and Lincoln Steffens had asked him if he was actively working to become president someday. TR blew up: “Don’t you dare ask me that. Don’t you put such ideas into my head. No friend of mine would ever say a thing like that.” He continued his rant:

Never, never, you must never either of you remind a man at work on a political job that he may be President. It almost always gives up the very traits that are making him a possibility. I, for instance, I am going to do great things here, hard things that require all the courage, ability, work that I am capable of. . . . But if I get to thinking of what it might lead to . . . I must be wanting to be President. Every young man does. But I won’t let myself think of it; I must not, because if I do, I will begin to work for it, I’ll be careful, I’ll be calculating, cautious in word and act, and so—I’ll beat myself, see?

Of course TR—a man who could never sit still—must have thought frequently of becoming president. But he never hesitated to make enemies if that was the price of doing what he thought was right. On one occasion as governor, when he had to decide whether to have a female murderer executed, he was bluntly told, “If you do not pardon this woman, you will never be president.” He rejected the advice and went ahead anyway.

In September 1901, eighteen months after a vice president had died, it became a president’s turn to die, this one by assassination, and so Theodore Roosevelt became president because of two deaths in the wrong order and two men who turned down the opportunity.

Barely Got Off the Ground

[image: ]1939 One of America’s favorite movies almost never got funded, was rejected by the director’s first choice of male star, and failed to win an Oscar. It is the most famous movie of all time: Gone with the Wind. When Louis B. Mayer was considering bidding for the film rights to Margaret Mitchell’s novel, his MGM production chief told him, “Forget it, Louis, no Civil War picture ever made a nickel.” Clark Gable ended up with the Rhett Butler role only because the first choice, Gary Cooper, turned it down. In the Oscar voting that year, the winner was Wuthering Heights.

In the late 1950s, MGM was going bankrupt, so it bet the house on a blockbuster movie, easily the most expensive movie at the time, requiring three hundred sets scattered over 340 acres. The movie was about the life of one man. For this all-critical role, it sought the services of Burt Lancaster. He turned it down. So, too, did Paul Newman and Rock Hudson. Finally, Charlton Heston accepted the part, and Ben-Hur went on to win eleven Academy Awards and earn five times its original investment, one of the most profitable movies ever made.

Another of America’s cultural icons also was a total “hit or miss”: Reader’s Digest. When Dewitt Wallace came up with the idea in 1920, he prepared two hundred copies of a “dummy” issue and sent it to magazine publishers and other potential backers. No one was interested. Finally, on his wedding day in 1928, he made a final effort and tried a new approach to launching a magazine. Foregoing the judgment of publishing industry experts who scorned the newfangled idea of direct mail, Wallace conducted a subscription-solicitation mailing to several thousand potential readers. Upon his return from his honeymoon two weeks later, he found his mailbox stuffed with 1,500 charter subscribers at three dollars apiece. From then on, Wallace proceeded to build up what has become the world’s most popular magazine, published in more than fifty languages.

Going back in history, we find the talented painter of birds, John James Audubon, one of the many people in the trans-Appalachian West who was forced into bankruptcy during the Panic of 1819. To support his wife and two children, he took up portrait painting and taught school, then embarked by himself on a five-year expedition down the Ohio and Mississippi rivers, looking for more undiscovered birds. Finally satisfied, he envisioned immortality by producing The Birds of America. It would be a four-volume, leather-bound set of 400 two- by three-foot engraved, hand-colored plates, accompanied by five volumes of his field notes. Because there was no one in America capable of engraving, hand-coloring, and printing such large plates, Audubon had to go to Europe. He found a printer, and sold advance subscriptions to finance the project. The printing of almost two hundred copies took ten years, and cost $115,640 (equivalent to more than $2.1 million today). The result was a monumental work that today is the envy of collectors everywhere. Today an original complete set goes for  $8.8 million.

Emily Dickinson is regarded as one of America’s finest poets of the nineteenth century, and many of her 1,775 poems are required reading in literature courses. Yet in her lifetime all she was able to get published were seven poems, all of them anonymously. That her other 1,668 lyrics weren’t tossed into the fire after her death is “one of the great miracles of American literary history.” But her emergence, while lucky, was no fluke. “Melville and Thoreau,” says the historian Don Gifford, “also had their troubles in the lost-and-found department of that century.” Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick was rejected by five book publishers; Henry David Thoreau’s Walden was rejected by eight publishers, and took him two years to find a publisher.

No subject has a more explicit accepted/rejected ratio than book publishing. Noah Webster couldn’t find a publisher for his 1825 book, An American Dictionary of the English Language, and had to pay for the first printing himself (it eventually sold 60 million copies). Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, the 1906 exposé of the meat-packing industry that eventually resulted in the creation of the U.S. Food and Drug Administration, was turned down by five publishers; Sinclair was down to his last penny paying to have his book self-published before Doubleday came along and agreed to take it on. It became an instant international best-seller. Another major path-breaking book of the twentieth century also had the same trouble: Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring. In 1962 it finally got published by Houghton Mifflin after several publishers had turned it down.

Even F. Scott Fitzgerald had his share of disappointments. He received more than 120 rejection slips before he got his first short story published (“This Side of Paradise,” 1931). “The anger of rejection motivated me to keep going,” he said.

The best-selling author of the first half of the twentieth century was Zane Grey, “the man who made the West famous.” His ninety-plus books sold 17 million copies and provided the stories for 130 movies. From 1910 to 1930 he had a novel in the top ten best-sellers every year. Yet his first book was self-published. His second book got published, but with only modest royalties. His third book was rejected by several publishers, leaving him totally out of money and living on loans from his brother. Only after he took a trip out west and saw the area firsthand, and wrote a book about it, did he find a publisher and launch his prolific career.

Many writers—especially women—had to publish their early works by themselves. Gertrude Stein, after three years failing to find a publisher for Three Lives, had the book printed by a vanity publisher. Before Anaïs Nin finally found a publisher for her best-selling Diary, she had to pay a printer to produce her first two books and had her third book published only after eleven rejections. Mae West, earning the second-highest salary in America during the Depression as an actress and screenwriter, never got anything published because the number-one person, William Randolph Hearst, used his influence to make sure no publisher would touch this sex comedienne. Equally thwarted by male jealousy was Margaret Mitchell: William Faulkner, unable to sell his work and annoyed that an unknown writer could produce a runaway bestseller, refused a lucrative offer to write the screenplay for Gone with the Wind. Ayn Rand, whose Atlas Shrugged was admitted by a poll of Americans in a 1991 survey to be the most influential book in their lives after the Bible, saw her first book rejected by every publisher. When she persevered and transformed the book into a play, she finally found a publisher, thus providing her the income she needed to pursue her literary aspirations. She then wrote The Fountainhead, only to be rejected by twelve publishers. The Fountainhead went on to become “the greatest word-of-mouth book” in publishing history.

More recent best-sellers that almost never made it include Frank Herbert’s Dune, the most popular science fiction book ever written, selling 12 million copies (plus millions more of five sequels); twenty publishers had rejected it before it was published in 1965. In 1982 there appeared “the greatest business book of all time”: Thomas Peters and Robert Waterman’s In Search of Excellence, rejected by forty-eight publishers. In 1994 another book phenomenon appeared, one that became the romantic classic of the decade and remained on the New York Times best-seller list for 156 weeks and sold 50 million copies: Robert James Waller’s The Bridges of Madison County. It was rejected by twenty-six publishers.

A Race to the Death

[image: ]1943 It was a race to the death, the race between Germany and America to develop the atom bomb. Whoever won the race could win the war overnight. Germany had the head start. A militarist state, Germany under Hitler commanded people at will and had nine facilities working round the clock to develop nuclear reactors, heavy-water production, and isotope separation. The U.S. had no plan, no strategy, just a couple of university research labs scattered around the country.

The race involved an enormous technological challenge, one for which many members of the American scientific team estimated the chances of success to be one percent. It required finding hundreds of tons of pure-grade ore normally found only in places like the Belgian Congo, then controlled by the Nazis. It required building an entirely new facility—Los Alamos—in a remote site, involving an infrastructure of roads and more than fifty buildings to accommodate tons of equipment and three hundred people—and do so without anybody knowing about it. It required creating a massive new organization and ensuring cooperation between academic scientists and army engineers not disposed to working together. It required integrating scientists of different nationalities, temperaments, and loyalties (two of whom eventually turned out to be spies).

The man chosen to head the project, General Leslie Groves (the man who built the Pentagon), almost didn’t get the job because he was considered too “blunt.”2  In a move that astonished everyone, he gambled on Robert Oppenheimer—a brilliant choice in retrospect—but at the time it was a decision that surprised and angered many people worried about Oppenheimer’s past affiliation with the Communist Party, and caused Groves lots of headaches.

One percent odds of success? That was just the science part. With all these other problems, try odds of a tenth of one percent.

To put this accomplishment in perspective, compare it with another of America’s great technological feats: putting a man on the moon. The moon race, from the time President Kennedy laid down the gauntlet to the time Neil Armstrong landed, took nine years. The Manhattan Project, from the time the scientists started work in earnest until the time the prototype finally was tested (April 15, 1943, to July 16, 1945), took only twenty-seven months.

Yet its success was by the narrowest of margins, aided by incredible good luck possible only in a country free and patriotic like America. Consider two stories from General Groves’s 1962 book, Now It Can Be Told. Now largely forgotten, they deserve to be retold.

A Lonely Belgian Refugee, Safe Only in America

Were it not “for a chance meeting between a Belgian and an Englishman a few months before the outbreak of the war,” wrote General Groves, “the Allies might not have been first with the atomic bomb.”

The Belgian was Edgar Sengier, managing director of Union Minière, the largest mining company in the Belgian Congo. Found here was ore containing 65 percent uranium oxide, compared with Canadian ore yielding only two tenths of one percent. The Englishman was Sir Henry Tizard, director of the Imperial College of Science and Technology. Said Tizard to Sengier, “Never forget that you have in your hands something which may mean a catastrophe to your country and mine if this material were to fall in the hands of a possible enemy.”

With the invasion of Belgium by the Germans in 1939, Sengier fled to New York. But first, remembering Tizard’s warning, he ordered the company’s entire stock of 120 grams of radium to be shipped to the United States and England. He also arranged, under false names, for some 1,250 tons of uranium stored in the Congo to be shipped immediately to New York. There, for two years in a warehouse rented by Sengier, the uranium sat while Sengier tried to alert the State Department to the ore’s existence and how it could accelerate the country’s atomic bomb project.

The problem was, FDR was conducting his own foreign policy for reasons of wartime secrecy, and the State Department never learned about the Manhattan Project until 1945. Fortunately, General George Marshall’s deputy Kenneth Nichols heard about Sengier and went to see him in hopes of making a deal. Surprise, surprise: “You can have the ore now,” Sengier told an astonished Nichols. “It is in New York, a thousand tons of it. I was waiting for your visit.”

So secret was this purchase that unusual measures had to be taken regarding payment. Sengier had to open a special account at his New York bank, receiving funds identified under a specific number. “It was arranged that the reports of the Federal Reserve Bank would not mention any of these transactions,” wrote Groves, “and the auditors were directed to accept Sengier’s statements without hesitation.” After the war, Sengier became the first non-American civilian to be awarded the Presidential Medal for Merit by the United States government.

A Display of Real Patriotism

Ever since ancient times, alchemists have tried to convert metal into gold by converting atoms of one element into atoms of another element possessing different chemical and physical properties. Developing the atom bomb required a similar transformation, this one from uranium to plutonium.

None of the scientists could agree on the amount of plutonium needed for a bomb; estimates varied from ten to one thousand pounds. It was, said General Groves, like being “a caterer who is told he must be prepared to serve anywhere between ten and a thousand guests.” What Groves and the scientists could agree on was that the proposed plutonium plant had better be big—far bigger than what a university lab or a government agency could provide. Only a multinational chemical company like DuPont could handle such an assignment.

DuPont, already stretched to the limit by wartime demands, was less than thrilled about taking on a project as large and dangerous as this one, let alone unpredictable. DuPont’s expertise was in chemistry, not physics, and it certainly had no experience whatsoever in the arcane world of nuclear physics. But then, neither did any other company, and Groves argued that if any company could do the job, it was DuPont. Groves added that the president, Secretary of War Stimson, and General Marshall all considered the project to be of utmost urgency.

The risks to DuPont were daunting: the project could be a complete flop, the plant could prove impossible to build, the plutonium could leak and cause serious health hazards to DuPont employees, the factory could explode. In a report to the board of directors, the company’s executive committee outlined these risks, concluded there was “no positive assurance of success” and that possible failure could bankrupt the company—yet recommended to the board of directors that DuPont take the job.

Then came the crucial board of directors meeting. On the table, in front of each chair, lay a set of papers, facedown. The president of the company summarized the findings of the executive committee and told the directors that this was a top-secret project, but if they wished, they could read the facedown papers before voting.

Not a single man turned over the papers. They all voted yes.

It was, wrote Groves, “a true display of real patriotism.”

DuPont further agreed to do the job at cost, and to receive no patent rights for its R&D. It did insist, however, that the government provide it with disaster liability insurance, and that such insurance carry the personal initials of FDR. This was done, and to make it legally binding, DuPont was required to pay one dollar for the insurance. At the end of the war, though the contract had yet to be fully completed, the dollar was returned to DuPont. Sharp-eyed government auditors caught the discrepancy and asked DuPont to return a third of the refund—thirty-three cents—to the United States. The executives of DuPont did so, feeling bittersweet amusement that this was all the thanks they got for risking their company to help save America.

Worse Things Happen at Sea

[image: ]1945 At 12:14 a.m. on July 30, midway between Guam and Leyte Gulf in the Philippines, the USS Indianapolis was hit by two torpedoes fired by a Japanese submarine. The first blew away the bow, the second struck the starboard side adjacent to a fuel tank and a powder magazine. The resulting explosion split the ship to the keel, knocking out all electric power. She rolled sideways and went down by the bow. In just twelve minutes she was gone.

It was a tragic end for a magnificent warship. Built in 1932, the Indianapolis had served as President Franklin Roosevelt’s “Ship of State” and personal transport for transatlantic and South American travel before the war. At the battle of Okinawa in late March 1945, the Japanese had identified “the pride of the enemy fleet, the warship Indianapolis” as one of their primary targets and had succeeded in hitting her with a kamikaze plane, almost sinking her.

The Indianapolis was able to limp back to San Francisco for urgent repairs, then quickly got called to perform a top-secret mission: make a delivery to Tinian Island (near Guam), ten thousand miles away in the far Pacific. The delivery consisted of several wooden crates weighing a total of nine thousand pounds, to be lashed down to the deck and guarded by sentry twenty-four hours a day. In addition, there were two long metal canisters, to be stored in the luxurious private cabin reserved for the commander of the Central Pacific Fleet. Nobody, not even the captain, knew what this was all about. All they were told was that it was “top secret” and “every hour we save [getting it to Tinian] will shorten the war by that much.” “Oh sure,” joked the seamen, “it’s rolls of toilet paper for General MacArthur.” And just what was to happen to General MacArthur’s toilet rolls if the ship got torpedoed? The Navy’s strict instructions: throw the canisters overboard, but make sure—no matter what—that the crates weighing two and a half tons got put on a lifeboat. (How this was to be done in the chaos of a sinking was never discussed.)

The Indianapolis raced to Tinian Island in ten days and dropped off her cargo. Inside the crates were the components of an atom bomb; inside the two canisters were the fuel cells containing uranium-235. In five days these components and fuel cells, assembled into a bomb called “Little Boy,” would be dropped on Hiroshima.

Having completed her top-secret mission, the Indianapolis was ordered to go to Guam and then to Leyte in the Philippines. Although there was no longer any need for secrecy, the ship was to continue traveling without convoy. Not only was this a violation of standard procedure that a warship always have escort when crossing the dangerous Philippine Sea, but the USS Indianapolis was particularly vulnerable: she lacked submarine-detection equipment and had a top-heavy superstructure, making her unable to “sustain even one torpedo,” according to the commander of the Central Pacific Fleet. Naval intelligence had just learned of the sinking of an American warship on the Guam-Leyte route and believed that several Japanese submarines were lurking in the area, but the Navy never changed the Indianapolis’s route nor warned the captain of this danger. The Indianapolis must continue her total radio silence, and no officers at the departing port or the arrival port were informed of this unusual blackout. With these instructions, the ship departed into hostile waters, an orphan.

Two days after leaving Guam, the Indianapolis ran into the Japanese submarine I-58, waiting for the kill. Two quick torpedo shots at less than 1,500 yards, and down went the Indianapolis. Out of 1,199 men, some nine hundred were able to jump into the water. But worse horrors were still to come. As the English say, “Worse things happen at sea.” The shark attacks began.

Back in port, nobody paid attention. The frantic SOS calls when the Indianapolis sank were so garbled they were ignored. An intercept of a Japanese message bragging of a “hit” was ignored as a ruse. When the ship failed to show up at Leyte on the appointed day, the port commander assumed her orders had been changed—same for days two, three, and four. Back in Guam, the marker on the plotting board for the Indianapolis was removed because it was assumed—having received no inquiry from Leyte—that the ship had arrived as expected. When a message was sent to Guam asking why the ship’s radio teletype wasn’t responding, Guam replied it was probably an equipment failure.

Nobody asked questions because they didn’t know what they were supposed to know and not a single officer had any curiosity or initiative.

Meanwhile, men were dying in the ocean from wounds, dehydration, thirst, and shark attacks. The first day and night went by, no help. Day two, still no help. Day three, still no help. In late morning of the fourth day, a pilot on a routine patrol who happened to go to the back of the plane to check up on a problem looked down at the vast ocean and had the surprise of his life: a few men waving frantically in the water. He immediately sent out a rescue call. Only when a seaplane reached the survivors did the Navy learn they were from the Indianapolis. The men drifting in the sea hanging on for dear life were scattered over a line twenty miles long. The first rescue ship didn’t arrive until it was completely dark. Despite the danger of attracting the attention of an enemy submarine, it turned on all its searchlights to give hope to the men miles away that help was coming. By then, more than five hundred men had died. Out of an original crew of 1,199 men, 316 were left. Had it not been for the chance encounter of a plane finding men in the water and sending out the alert, everyone would have died. It was the worst disaster in the history of the U.S. Navy.
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You don’t want to run into this submarine on a moonlit night: the I-58



Clearly, the Navy had a lot of explaining to do. Why no escort? Why no warning of the known danger in the Philippine Sea? Why continued radio silence? Why no notification to the port commanders of two ports? Why no follow-up when the ship failed to show up for four and a half days? The only response the Navy could come up with, as all bureaucracies are wont to do in the glare of bright lights shone on their ineptitude, was to go after an individual, in this case the ship’s much-decorated captain. A court-martial of the captain would take the heat off the Navy. The Navy pressed two charges against Captain Charles McVay: first, failure to exercise proper caution in a war zone—i.e., failure to zigzag, and, second, failure to give adequate prompt warning to the crew to abandon ship. On the second charge, McVay’s lawyers pointed out that there could be no shipwide emergency order via intercom because the torpedoes had knocked out the ship’s entire electrical system. On this second charge, McVay was acquitted. On the first charge, the Navy prosecutors withheld information from the defense that might have exculpated McVay: the Navy’s knowledge of Japanese submarines in the area. The prosecutors then pulled a stunt never tried before: it brought over from Japan a surprise witness: the I-58’s commander, Mochitsura Hashimoto. Many Americans and congressmen were outraged: How dare the Navy let one of its officers possibly be convicted because of the testimony of an enemy? Little did the prosecutors realize they had a wild card on their hands: Hashimoto, clearly uncomfortable in this situation, defended McVay. He testified that the clouds had cleared suddenly and it was such a moonlit night he easily could have nailed the Indianapolis whether it zigzagged or not. Samuel Eliot Morison, author of the official six-volume history of U.S. naval operations in the Second World War, agreed: “Only a fool could have missed at this short range,” he wrote.

Nonetheless, the military tribunal found McVay guilty of not zigzagging. McVay’s crew, almost to a man, defended him. To Morison, it all reminded him of the 1757 English trial and execution of one of its admirals, described by Voltaire in Candide: “It is found good, from time to time, to kill one admiral to encourage the others.”

The charade continued. The pilot who had arrived to drop life rafts for the Indianapolis survivors bobbing in the ocean was a man of extraordinary courage. He was Lieutenant Adrian Marks. Violating standing orders never to land his amphibious plane in open sea, Marks managed to bring his plane down amid twelve-foot swells, take on board as many men as he could, then add more men by securing them to the wings with parachute cord. Barely managing to keep the overloaded plane afloat until a rescue ship arrived at nightfall, he saved the lives of fifty-six men. The Navy bureaucracy, however, was more concerned about the loss of one of its seaplanes. It commenced court-martial proceedings against Marks, until higher-ups put a stop to this and gave him a medal for one of the most heroic acts of the entire war.

Might the Interim Have Been Otherwise?

[image: ]1953 The Cold War witnessed powerful antagonisms between the United States and the two Communist superpowers, China and Russia. Here are some fascinating might-have-beens:

Two revolutionaries sent a secret message, offering to come to Washington to talk to President Franklin Roosevelt. They were Mao Tse-tung and Chou En-lai, then in the throes of a great struggle with Chiang Kai-shek for control of the world’s largest nation. FDR, preoccupied with other things, refused to see them. Acting on the advice of a political crony in China and against his two senior State Department officers (John Davies and John Service), Roosevelt cast his lot with the side that turned out to be the loser, Chiang Kai-shek.

Shortly after he became president, Richard Nixon contemplated opening relations with China, the Communist superpower and ally of North Vietnam, with whom the U.S. was then at war. He consulted with Asian specialists in the State Department and academia; virtually all of them told him to forget it, that nothing could be done until after the Vietnam War was over. But Nixon disagreed and plunged ahead.

“Nixon put himself in Mao’s shoes,” said former diplomat James C. Humes. “He sensed that the Communist leader might not be too happy about North Vietnam expanding its military might into Southeast Asia, with inroads into Laos and Cambodia. How would the United States react, Nixon thought, if Mexico were taking over the governments of Guatemala and El Salvador?” By appreciating his enemy’s self-interest, Nixon was able to establish common ground and achieve a diplomatic breakthrough. Adds historian Barbara Tuchman, “Twenty-seven years, two wars, and x million lives later, after immeasurable harm wrought by the mutual suspicion and phobia of two great powers not on speaking terms, an American President, reversing the unmade journey of 1945, has traveled to Peking to meet with the same two Chinese leaders. Might the interim have been otherwise?”
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No one would accuse Winston Churchill, author of the mighty phrase “an iron curtain has descended across the continent,” of being soft on communism. Yet when Stalin died in 1953 and the new Soviet leaders signaled interest in the relaxation of tensions, Churchill was interested. “A new hope has been created in the unhappy, bewildered world,” he wrote Eisenhower. Eisenhower, however, was not interested. At a conference in Bermuda, the American president told off the British prime minister in no uncertain terms: “Russia was a woman of the streets and whether her dress was new, or just the old one patched, it was certainly the same whore underneath. America intended to drive her off her present ‘beat’ into the back streets.” Against Churchill’s advice, Eisenhower refused the Russian overtures, appointed as his secretary of state “the high priest of the Cold War,” John Foster Dulles, took a soft line against the McCarthy outrages, and preached concepts of peace that included “going to the brink” and “massive retaliation.”

In 1962 the U.S. got into a showdown with Russia over nuclear missiles in Cuba, America’s backyard. Yet Cuba was supposed to have been an American colony, not once but twice. Back in the late 1850s, the U.S. was all set to write Spain a $50-million check for “the Pearl of the Antilles” when Congress, fearing President James Buchanan would try to divert some of the money into a personal slush fund, nixed the deal. Then, forty years later, Cuba reappeared at the end of the Spanish-American War of 1898. The U.S. found itself with a lot of new territories: Cuba, Puerto Rico, Wake Island, Guam, and the Philippines. Not knowing what to do with all these places, and more interested in acquiring Hawaii and building a Pacific empire, President William McKinley decided to let one of them go its own way—Cuba.

In 1963, President Kennedy and British prime minister Harold Macmillan negotiated with Khrushchev to implement a comprehensive ban on nuclear weapons testing. The Russians wanted to allow only three annual on-site inspections, the minimum number technically necessary. The British agreed. The U.S. Joint Chiefs, however, insisted on twenty. President Kennedy got that number down to seven, but the Russians would not go along with what almost everyone agreed was unnecessary snooping, and so the effort had to be abandoned. The result was an arms race of expensive new generations of multi-warhead nuclear weapons.

The “Tipping Point” That Sent America into Two Wars

[image: ]1963, 2001 The “tipping point” is a concept used to describe a pivotal turning point at a moment when events could have gone one way or another. Dramatic events like Pearl Harbor or the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are obvious “tipping points.”

But sometimes tipping points are not so obvious. In two cases when America embarked on a drawn-out war fraught with unintended consequences—Vietnam and Iraq—the decision to go to war was made in a flash, on the spur of the moment when America was under attack.

The Single Bullet That Eventually Led Us into Vietnam

Vietnam was getting to be a problem. In early 1963, JFK told Senator Mike Mansfield, “If I tried to pull out completely now, we would have another Joe McCarthy red scare on our hands, but I can do it after I’m reelected.” (Similar statements were made to Senator Wayne Morse and to presidential aides Kenneth O’Donnell and Michael Forrestal.) At a September 12 press conference he claimed his policy was “simple” and listed three objectives: win the war, contain the Communists, and bring the Americans home. But after getting battlefield reports from Vietnam that things were going much worse than anticipated, he shifted his thinking dramatically. At a November 12 press conference, he dropped the “winning the war” entirely and made “bringing the boys home” number one: “Now, that is our object, to bring Americans home, permit the South Vietnamese to maintain themselves as a free and independent country, and permit democratic forces within the country to operate.” Accordingly he signed an executive order, National Security Agency Memorandum (NSAM) 263, to withdraw one thousand of the sixteen thousand American combat “advisors” in Vietnam and for all Americans to be out of Vietnam by January 1, 1965 (i.e., in thirteen months). He had a November 24, 1963, appointment with his ambassador to Saigon, Henry Cabot Lodge, to finalize the details of this withdrawal scheduled for December 3.

The plan never got carried out. To be sure, the thousand advisors made it home on December 3, but that was only because of bureaucratic inertia in executing changes in presidential decrees. The rest—and the 500,000 men later to serve—were not so lucky.

What happened? Two days before his meeting with Lodge, President Kennedy was assassinated. The incoming president, a man with no foreign affairs experience, announced within hours of moving into the Oval Office, “I am not going to lose Vietnam, I am not going to be the president who saw Southeast Asia go the way China went.” He summarily rejected Ambassador Lodge in favor of other advisors who warned that “hard decisions would have to be made if Vietnam was to be saved,” and issued NSAM 273, canceling JFK’s NSAM 263.

Normally, when a new man assumes the presidency because of assassination, you would expect continuity. Indeed, Lyndon Johnson professed as much when he assured reporters, “Let us continue.” Only the reality was quite different: within a quick forty-eight hours of taking office, in the midst of all the turmoil over the assassination, he made the single most important presidential decision of the 1960s: massive involvement in Asia.

In his memoirs, In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara provides a photograph with an interesting caption: “Nov. 24, 1963: The First Meeting. Among LBJ’s first actions as president—while he was still in his vice-presidential quarters in the Old Executive Office Building and before he had moved into the Oval  Office—was meeting with Dean Rusk, George Ball, Ambassador Lodge, and me to discuss Vietnam. His instructions were clear: Win!”

For a new president with no electoral mandate of his own, such aggressiveness was quite baffling. But not really a surprise. In late 1963, Kennedy and Johnson had their eyes on the upcoming presidential election. They had opposing views on what to do about Vietnam afterward. Whereas Kennedy had told his advisers he couldn’t pull out until after he was reelected, Lyndon Johnson was now telling the Joint Chiefs, “Just let me get elected, and then you can have your war.”
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Only 48 hours after the assassination: “Win!” (LBJ with Lodge, Rusk, McNamara, and Ball)



History books talk about America’s long slide into its morass in Vietnam. This is a gross oversimplification. Deeds speak louder than words. Based on the actual deeds—the precise wording of the executive order specifying withdrawal and its abrupt cancellation by another man—there was a defining moment in our Vietnam involvement: the assassination of a president.

Sending the President Through the Roof

America’s other messy war also owed its existence to a certain tipping point. In the aftermath of September 11, George W. Bush unleashed a new policy whereby the U.S. would take the offensive and attack hostile nations preemptively. However, it did not happen right after September 11, but almost two months later. Look carefully at the facts.

During September, in the aftermath of the attack on the World Trade Center towers, nations throughout the world nodded in agreement with Bush’s bellicosity. The president’s powerful statement, “You are with us or you are against us,” did not raise concerns, nor did his more blunt statement about nations harboring terrorists being equivalent to being terrorists. Obviously the United States was fully justified in going after al-Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan. But the minute Bush announced his intention to go after Iraq, other nations balked. Questions about “weapons of mass destruction” and “chemical warfare” dominated their concern about the legitimacy of Bush’s escalation.

Unfortunately they never grasped the real tipping point (which Bush never communicated fully). This tipping point lacked the drama of the Twin Towers falling down, and while it dominated the U.S. news for weeks, it was quickly forgotten.

But the president, the Defense Department, and the Homeland Security Department did not forget the anthrax scare that killed five and caused widespread panic. Nobody could figure out who the culprit was, and to this day the FBI does not know for sure. “There is no greater enemy than the enemy you cannot see,” goes the old military axiom. Informed by the CIA chief about the scale of potential damage from chemical warfare, the CIA’s report “sent the President through the roof.” All of a sudden, weapons of mass destruction—forget low-tech attacks by hijacked planes that could easily be dealt with—became the issue. Iraq was universally recognized to be the number-one hostile country claiming (pretending, it turned out) to possess such weapons. From then on, President Bush ordered nuclear/chemical/biological terrorism to be given top priority. Terrorist groups, he warned delegates at an international conference on terrorism, “are seeking chemical, biological and nuclear weapons. . . . We will not wait for the authors of mass murders to gain the weapons of mass destruction. We act now, because we must fight this dark threat from our age and save generations to come.”

The turning point in American foreign policy from coalition to unilateralist was not only September 11, 2001, but also the anthrax scare that caused panic in October. One wonders what the French president’s reaction would have been if terrorists had poisoned the Paris water supply. He, too, might have gone through the roof.

____________________

1 The only reason MacArthur didn’t get court-martialed like the Pearl Harbor navy commanders was that FDR was so desperate to tell the American public some good news that he twisted the story around and praised MacArthur for gallantry and awarded him the Medal of Honor in 1942. It remains, to this day, the greatest government cover-up of all.

2 It was named the Manhattan Project not because of its size or importance, but rather to throw off spies, since projects normally were named for the geographical location of the head engineering firm. German and Russian spies ran around in circles in New York, looking in the wrong place.



OEBPS/Fonts/symbol.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/CaeciliaLTPro76BoldIt.ttf


OEBPS/Images/tp1.jpg
AMERICAN

e





OEBPS/Images/tp.jpg
200 STARTLING FACTS
That Never Made It into the Textbooks

Seymour Morris Jr.





OEBPS/Fonts/Berling-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/Arrows.ttf


OEBPS/Images/p004.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/BerlingLTStd-Roman.otf


OEBPS/Images/p027.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/CaeciliaLTPro45Light.ttf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
200 STARTLING FACTS
that never made it into the textbooks

Four presidential elections have been
decided by €gingle vo

Almost half of our immigrants(went h0m§>
Our missile defense system was invented

by a Hollywood sex goddess
Abraham Lincoln’s son, a corporate

tycoon

A recording given away in a men’s
magazine solved the Kennedy
assassination controversy

SEYMOUR MORRIS JR.





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/arrow.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/embellishments-two.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Filosofia-Grand-OT-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/CaeciliaLTPro75Bold.ttf


OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Contents


		preface: History Through the Skylight


		Dedication


		one: A Razor’s Edge: It Almost Never Happened


		two: Forgotten by History


		three: The Past Was Different Then


		four: American Self-Identity and Ideals


		five: A Warlike Nation, Not a Militarist One


		six: In Pursuit of Riches


		seven: Running for President


		eight: Simple Mathematics, My Dear Watson


		nine: Not What You Think


		ten: Lightning Strikes Twice: It Happened Again


		AFTERWORD


		NOTES


		BIBLIOGRAPHY


		PHOTO CREDITS


		ABOUT THE AUTHOR







Guide



		Cover


		Title Page


		preface: History Through the Skylight








OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/AlternateGothicNo2BT.ttf


OEBPS/Images/p017.jpg





OEBPS/Images/p032.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/Tahoma.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/GOTHIC13.ttf


OEBPS/Images/p017a.jpg





