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For the grandfather I never knew and the father


I knew too briefly, but loved dearly.


Charles Henry Roberts (1897–1929)


US Army, Mexican Expeditionary Force


American Expeditionary Force, France


Northern Russia Expeditionary Force


Clifford Edwin Roberts (1923–1963)


US Navy, World War II, Pacific


—RWR


For me, Boston means baseball and bonding with


family. And Fenway Park will forever be the place


where my sister McKenna and I celebrated the joys of


being together. This book is for her.


—JMS
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Only the dead have seen the end of war.


—George Santayana, 1922















Preface



IN 1918, A FEVER GRIPPED BOSTON. NOT SINCE THE REVOLUTIONARY War had a passion this hot consumed the city. It lurked palpably, appearing in various forms in every neighborhood. It was present in the half-filled classrooms and quiet streets in Cambridge, where students huddled in groups and discussed the conflict raging in France. Bostonians heard it in Symphony Hall, where careful listeners noticed a marked decline in the Boston Symphony Orchestra’s performances since its German conductor, Karl Muck, had been accused of spying for Germany. And they saw it at Fenway Park, where the Red Sox honored wounded soldiers and military bands played “The Star-Spangled Banner.” The draft had robbed the team of much of its hitting talent, forcing Babe Ruth, a star left-handed pitcher, to play the outfield and bat as a regular. Through it all—as the feverish crowds cheered at ball games and decried invisible enemies—another fever, a deadly pandemic, was circling the globe, moving toward Boston.


The events that year created and destroyed celebrities, a process that reveals much about the values, desires, and fears of the country during the war. In War Fever we explore the impact of the global conflict on three men—how it changed their lives, how it gave them purpose, and how it dictated their legacies. Like celebrities before and since, they were as complex and contradictory as the images they projected were elemental and flat. They were as much a product of the war as James Montgomery Flagg’s propaganda poster of Uncle Sam declaring, “I Want You for U.S. Army.”
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In 1917, Boston Common bustled with activity. While bands played military tunes, recruiters combed the crowds looking for potential soldiers, and signs called on citizens to “Protect America’s Women: It Is a Patriotic Duty.” (Courtesy of the Leslie Jones Collection, Boston Public Library.)








The men we selected, each connected to Boston in some way—Charles Whittlesey, Karl Muck, and Babe Ruth—became, in 1918, the most famous war hero, war villain, and war athlete. Nearly everything they did was interpreted through the lens of the war. In that sense, they became a product of wartime propaganda, each serving a larger political purpose. Once they had been identified and cast in the Great War Production, they were all but powerless to undo it, pawns in the hands of proselytizers and the press.


AT THE BEGINNING OF 1918, Karl Muck reigned supreme as the world-renowned maestro of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, one of the most prestigious ensembles in the United States. With an imperious manner and unshakeable confidence, the acclaimed conductor, a friend of the Kaiser’s, mesmerized wealthy elites in Boston and cities throughout the country. The year before, the Victor Talking Machine Company had recorded him and the BSO, and rushed out several 78 RPM records, including selections from Tchaikovsky and Wagner. By the spring, however, Muck’s career had completely unraveled. Accused of espionage for the Imperial German government, exposed as a wanton libertine, he became a victim of the anti-German hysteria whipped up by the administration of Woodrow Wilson.1


The Justice Department first began investigating him in October 1917, after jingoists from Providence, Rhode Island, charged that he had refused to lead the orchestra in “The Star-Spangled Banner” during a concert at Infantry Hall. Many at the time were insisting that the anthem be played at every public occasion—during military parades, before sporting events, and certainly when symphony orchestras performed. Playing or singing the anthem not only demonstrated patriotism and loyalty, it also expressed a wartime consensus, the “Gospel of Americanism.”2


During the hysteria over German spies and saboteurs, and under the cloud of suspicion cast by Muck’s supposed refusal to conduct “The Star-Spangled Banner,” the BSO’s performances provoked violent protests in numerous cities. Patriotic groups demanded the maestro’s expulsion from the country. In the darkness of war, the BSO—with about half of its musicians from Germany and Austria—came to be seen not just as a Teutonic institution but as a threat to “100% Americanism.” Muck feared the rising current of anti-German extremism. He heard rumors about violent Boston thugs rounding up his countrymen and read stories about Germans who were publicly flogged or tarred and feathered. He could imagine a day when a mob would come knocking on his door.3


The mob never showed up at his home, but in late March 1918 federal agents did. Investigators questioned his associates and fellow musicians, and seized his private papers. From his correspondence, they learned that his closest friends included prominent German musicians, professors, and, most notably, Germany’s chief of espionage, Count Johann von Bernstorff, who had ordered attacks on American supply depots during the war. Yet they could not tie the conductor to any nefarious activity against the United States. When federal agents arrested him on March 25, the public had no idea that the government’s entire case rested on “obscene” letters between Muck and his young mistress—missives that divulged his deepest secrets and desires. Armed with what the government considered incriminating evidence, US Marshals delivered him to Fort Oglethorpe, Georgia, an internment camp for German prisoners.


WHILE MUCK LANGUISHED BEHIND A barbed-wire fence, George Herman “Babe” Ruth, the son of a German-American saloonkeeper, gave little consideration to how he could help win the war or how it might change his life. Baseball, booze, and brothels occupied his thoughts. For the irrepressible young ballplayer, the Great War was something happening somewhere else, and it involved other people. It was therefore of little interest to him. By the time the Red Sox completed spring training in 1918, Babe had discovered the thrill he felt—and the joy he brought spectators—swinging a bat. He found a new purpose entertaining crowds of soldiers with his mighty “war club,” launching baseballs into the ether. In the past, pitching well had reliably brought him applause—but hitting home runs, he found, made the crowd roar.


It was the Great War that made possible his eventual transformation from the game’s dominant left-handed pitcher to the sport’s greatest slugger. Ruth filled a need for both the Red Sox and America. “The Colossus” redefined the dimensions of the game, displaying a kind of awesome power that portended a new era to come, one where the home run proved integral. After 1918, he was no longer just a ballplayer. With a bat in his hand, he became a showman unlike any other in the history of the sport.


In the context of America’s deadly attacks on the Western Front, Ruth’s power took on a new meaning. Where once informed spectators viewed baseball as a scientific game of slashing singles and strategic bunts, now the violent, full-bodied swings of Ruth’s bat resonated with the country’s glorification of unrestrained force. During the summer of 1918, as the Babe assailed American League fences, the American Expeditionary Force assaulted German positions in France. The US offensives at Cantigny, Château-Thierry, the Marne, and especially the Meuse-Argonne were artless frontal attacks, depending more on deadly straightforward drives in which lives were sacrificed for inches of ground than any sort of imaginative tactical planning.


In Boston, war fever turned Fenway Park, a stadium built for the masses, into a stage for “preparedness.” During the sport’s first significant political crisis, Major League Baseball became more than a diversion; it offered a template for Americanism. The national pastime took on a new meaning in the lives of citizens who viewed sports as critical to making good soldiers and promoting the nation’s ideals. Babe Ruth and his teammates, wearing full baseball uniforms, substituted bats for rifles as they conducted military maneuvers under the instruction of a drill sergeant, a demonstration of patriotism that linked the national pastime to the country’s war effort. Yet all the marching and posing was for show. Like the other owners in professional baseball, Harry Frazee understood the value of draping his squad in the American flag and did everything he could to convince the public that baseball was, in the words of columnist Hugh Fullerton, “the greatest single force for Americanization.”4


In the summer of 1918, sportswriters hardly mentioned Ruth’s German heritage. Writers, fans, and ballplayers called him “Babe” almost exclusively because “George Herman” sounded too German. During the last two years of the war, when any Teutonic-sounding name provoked suspicions of disloyalty, and the phrase “German-American” became a pejorative, “the Babe” served him well. It Americanized his last name and advertised his nonthreatening personality. Privately, he spoke German on occasion among friends or at his father’s Baltimore saloon, but he never said anything publicly about his ancestors. Besides, he was not German-American. He was the Babe.


KARL MUCK AND BABE RUTH were the most visible personages of Boston’s highbrow and popular cultures. Newspaper editors splashed their names across the city’s papers, and Bostonians closely followed their exploits. Yet it was a Harvard Law graduate who would become the most widely publicized figure of the war. Before enlisting, Charles Whittlesey, a tall, gangling, bookish lawyer, attracted little notice. He seemed to have an aptitude for distinction, but not an iota of interest in fame. In truth, he desired a comfortable anonymity—he had no wife and no children, just a business partner and a few friends who did not know him very well.


Whittlesey and his younger brother Elisha, an idealistic, sickly undergraduate who also studied at Harvard, heard the bugle call early and immediately fell into line. They were products of an elite New England culture and an ethos of voluntarism that echoed throughout the halls of Harvard and other Ivy League institutions. The brothers lived by a code instilled in New England’s sons to believe that defending their country was not only a sacred duty but also an ennobling one. Elisha drove camion trucks on the French Soissons front even before American troops went overseas, and Charles traveled across the Atlantic as an officer in the famed 77th “Statue of Liberty” Division, a melting pot of soldiers. In the language of the day, both men “did their part”—and then some. As the personification of the most noble ideals of the war, Charles captured the imagination of Americans when he led a strike force, dubbed the Lost Battalion, behind enemy lines and held it together against overwhelming numbers.


The “Lost Battalion”—a piece of inspired newspaper hyperbole—altered everything. A tiny part of an immense offensive became the story. Journalists transfigured Whittlesey into the Peter Pan of the Great War, the leader of a plucky flesh-and-blood band of Lost Boys—surrounded, battling against insurmountable odds, and refusing to surrender. The tale was truly compelling. Like a story about a child trapped in a well, it dripped human interest. Whittlesey’s pedigree was spotless, and the fact that his second in command, millionaire George McMurtry, was a former Theodore Roosevelt Rough Rider added a soupçon of authenticity to the equation. It was as if overnight America decided that Whittlesey had to be saved, and though most early attempts bordered on suicidal, the rescue mission transfixed the nation.


Whittlesey and his men epitomized their country’s iron resolve in the bloodiest campaign in American history. He returned to America determined to find meaning in all the bloodshed, but instead found himself locked in yet another conflict, fighting against intractable leaders and an apathetic public. The first Great War veteran to receive the Medal of Honor, he became an American hero. His name and face appeared on the front page of every major newspaper in the country. He had achieved the impossible, surviving the worst hell of battle and coming out with hardly a scratch. None that you could see anyway. Hollywood wanted to sell his story. Novelists wanted to write his story. And the government wanted to use his story—and him—for its own ends. Everyone wanted something from him, some piece, something that they could hold on to and share when they talked about all the men who never came home. But Whittlesey wanted none of it. All he wanted was peace. He could not bear living the war over and over again.


THIS IS THE STORY OF the disruptive forces of an epoch and a war that permanently altered Boston, America, and the lives of three public figures. In the turbulent year of 1918, Boston stood as a microcosm of America: a locus of urban strife, ethnic conflict, and fundamental, lasting change. The stories of Muck, Ruth, and Whittlesey reveal how a city and a nation confronted the havoc of a new world order, the struggle to endure the war and all its unforeseen consequences. Reading accounts from Boston’s newspapers from that year, it’s impossible to separate the war from popular culture. The citizens of Boston followed the war intently, reading stories about baseball players serving in Europe or evading the service; published accounts about accusations against the BSO’s German conductor; tales about a heroic Harvard Law grad who refused to surrender in the Argonne Forest; and frightening reports about Boston’s invisible enemy—the grippe—an unrelenting scourge that overwhelmed the city that summer and fall, killing thousands in the Hub and millions around the world.


The war’s influence could be seen everywhere in Boston. The city became the military and naval headquarters for all of New England, and the main shipping port in the region. While workers at the Boston Navy Yard prepared war ships and cargo vessels, New England’s men and women manufactured munitions, rifles, uniforms, boots, and supplies for the American and Allied armies. United in patriotism, every senator and congressman from New England voted in favor of the war, signaling the region’s commitment to fighting the Germans no matter the cost.5


The Great War changed the lives of virtually every citizen in the Hub. Nowhere was that more evident than on the Boston Common. The vast green park became a theater of war, a battleground where anarchists, socialists, suffragists, soldiers, and sailors climbed onto soapboxes, proselytizing to crowds until their voices became hoarse. The tree-lined mall hummed with activity. One could hear the sharp notes of bugles, pounding drums, and the tramp of soldiers’ boots drilling. The Salvation Army and the Knights of Columbus erected huts along Tremont Street while recruiting tents housed clean-shaven soldiers in olive drab and khaki uniforms. Conservationists planted Victory gardens and Red Cross volunteers trolled for donations. And police patrolmen interrogated anyone who seemed suspicious, especially men with dark features who looked stereotypically German, warning the public that the Kaiser’s agents had infiltrated the city’s factories and shipyards.6


That sense of fear pervaded the city and the country. The enemy seemed everywhere—prowling in submarines off the coast of Cape Cod, arriving on passenger ships at Boston Harbor, or disguised as the friend of workers, lecturing men at the munitions factories, saloons, and shipyards about the injustice of a sixty-hour workweek. Like a contagion, the pro-German conspirators, spies, and union radicals hiding in plain sight had to be contained, with force if necessary. Anyone who expressed dissent or un-American opinions could find himself jailed, beaten, or hanged. For the sake of victory, Americans tolerated suppression, censorship, and deprivation. In a nation at war with Germany—and itself—no sacrifice seemed too great.













PART ONE



GATHERING CLOUDS













1



“Something That I Don’t Want To!”


CHARLES WHITE WHITTLESEY LIVED HIS LIFE IN SHADOWS, EVEN during those intense days and nights along the Charlevaux Brook. He was happy to speak on any subject except himself. Sometimes he entertained his friends with marvelous stories of school and camp life, featuring carefully imagined characters and preposterous scenes. Sitting among a group of friends at Williams College, or later at the Williams Club or the Harvard Club in New York City, he regaled listeners with his stories, drawing out his characters’ accents and quirky mannerisms. Other times he tackled the big ideas—truth, beauty, duty. Weaving tales or discussing abstract ideas, he towered “like a cliff over a brook,” a friend said. His soft but assured voice mesmerized. He was at his best then, for he “loved speculation and friendship; classic beauty; a jest; an argument; a convivial evening.” Yet the stories, speculations, and arguments of the man his classmates called the Count seemed oddly impersonal, as if he lived separate from his words.1


There is a maddening paradox about his life. War correspondents and then journalists and historians have written so much about him, yet so little of what he wrote survives. A handful of battlefield messages, several after-action reports, a few frustratingly impersonal letters—that’s about all. Only by digging into his years at Williams and Harvard can you glimpse the man who commanded the Lost Battalion, the leader who somehow held his unit together among the dead and dying, the stink and danger of a small hell they called the Pocket.
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At Williams College, classmates called Charles White Whittlesey “the Count” because of his precise, even stiff, manner of speaking and walking. Reserved yet well liked, he engaged in the world of the mind and seemed destined for a life behind a desk. (Courtesy of Williams College Archives.)








Although he had been born in Florence, Wisconsin, he was of Mayflower descent, and in 1894, at age ten, his father, Frank Russell Whittlesey, moved the family to Pittsfield, Massachusetts, because of a job transfer. Working as a production manager for the recently formed General Electric Corporation—in 1914 Pittsfield would soon earn the moniker High Voltage Capital of the World—Frank prospered, and his children enjoyed the advantages and responsibilities of his elevated position in the community. Charles inherited and further cultivated his father’s noblesse oblige, which instilled in him a powerful faith in education, a belief in civic service, an acceptance of hard work, and a temperament that was steadfastly courteous, judicious, and moderate.


Always close to his parents and siblings, when he graduated from Pittsfield High School, he stayed near home, venturing just twenty miles north to Williamstown. It was a village of stunning natural beauty nestled in the Berkshires of northwest Massachusetts and guarded over by the famed purple hills. It was a community of white steeple churches, fieldstone fences, and long green lawns. The place suited the boy; both were quiet without being deadly somber, handsome without being ostentatious, and industrious without loudly announcing their ambition.


Whittlesey was seventeen when he enrolled at Williams College in September 1901. The school had a tradition of student pranks, but it was foremost a place of education. Max Eastman, who enrolled at the college a year before Whittlesey, recalled the tough entrance exams. He underwent a battery of tests in Latin and Greek, mathematics and science, and of course literature. He wrote his sister that he failed the exam in English literature, noting that one of the essay questions was, “Write on Dryden’s religious life.” When Charles enrolled the following year, his first-semester courses included Elocution, English, French, Greek, Latin, Geometry, and Algebra. Judging from Whittlesey’s transcripts, Williams was not the home of gut courses and “gentlemen’s C’s.”2


The month he arrived at Williams his country was beginning a seismic transition. A new century had dawned, and the nineteenth century—the century of Lincoln and Grover Cleveland—was waning. An influx of new peoples, innovations, and ideas had created a new America. Popular writers like Edward Bellamy and Henry George had reimagined the country’s social contract, while Thorstein Veblen and Richard Ely attacked classical economic theory. Washington Gladden and Walter Rauschenbusch questioned conventional religious assumptions, while Lincoln Steffens and Upton Sinclair exposed political and economic abuses. Electric ideas illuminated the intellectual landscape in the brave new century and charged Whittlesey’s imagination.


All the ideas, energy, and change appeared to coalesce in one man: Theodore Roosevelt. An assassin’s bullet placed him in the Oval Office only days before Whittlesey arrived on campus. During the next four years, while Charles studied ancient and modern languages, struggled with biology and advanced mathematics, and excelled in courses on Dante and the Italian Renaissance, “TR,” as Roosevelt was popularly called, gave Whittlesey and his friends subjects to debate during late-night discussions. From the beginning, whether the result of breeding or inclination, he was a Roosevelt man, committed to the president’s passion for unbridled progress and public service.


“The Strenuous Life,” Roosevelt’s 1899 speech before the Hamilton Club in Chicago, was a clarion call to Whittlesey’s generation. It demanded their best, beckoning them to “enter the arena” and throw their energy into the struggle for goals larger than themselves. “I wish to preach, not the doctrine of ignoble ease,” intoned the recent survivor of the Battle of San Juan Hill, “but the doctrine of the strenuous life, the life of toil and effort, of labor and strife; to preach that the highest form of success which comes, not to the man who desires mere easy peace, but to the man who does not shrink from danger, from hardship, or from bitter toil, and who out of these wins the splendid ultimate triumph.” Roosevelt’s speech praised the rugged men who had pushed the frontier westward and risked their lives for their nation. “We do not admire the man of timid peace,” he emphasized. “We admire the man who embodies victorious effort; the man who never wrongs his neighbor, who is prompt to help a friend, but who has those virile qualities necessary to win in the stern strife of life. It is hard to fail, but it is worse never to have tried to succeed. In this life we get nothing save by effort.”3


For Charles, the strenuous life was not played out on the baseball diamonds and football fields. He was an intellectual in training. The antithesis of an athlete, his classmates never once recalled him with a ball in his hands, and he preferred solitary birding expeditions to team sports. In truth, he looked nothing like the popular image of Roosevelt’s strenuous American. He was built for quiet libraries and offices, not the frontier or gridiron. At six feet two inches, thin and gangly, with eyes seeming to bulge through rimless wire glasses, he possessed extraordinarily long, thin legs and large duck-like feet. Many observers later compared him to a stork or crane, an avian look that was further exaggerated by his reserved, occasionally even withdrawn, nature. Max Eastman called him “sharp-edged, impersonal, and unsentimental,” but with all that, he was enormously likeable and thoughtful, a man who spoke carefully and truthfully.4


Whittlesey embodied contradictions. Even at Williams, classmates recognized the different facets of his personality, referring to him by nicknames, including the familiar “Chick” and the imperious “Count.” Universally liked and admired, he was also distant and self-contained. Capable of discussing ideas deep into the night, he gave little away of his inner self. Incisive and analytical, his sangfroid harbored a burning intensity. The world of ideas beckoned him, but as a “Son of Roosevelt” he longed, as Tennyson wrote in “Locksley Hall,” to “mix with action, lest I wither by despair.”


Toward the end of his time at Williams, Whittlesey had a revealing conversation with Asa H. Morton, a notoriously challenging romance languages professor from whom he took two courses on Dante and another two on the Italian Renaissance. More than an instructor, Morton was a guide into the life of ideas. Middle-aged, with a trimmed iron-gray beard, Morton was thoroughly cosmopolitan in manner and sparkling in conversation. “He brought home from his summers in Europe,” remembered Eastman, “an atmosphere of Latin Quarter sophistication not elsewhere to be breathed at Williams.”


Seeking advice one evening, Whittlesey visited Morton in his home. He was considering becoming a missionary.


“What qualifications have you?” Morton asked. “Have you mastered any heathen language?”


“No, I haven’t,” Whittlesey answered.


“Have you made a special study of the Christian religion?”


“No, I hardly know anything about it.”


“Have you looked into the life led by missionaries?”


“No, I haven’t.”


“Well, do you really want to be a missionary?”


“No, but I want to do something that I don’t want to!”5


EASTMAN, ALONG WITH WHITTLESEY’S FATHER and Roosevelt, exerted a pivotal influence on him. Remarkably handsome with brooding eyes and an open smile, he was equal parts committed intellectual, irreverent prankster, and passionate believer, a student questing for something that he could not yet define. Eastman left a record of his regard for Whittlesey. Long after they graduated, Max still thought his fraternity brother “had as brilliant brains and keen a character as anyone I’ve ever known.” Yet he also sensed the contradictions. Whittlesey, he thought, “had seemed more than the rest of us, in the lightning speed and intemperate force of his judgments, designed for fame. And yet he was contemptuous of it. He was contemptuous of all those values that loom so large to the ambitious.”6


Whittlesey left few traces of his feelings toward Eastman—no journals, no autobiographies, and only a few letters. Yet an investigator can trace the influences of the two on each other—and, more important, Whittlesey’s deepest thoughts—in the pages of the Williams Literary Monthly. Both were members of the Lit. Board in their junior and senior years, and both wrote regularly for the monthly, contributing poems, short stories, and essays.7


They both, for instance, registered their complaints about the social and educational environment of Williams. The vibrant rebellious streak that would mark Eastman’s life is evident in his essay “Systematic Suppression of Freshmen.” He decried elite colleges’ numbing productions of types—Princeton men, Yale men, Harvard men, and Williams men. A senior in a Williams fraternity boasted, “The freshmen in our house are taught silence, then obedience, and finally, if the upper classmen be in sufficient force, total submission to our wills.” The system, Eastman thought, was antithetical to the growth of independent thought and individuality. He called for rebellion against the process, demanding education not induction at Williams. Like Whittlesey, he believed the school’s social customs were almost designed on a Confucian model to produce “compulsory reverence” for past traditions rather than thoughtful leaders.8


In the essay “Liberal Culture,” Whittlesey’s contribution to the cause, he excoriated the educational system at his college. Repeatedly he heard alumni assert that “the principal benefit of a college course is the friendships it occasions,” an opinion that he could only interpret as an indictment “on the prevailing system.” He agreed with Professor Henry van Dyke Jr. of Princeton that the purpose of a higher education was to instill the ability “to judge correctly, to think clearly, [and] to see and to know truth.” Whittlesey added another to the list: “To attain the faculty of pure delight in the beautiful.” Yet Williams failed to properly inculcate an appreciation in the fine arts of “music, painting, sculpture, architecture, and poetry, or more broadly, literature.” Particularly in languages, the school either failed utterly or succeeded “in but a miserably small per-cent of cases.” In stilted language that reflected his academic bent, he concluded: “Honesty compels the opinion that the ‘intellectual degeneration of the college youth’… is in large part due to the insufficiency for his needs of the intellectual diet offered him.”9 The essay reveals a certain priggishness, an icy distance from his fellow students, and a retreat into books.


His fiction in the Williams Literary Monthly uncovers other facets of the future military leader. Stylistically, his short stories are a cross between Bret Harte and O. Henry. Some are tales of miners set on the western frontier; most have plot twist endings. As a whole, however, all reveal Whittlesey’s finely honed sense of duty, feelings of isolation, and haunting ennui. In “The Lotos,” with its allusions to Tennyson’s “The Lotos-Eaters,” the protagonist is torn between a quiet life of ease and the strenuous life as a lawyer in Chicago. In “The Ides of November,” virtually every decision and action torments the main figure. In “A Lonely Post,” a mining engineer longs to escape the tedium of his assignment in Peru. It is only when he gives a friend his chance to return home that he finds tranquility and sees the beauty of the mountain post.10


“The Twins Mine,” more than the other tales, speaks to Whittlesey’s conflicted character. For “ten hard years,” prospector Joe Stanley dug for gold, working the same claim fruitlessly day after day. Yet he is not unhappy; quite the opposite. He did, however, form a partnership with two other prospectors who swindle a wealthy, thoroughly crooked miner while Joe is away on business.11


Although the swindlers forward Stanley his share of the transaction, he is horrified. In his mind rang his father’s admonition: “Joe, be an honest man.” Although he had not participated in the “skinning,” he suffered the guilt and vowed to right the wrong, resolving that “the trail would never end till death or success fulfilled his promises.” Vengeance became a new quest, and he wandered the mountain trails, driven by his father’s words “to be an honest man,” until ultimately fate rewarded his toil.12


Be an honest man. Choose death over dishonor. The reward is in the task. “The Twins” captures the essence of Charles Whittlesey. During his long solitary hikes in the hills surrounding Williams College, he must have wrestled with the story’s themes, working through how he could personally fulfill his father’s expectations and Roosevelt’s challenge. Fittingly, Eastman recalled that his friend’s favorite poem was a sonnet by Milton:




Lawrence, of virtuous father virtuous son


Now that the fields are dank, the ways are mire,


Where shall we sometimes meet, and by the fire


Help waste a sullen day, what may be won


From the hard season gaining? Time will run…





“Milton’s cool-voiced sonnet,” as Eastman suspected, exemplified Charles Whittlesey’s reserved sociability as well as his broader commitment. Judged in the context of his life, it is a soldier’s poem, a soldier whose pleasures seem sadly fleeting.13


THEODORE ROOSEVELT CAME TO WILLIAMS College on June 22, 1905, for Whittlesey’s class graduation. The president was on friendly turf. An informal survey conducted by The Williams Record, the college’s newspaper, showed that twenty-five of thirty-six polled faculty members had favored TR in the previous fall’s presidential election. College president Henry Hopkins told reporters that he preferred Roosevelt but gave no reasons. Ex-president Franklin Carter also favored the incumbent. “I look upon Theodore Roosevelt as an honest and able administrator, as the staunch supporter of civil service reform and the true friend of the negro,” he said. Furthermore, inspired by the president’s call for the strenuous life and advocacy of reform, undergraduates like Whittlesey championed him. At the ceremony, Roosevelt received the school’s highest honorary degree, Litterarum Humaniorum Magister, and addressed the gathered graduates.14


Fitting the occasion, a large, distinguished group gathered in the stately Congregational Church. Former secretary of war and soon to be secretary of state Elihu Root sat near Roosevelt, not far from the ex-ambassador at the Court of St. James, Joseph Hodges Choate. The president looked fit and energetic as he sang Luther’s familiar hymn “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” Then he spoke. He talked about ideas, emphasizing the foolishness of “fantastic ideals” and the necessity of “practical” ones. He seemed to breathe fire as he discussed the Beef Trust and the Standard Oil Company. Only a strong national government, he suggested, could regulate those powerful entities.15


Above all else, he challenged the graduates. “A man should not only work for himself, but for the best expression possible for the reward of his work well done,” he said. “We expect leadership from Williams… Abroad I wish that it might be said that this nation does not merely talk but acts for righteousness and peace… We are now enjoying righteousness and peace because the soldiers of our country dared draw their swords for the maintenance of it.” Warming to his message, he stressed, “I demand that in all cases… the nation do its duty, accepting the responsibilities that go with greatness and daring to be great. Do not, however, let this nation gain the reputation of doing justice to the weak rather than that of exacting justice from the strong.”16


Listening to Roosevelt, shaking his hand once he received his diploma, Whittlesey must have certainly recognized a kindred spirit. Roosevelt’s themes—selfless leadership, satisfaction in work well done, peace through strength, justice for all—were ones that Whittlesey had expressed in his fiction and advocated among friends. “I want to do something that I don’t want to!” he said. He did not yet know what that something was, but Roosevelt appeared to validate the quest.


IN HIS FICTION, WHITTLESEY’S YOUNG protagonists are not wealthy, and occasionally consider career opportunities in the legal profession. It was hardly surprising, then, that he chose that path for himself after graduation. In the fall of 1905 he entered Harvard Law School, the oldest and most distinguished law school in the country.


It was a demanding curriculum with rigorous exams that decided if a student advanced from one year to the next. In his first year, Whittlesey took classes in torts, real property, contracts, civil procedure, and criminal law. Courses in equity and constitutional law came later. It was not an environment that permitted much time for lively fraternity discussions and short story writing.


The Harvard College atmosphere, however, was, like its law school, heavy with fresh ideas and new approaches. The influence of Theodore Roosevelt, class of 1880, seemed as powerful on campus as the reforms of college president Charles William Eliot. It was the Harvard of intellectual giants George Santayana, William James, and Josiah Royce. Progressivism and pragmatism, the role of America in the world, and the influence of the new wealth on the country’s body politic—these movements and issues animated Harvard life as its professors and graduates moved in and out of high offices in Washington, DC.


In 1908, when Whittlesey departed Harvard with his degree, he joined the New York law firm of Murray, Prentice & Howland at 37 Wall Street, where he specialized in the increasingly complex field of banking law. Outwardly, he appeared comfortable in the role of a Wall Street lawyer. He mastered the minutiae of the changing regulatory laws and earned a reputation for careful preparation, incisive thinking, and an ability to cut to the core of any case. Yet friends who knew him best believed that he was destined for something more than a Wall Street partnership because money seemed so unimportant to him. They considered him too intellectual, too committed to his ideals, to spend the rest of his life poring over dry contracts.


While his college friends married and began families, Charles preferred life in a boarding house. He was single, a bachelor who was not romantically linked to any woman. His was more of a male-centric world. He willingly scampered hundreds of miles around the Northeast to watch a good football game, and enjoyed the chummy camaraderie of the Williams Club and the Harvard Club. He remained a gifted storyteller with “a keen eye for the ridiculous,” and his quiet charm, unassuming nature, and relaxed bonhomie made him an ideal companion for an evening at the club.17


His politics, however, did not fit the Harvard Club profile. Even at Williams College, he tended to romanticize outsiders, men and women with unorthodox ideas and strong convictions. In “Brook Farm,” an early 1904 essay published in the Williams Literary Monthly, he praised the “brilliant Boston minister” George Ripley’s communal experiment. Transcendentalists like Ripley who saw “the vast inadequacy of conventional social life,” Whittlesey wrote, desired an alternative social contract, one forged on rural solitude, communal pleasures, shared labor, and intellectual pursuits. Describing the Utopian existence, he noted, “As far as work was concerned, there was absolutely no compulsion. In fact, the rustics of the neighborhood maintained that everyone was paid alike—the man plowing in the field and the man at the window drawing a picture of the plowman.” Furthermore, he lauded the community’s gender equality. Men and women shared voting privileges and engaged in “brilliant and remarkable” conversation. When Brook Farm ultimately collapsed under the weight of its economic mismanagement, he concluded that “there was no one of the old members who did not mourn the end of that merry, carefree time from which had resulted a clearer, a broader mental and moral outlook and a deep, abiding conviction of good fellowship and the happiness of life.”18


In the years after Whittlesey arrived in New York, the social and political values of Brook Farm had taken root in Greenwich Village, not far from his Wall Street office but on the other side of a significant cultural divide. In the years before America’s entry in the Great War, Greenwich Village looked and felt like an isolated retreat in New York. Its diagonal streets predated Manhattan’s grid pattern, and until 1917 it was unreachable by subway. Most of its population was foreign born, but they had already begun to follow the industrial jobs out of the Village. The result was low rents in rundown buildings with spacious lofts and a Bohemian aesthetic, an ideal retreat for aspiring artists, struggling intellectuals, and penniless radicals. On the narrow streets of the Village, playwright Eugene O’Neill rubbed shoulders with the likes of radical journalist John Reed, dancer Isadora Duncan, and artist Marcel Duchamp.


Shortly after Whittlesey began to practice law on Wall Street, Max Eastman settled in Greenwich Village. Whereas Whittlesey never demonstrated a desire for fame and public recognition, Eastman seemed to crave both. By 1913, Max was teaching uptown at Columbia and editing The Masses, turning it into the literary centerpiece for socialist politics and the artistic avant-garde. That summer, when Max published Enjoyment of Poetry, Charles sent a congratulatory note, one tempered only by Eastman’s didacticism. Whittlesey may have departed Williams, but there was still much of the Williams undergraduate in him. Chiding, reluctant to be told what to think, he wrote his friend, “I hadn’t suspected poetry of being such a tremendous affair. A pedestrian, charged with the burden of the loss of gravity can’t restrain a resentful grunt at having the ether explained to him.”19


Whittlesey needed no instruction in appreciating poetry, nor did he need guidance in politics. One historian has suggested that “Whittlesey was one of Eastman’s converts” to socialism—and it’s true that Max may have been an influence. Yet Whittlesey had been leaning left for at least a decade. His views on social equality, his lack of concern for wealth, and his basic idealism all pulled him leftward at a time when the Socialist Party was expanding its base. Perhaps it was one of the reasons he left Murray, Prentice & Howland and went into practice with his Harvard Law School friend John Pruyn in a small office at 2 Rector Street. In any case, in the pivotal election of 1912, The Masses threw its support behind the Socialist candidate—editorializing that “every vote cast for Eugene V. Debs is a vote for revolutionary socialism and the class struggle”—and Whittlesey followed suit.20


Whittlesey, however, was too independent minded to stay in the socialist fold. He eventually rejected the Socialist Party’s dictates about the class struggle and global politics. According to one account, in late 1915 he read a story detailing Socialist Party leaders attempting to press their views on a dissenting majority. Tiring of the affair, he threw down that paper, remarking, “To hell with that crowd!”21


It is uncertain what issue led to his decision. But the preparedness debate most sharply divided his worlds of conservative, traditionalist Wall Street and radical, bohemian Greenwich Village. For socialists, the Great War was an imperial land grab that threatened working class solidarity, and they passionately condemned it. For men of Whittlesey’s class and schooling, the war, however regrettably, was moving closer to America. They regarded Imperial Germany as a political, economic, and military threat, one the piddling US Army and Navy were unprepared to meet. How, they asked, could an army of only eighty thousand men, poorly equipped and doctrinally impoverished, hope to stand up to a German force more than twenty times as large and markedly better trained and armed? How could a militarily weak nation protect American freedoms and democratic institutions?


FOR CHARLES WHITTLESEY, THE SINKING of the Lusitania changed everything. After a German U-boat sank the ocean liner off the Old Head of Kinsale on May 7, 1915, killing 1,198 passengers, including 128 Americans, interventionists demanded war against Germany. Outraged American politicians and writers charged Germany “with the crime of willful and wholesale murder.” Americans denounced the Germans as barbarians, beasts, and “baby killers.” Teddy Roosevelt believed that the German assault required a military reprisal from the United States.22


The sinking of the Lusitania forced Whittlesey to confront something that he didn’t want to do. The ruthless attack on innocent passengers convinced him that the Germans were inhumane and immoral, and that they had to be stopped. He came from a long line of patriots; men from his family had served in every American conflict since the Pequot War. He had a duty, then, to serve his family and his country with honor. If war came, he concluded, he would fight.


In New York, the Harvard Club on West Forty-forth Street stood at the heart of the preparedness movement. In Harvard Hall and the Grill Room, the library and the billiard room, members railed against the Kaiser’s treachery and demanded retaliation. Within days, Grenville Clark, Elihu Root Jr., Theodore Roosevelt Jr., and other club members dispatched a telegram to the White House expressing their conviction that “national interest and honor imperatively require adequate measures both to secure reparations for past violations by Germany of American rights and secure guarantees against future violations.”23


They knew, however, that words were a poor substitute for action. Men of social and economic standing, educated at Harvard at a time when President Eliot urged graduates to embrace public service, they were raised to believe that concepts like duty and honor were not idle abstractions. Two forceful club members led the charge. General Leonard Wood, who served as army chief of staff under President Taft and still remained on active duty in 1915, took the lead. Hawk-nosed and rugged, a soldier whose chain spurs and dog-headed riding crop struck no one as affectations, Wood did not demand respect because everyone gave it so freely. Grenville Clark, heir to a banking and railroad fortune, was Wood’s workhorse. Tirelessly, he organized, writing letters, drafting statements, and proselytizing. Wood and Clark wanted to show that their crowd would lead the movement to prepare America for war. It was to this call that Whittlesey responded.24


Five weeks after the Lusitania sank, Wood addressed a gathering of more than a thousand members sardined into the main hall at the Harvard Club. He called on them to volunteer for his planned Business Men’s Camp, a one-month initiation into military procedures and life. It was a boot camp designed for men in their thirties and forties, an extension of a similar program he had begun for college-age youths. Philip Carroll, a descendant of the Carrolls of Carrollton and a classmate of Clark’s, was among those who answered the summons. So was DeLancey K. Jay, descendant of John Jay and John Jacob Astor; John Purroy Mitchel, mayor of New York City; Percy Haughton, Harvard’s football coach; Richard Harding Davis, the nation’s famous war correspondent; and Quintin, Archie, and Ted Roosevelt Jr. Altogether, the names of the roughly 1,300 men who paid their own way to attend the camp on the shore of Lake Champlain in Plattsburg, New York, read like a list pulled from the Eastern Seaboard’s Who’s Who and Social Register. Wood’s biographer later described the impact the camp had on the 1915 social season, writing, “The butterflies of Newport and Bar Harbor complained that life was desolate, since the best of their young men were in Plattsburg.”25


The first Plattsburg Camp was a raging success. It led to other camps, and the “Plattsburg Idea” of preparedness won thousands of converts. At Plattsburg, pressed against the lake and not far from the Green Mountains, the troops of the Business Men’s Regiment—called the Tired Business Men (or T.B.M.s) by the regular army officers who trained them—learned to march and salute, mastered the manual of arms and military verbiage, and practiced firing rifles, mortars, and machine guns. They slept on cots in tents, ate beans in a mess, and moved through the day on a schedule set by a bugle. For bankers and lawyers, businessmen and politicians, it was a demanding month, a taste of TR’s “strenuous life,” but few complaints interrupted the course of the days.


At night, beside the lake and lit by flickering lanterns, Wood and other dignitaries addressed them. The old Rough Rider himself showed up on August 25. Dressed in a riding jacket, breeches, and leather leggings, a wide-brimmed hat shading his eyes, he decried the present administration’s timid foreign policy and blasted “the professional pacifists, the poltroons, and the college sissies who organize peace-at-any-price societies.” Although he never mentioned President Woodrow Wilson by name, there was no mistaking who was in the crosshairs of his address when he asserted that “to treat elocution as a substitute for action, to rely on high-sounding words unbacked by deeds, is proof of a mind that dwells only in the realm of shadow and shame.”26


The words of Roosevelt, espousing ideals of honor and duty, inspired Whittlesey and thousands of other Harvard men of his generation to enter the arena. More than any college in the nation, Harvard contributed to the war effort. A total of 11,319 Harvard alumni, students, and faculty would serve in the Great War. By the summer of 1917, half of the school’s 4,700 students had entered the service. Harvard Law School dropped from 850 students to 250 in a semester; and Harvard Business School’s decline was even sharper, from 232 students to 32. With 12 ROTC companies, the war had transformed Harvard into “a Government military school.”27


If Harvard men inspired the Plattsburg movement, thousands of Americans followed them as the war seemed to encroach ever closer to US interests. Sixteen thousand men attended the camps in 1916, including Charles Whittlesey, who made his first trip to Plattsburg that July. He completed the thirty-day course and emerged as a private in the US Army Reserve. In his discharge papers, his commanding officer noted that his service was “honest and faithful,” and his character “excellent.”28


Several months after America’s entry into the war, he returned to Plattsburg for the three-month program, again receiving high praise from his commander. By the summer of 1917, the program had produced “ninety-day wonders” like sausage links. Always a perfectionist, Whittlesey trained with a grim determination to succeed. By the end of the course, the army had placed him high on the list of those promoted to captain, US Army Officer Reserve Corps. Again, he received a discharge, but with the pressing demand for troops and officers, he knew that it was only a matter of weeks until the government called him into service.29
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Muck Raking


INSIDE THE DOWNTOWN OFFICE OF THE PROVIDENCE JOURNAL—“the Rhode Island bible”—John R. Rathom, editor and “patriot of the highest order,” stored thousands of telegrams, letters, checks, photographs, and deciphered codes in a secured vault. During the Great War, he kept more than seven thousand index cards of names, including hundreds of American citizens he suspected were working for the Kaiser, traitors living among neighbors and friends. Known throughout the country for their investigations, Rathom and the Journal’s muckraking reporters documented a vast network of German spies working in the United States. He planted agents in German embassies and consular offices in Washington, New York, Boston, Chicago, and other cities. He’d become so successful exposing German conspiracies against America that a German diplomat orchestrated an assassination plot against him. At least, that was the story he told the world.1


Rathom lived by a simple motto: “Raise hell and sell newspapers.” By the time the United States had entered the Great War, he had become one of the most influential propagandists in the nation, spinning tales on the speakers’ circuit and in his syndicated columns about German intrigue. A self-promoting “super spy hunter,” Rathom published sensational exposés about German operatives in the United States, warning the country about “cunning plots to kill our people, sink our ships, dynamite our factories, and disrupt our national life.” His stories, described by one magazine writer as “more thrilling than fiction,” were stitched from the same cloth as the “yellow journalism” that dominated during the 1890s circulation war between Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst.2
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In 1917, Karl Muck, the world-famous German conductor of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, became entangled in a scandal when citizens in Providence, Rhode Island, accused him of refusing to conduct “The Star-Spangled Banner” during a concert at Infantry Hall. (Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra Archives.)








The American public was, in the words of Hearst, “more fond of entertainment than… information.” Rathom, a large man with a round, fleshy face, weak chin, and a retreating hairline, also recognized that war propaganda could satisfy Americans’ insatiable appetite for drama. During the Great War, selling newspapers meant exploiting American fears of German spies and saboteurs. Undoubtedly, in 1916 and 1917, German agents were responsible for dynamiting several bridges and munitions plants. So whenever an American factory or supply ship mysteriously exploded or caught fire, the press immediately blamed the Kaiser’s agents, stoking the flames of anti-German hysteria.3


Spy mania pervaded the country. Newspapers saturated the public with stories about German schemes on American soil. The Providence Journal carried the same editorial day after day, warning readers about the insidious peril lurking in cities throughout the nation: “Every German or Austrian in the United States, unless known by years of association to be absolutely loyal, should be treated as a spy.” Reminding citizens to remain on high alert, the Journal declared, “We are at war with the most merciless and inhuman nation in the world. Hundreds of thousands of its people in this country want to see America humiliated and beaten to her knees, and they are doing, and will do, everything in their power to bring this about.”4


Rathom was particularly concerned that the Boston Symphony Orchestra (BSO) would be performing in Providence on October 30, 1917. The BSO, a prestigious ensemble of international renown, was not only a German institution, he thought, but a threat to democracy itself. Its famous conductor, Karl Muck, was a loyal German and a friend of the Kaiser’s, while the orchestra itself comprised a dozen nationalities, with more than half of its musicians from Germany or Austria. In 1917, when most conductors of American symphonies were either German born or German trained, nativists associated orchestras with Prussian militarism, barbarism, and apocalypse. “German music,” opined a writer from the Los Angeles Times, “is the music of conquest, the music of the storm, of disorder and devastation.”5


In Rathom’s suspicious eyes, Muck’s standard concert program, featuring the great German composers—Beethoven and Wagner—demonstrated his plan to spread the Hun’s “Kultur.” Preoccupied with uncovering alien enemies, he began a campaign against Muck that would change the conductor’s life.


On the morning of the concert, before the Boston Symphony Orchestra’s afternoon train arrived in Providence, Rathom published an editorial that drew the attention of the city’s most enthusiastic patriots. “Professor Muck is a man of notoriously pro-German affiliations,” he began, “and the programme as announced is almost entirely German in character,” a sure sign that the conductor endangered the city. The provocateur told readers that Muck had not played any patriotic American songs during his concerts—and then he issued a challenge: “The Boston Symphony Orchestra should play ‘The Star Spangled Banner’ in Providence Tonight.”6


Responding to his column, the Rhode Island Liberty Loan Committee wired the BSO, as did a group of nine local women’s clubs, requesting that the Symphony Orchestra play “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Before the concert, “scores of prominent men and women” appeared at Infantry Hall expecting to buy tickets. Fearing protests, Charles Ellis, the BSO’s resolute business manager, turned them away, claiming that the concert was sold out, despite rows of empty seats. “We have sold all the seats we care to sell,” he announced. When a reporter from the Journal asked him if the BSO would play the anthem, Ellis answered, “I think not.”7


Although the concert continued without incident, the next morning the Providence Journal ran a front-page story accusing Muck of ignoring requests to play the anthem. None of the reporters had spoken to him, but the newspaper insisted that he had refused to play the national air. But was that really true?


Nothing Muck had said or done publicly suggested that he had even been informed of the request to play the anthem, let alone that he posed any threat to the United States. American audiences had no reason to distrust him before the Providence concert. But as the war intensified and vigilantes bullied anyone suspected of aiding the Kaiser, he feared the inflamed passions against his country would engulf him. Paranoid that Americans who claimed to be his friends would turn on him, Muck could hardly trust anyone. Increasingly, he felt “surrounded by enemies who hate me from the depth of their heart because I am a German.”8


The war made Muck question his place in America, and seriously doubt whether his career could survive it. While legions of journalists villainized the Germans, he increasingly felt unsafe in the United States and resentful of Americans who smeared the Kaiser. Preparing for a rabble, he stashed incriminating letters beneath his home’s floorboards and stockpiled his house with guns and ammunition. He fantasized about an armed confrontation. “I could easily hold my house against a cowardly mob for a few hours until the police could come,” he wrote. “That would be great sport.”


A HUB OF LEARNING, SOCIAL reform, and high culture, Boston revered its artists, intellectuals, and musicians. “In Boston,” a music critic observed in 1906, “the leader of the orchestra is a good deal bigger man than the mayor.” It was against this backdrop, at a time when American connoisseurs of classical music worshiped a Germanic canon, that Karl Muck became the leader of the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Decades before his arrival, during the nineteenth century, classical music came to the United States when European transplants, mostly German musicians, and American proselytizers like Boston critic John Sullivan Dwight promoted the music of symphony orchestras and operas. The city’s enlightened aristocracy developed a deep reverence for German romanticism, especially the great composers—Beethoven, Brahms, Schumann, and Wagner. This “sacred” music could be heard throughout the city: in churches, schools, theaters, and concert halls.9


The domain Muck inhabited, the one constructed by Boston’s cultural elites, could be found along Huntington Avenue—a nearly two-mile corridor of institutions devoted to the arts, a sanctuary of high culture stitching together the Old World and the New World. At the turn of the century, the Boston Brahmins, an exclusive group of WASP authorities, built six large buildings—shrines to the cultural centers of Europe—including Symphony Hall, the Museum of Fine Arts, and the New England Conservatory. Cultivating a prestigious and refined culture meant dividing Americans into categories of highbrow and lowbrow—and policing that division. The leaders of Boston’s cultural institutions complained vociferously of the unwashed masses attempting to turn drama, literature, and music into “popular” entertainments. For the elites, the majority of Americans were ignorant and incapable of appreciating the beauty of art and classical music, and were better suited to the simplistic entertainments of vaudeville theaters, amusement parks, and sport stadiums.10


In Boston, the most influential figure in the city’s high culture was Henry Lee Higginson, a quixotic philanthropist and founder of the Symphony Orchestra. Since 1881, when he established the BSO, Higginson, an elder statesman sporting a bristly gray Vandyke, had built it into a world-class institution. An influential banker whose family heritage traced back to the Brahmin clans—the Lees, Cabots, Lowells, and Putnams—Higginson was well connected, a friend of the city’s power brokers, US congressmen, and cabinet members, though he held no partisan fealty. Intolerant of unions and outside interference, Higginson, the sole proprietor of the BSO, viewed the orchestra as his property. The benevolent patriarch demanded the absolute best from his musicians, requiring them to sign contracts that allowed him to summarily dismiss anyone who failed to meet his exacting standards.11


Higginson needed a conductor who could inspire brilliance and discipline from the orchestra’s musicians. In 1906, he hired Muck, then serving as the world-renowned Kapellmeister of the German Royal Opera. Born in Darmstadt in 1859, Muck learned the violin as a child, studied classical philology at Heidelberg, and later developed into a superb pianist at the Leipzig Conservatory. Although he never formally studied conducting, he became a master of the craft, serving opera houses in Zurich, Salzburg, Graz, Prague, and elsewhere. Appointed by the Kaiser to be the first conductor of the Berlin Royal Opera in 1892, he emerged as one of the most esteemed maestros in Europe. Although Muck initially declined Higginson’s offer, he ultimately agreed after his employer, Kaiser Wilhelm II, an admirer of Harvard, released him.12


Muck proved immensely popular in Boston, and he enjoyed performing in the United States. “I like the American audiences,” he told a New York Times reporter. He impressed Higginson, too, particularly with his unified programs. Higginson came to believe that Muck surpassed every conductor he had ever hired. How exactly, the Times reporter asked, did the self-taught conductor command an orchestra? Muck answered that he had a gift. “How can I say? It all lies in the gift of interpretation. If one has that he will know the truth when he has found it. That’s all there is to it.”13


After two years conducting the BSO, however, Kaiser Wilhelm called Muck home. Yet the maestro soon became unhappy in Berlin, where he clashed with the Royal Superintendent. Seeking autonomy over his career, he took every opportunity to conduct orchestras outside the German capital, often failing to return from his vacations on time. Although he maintained close ties with the Kaiser, he no longer wished to serve as director of the Royal Opera. In 1912, when Higginson offered Muck an opportunity to rejoin the BSO on a permanent basis, providing him a substantial salary of $28,000, the maestro eagerly accepted, knowing he would enjoy greater artistic and personal freedom in America.14


Muck seemed to devote his entire life to the Symphony Orchestra. He showed little interest in socializing with strangers. Sometimes he pretended that he could not speak English so that he could avoid conversations with people who interrupted his work. Studious and austere, he carefully reviewed compositions, obsessing over every note as he marked up scores with color-coded annotations in red, blue, and green pencil. He possessed a remarkable feel for tempo, rhythm, and balance. Radiating authority, he imposed Prussian discipline and structure on the orchestra. A temperamental chain-smoker, he spoke directly, and sometimes harshly, to musicians who tested his patience. Once, an exhausted violinist complained about arm pain during a rehearsal, asking the maestro what to do. Muck snapped, “Cut it off!”15


In a time when conductors directed with great flair, he appeared stoic and unsentimental on stage, usually wearing a perfectly tailored suit with a high, stiff collar and a long black coat. A short, slim man with black hair combed straight back, hawk nose, and a prominent chin, he conducted with a minimalist style. Cool and distant, he carried himself with military authority, demanding perfection from his musicians, rarely uttering a word of praise. The dueling scar across his cheek suggested the fearlessness of a German officer, a man ready for battle.


When the Great War broke out in July 1914, Muck and two dozen other musicians from the BSO were traveling throughout Europe. That summer he had returned to Germany to conduct at the Bayreuth Festival, where he performed every year. A patriotic German, he was determined to serve the Kaiser. Knowing Muck’s devotion to his country, Higginson feared losing him and dispatched Charles Ellis to persuade the conductor to return to Boston. Muck’s wife, Anita, loved their life in the Hub and desperately wanted to return. When her husband tried to enlist in the Kaiser’s army, the wizened fifty-five-year-old was denied on account of his age and physical fitness. Later, he received a telegram from the Imperial Headquarters, ordering him to resume conducting in the United States, where he could serve as an instrument of propaganda, using his platform to shape American perceptions about Germany during the war. Reluctantly, after Ellis assured him a safe voyage across the Atlantic, in September Muck and his wife sailed for Boston.16


Higginson’s immediate concern was that the war would fracture his beloved orchestra. Despite his sympathies with the Allies—his firm, Lee, Higginson, & Co., financed loans for England and France—he echoed President Wilson’s idealism, stressing the importance of neutrality. In October 1914, he addressed the orchestra, reminding them that they must remain unified, regardless of their political differences. “We are of many nationalities,” he said, “including Americans, and we are all on American soil, which is neutral. Therefore, we must use every effort to avoid all unpleasant words or looks, for our task is to make harmony above all things—harmony even in the most modern music. I expect only harmony in your relations to one another.”17


He knew that quarrels between the musicians could easily ignite. The war was on everyone’s mind, and the musicians spent an extensive amount of time together, rehearsing, performing, and traveling on long train rides. He also understood that he had to censor himself if he was going to maintain peace from within and avoid criticisms from patrons. Publicly, he avoided taking any stands, but privately he denounced the Kaiser “as an enemy of the world.”18


The Germans’ assault on the Lusitania infuriated him. He insisted that the United States should respond firmly. “I would do everything except to make war,” he wrote a friend in May 1915, arguing that the government should cease trading with Germany and force German ambassador Johann von Bernstorff to leave the country. Had Higginson asked Muck about the Lusitania, he would have been horrified by the conductor’s views, which he expressed candidly in a letter to a friend: “The ship had to be destroyed,” he wrote. Germany could not be blamed for the passenger deaths, he maintained, since the imperial government had warned Americans to avoid ships traveling the Atlantic. “It was not Germany’s fault but the fault of England and America.”19


In October 1915, Higginson, a former Union major during the Civil War, joined the “preparedness” campaign, arguing that the United States needed to build an army and navy that could protect the American shores. Serving as the chairman of a Boston preparedness parade, in the spring of 1916 the former Harvard student implored youths to join the Plattsburg movement. “Go to Plattsburgh!” he urged.20


Throughout the 1915–1916 season, music critics and newspaper writers praised the BSO as a model symphony orchestra, proof that music could unify men whose countries waged war. Increasingly, however, the American musicians resented the way Muck favored the Germans in the orchestra, promoting them over others who were more deserving. But as Muck saw it, he was the orchestra’s dictator. Not even Higginson could rein him in.21


After the sinking of the Lusitania, no one publicly questioned Muck’s politics or his relationships with German officials. It did not seem relevant for reporters to ask the maestro about the war, especially since he had never expressed any anti-American sentiments. Privately, though, he confessed that he felt incredibly stressed, worrying about his family and friends back in Germany. Filled with guilt for not doing more to aid his countrymen, he resented living in America. “This whole country,” he complained in 1916, “is ruled by a crowd of bums who are tainted with English money.” Deep down, he thought that the Allies’ propaganda against Germany would pull the United States into the Great War. “My only hope,” he lamented, “is that the American people will wake up again and hang the few dozen bums to the highest tree which grows in this country.”22


ON FEBRUARY 1, 1917, GERMANY resumed its policy of unrestricted submarine warfare. That meant that without warning its submarines would attack any ships found in designated waters around Great Britain, France, and Italy. It also meant that the United States, an officially neutral country, would have to surrender its right to trade with the Allies, and any American ships bound for Europe could be torpedoed. In response, two days later, President Wilson severed diplomatic relations with Germany, and the German ambassador, Count Johann von Bernstorff, was given his passport and ordered home.23


Bernstorff’s primary objective was to keep the United States from joining the Allies, a difficult task because German submarines prowled the Atlantic. The ambassador knew America well, and he was certain that US military forces would give the Allies an advantage in the war. Combatting prejudices against his country, he conducted a propaganda campaign, paying American journalists to plant pro-German articles in the nation’s newspapers. A tall, charming aristocrat, he spoke perfect English with no accent. His warm blue eyes and inviting personality disarmed Americans, including his beautiful American wife. The dashing emissary became a popular socialite, befriending influential Americans in Washington and New York City. He also maintained close ties with prominent Germans living in America, including Karl Muck.24


On February 12, two days before Bernstorff departed for Copenhagen on the Frederick VIII of the Scandinavian-American Line, Muck traveled by train to Washington to see his dear friend one last time. “I have a very painful hour to go through tomorrow—this goodbye of Bernstorff and two other old acquaintances in the Embassy,” he wrote a confidant, “but it means shutting my teeth together.” For the sake of his career in America, Muck knew that he could not publicly express his anger over the German ambassador’s expulsion. He had already taken great risks meeting with Bernstorff, as the Bureau of Investigation (the precursor to the FBI) kept close tabs on German activities in the United States. In fact, the Bureau had compiled a list of nearly one hundred Germans who it believed should be interned the moment the United States entered the war, and another list of 1,300 Germans it planned to investigate.25


A few weeks after Bernstorff vacated the German embassy, an international scandal hit American newsstands. On March 1, the New York Times’ front-page headline blared:




GERMANY SEEKS ALLIANCE AGAINST U.S.


ASKS JAPAN AND MEXICO TO JOIN HER





The New York World ran a series of subheads that screamed halfway down the front page:




MEXICO AND JAPAN ASKED BY GERMANY


TO ATTACK U.S. IF IT ENTERED THE WAR;


BERNSTORFF A LEADING FIGURE IN PLOT





The sensational story divulged German foreign secretary Arthur Zimmermann’s cable to Bernstorff, informing him of Germany’s proposed alliance with Mexico and Japan in a joint war against the United States, promising to help Mexico regain “her lost territory in Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico” with “generous financial support.” Bernstorff had received the message and transmitted it in code to Heinrich von Eckardt, the imperial minister in Mexico. British intelligence had intercepted and decoded the infamous Zimmermann telegram, and delivered it to President Wilson, whose cabinet now favored a declaration of war against Germany.26


In the aftermath of the telegram’s publication, the US government disclosed intelligence exposing Bernstorff as the head of a spy agency operating in America. While the ambassador maintained official diplomatic relations and courted influential Americans at dinner parties, he also recruited agents for a vast German spy network. Operating out of New York, a city that had one of the highest concentrations of Germans in the United States, Bernstorff approved clandestine missions to bomb bridges, factories, piers, canals, and supply depots.27


When President Wilson asked Congress for a declaration of war on April 2, he was convinced that it was necessary not only to secure peace in Europe, but to protect the country from German saboteurs and disloyal German-Americans. Fighting the war on the home front required vigilance against the enemy. The day Wilson signed the war resolution, April 6, he delivered the Presidential Proclamation on Alien Enemies, which gave the government wide latitude to classify Germans who were suspected of aiding the Kaiser or endangering public safety as enemy aliens. Those designated as enemy aliens were barred from writing, publishing, or uttering a single word critical of the US government, the armed forces, or the American flag. Enemy aliens also had to surrender all firearms, weapons, and wireless radios. And they could not travel within a half mile of any “military installation,” which included munitions factories and seaports. Furthermore, the law gave the government the right to arrest, jail, imprison, and intern anyone suspected of violating the provisions—without a trial.28


Hardly two months after the United States entered the war, on June 14, 1917, President Wilson addressed the nation during the annual celebration of Flag Day, revealing his deep fear over Bernstorff’s spy network. The Germans, he charged, “filled our unsuspecting communities with vicious spies and conspirators.” Worse, “their agents diligently spread sedition amongst us and sought to draw our own citizens from their allegiance—and some of these were men connected with the official embassy of the German government.” As far as Wilson was concerned, the German Empire left him no choice: “What great nation in such circumstances would not have taken up arms?”29


The following day, the president signed the Espionage Act, an omnibus bill that had very little to do with espionage. The law suppressed opposition to the war, prohibiting people from making statements that interfered with the armed forces or incited disloyalty, an especially important measure given the unpopular reinstatement of the draft. The penalties were stiff: anyone who obstructed the activities of the military or aided the enemy could face fines up to $10,000 and a prison sentence of up to twenty years. The law also empowered Postmaster General Albert Burleson, an intolerant but loyal Democrat, to crack down on individuals, political groups, and publishers that disseminated antiwar literature through the mail. One victim of these provisions, Charles Whittlesey’s friend Max Eastman, was forced to shut down his left-wing magazine The Masses after he was accused of printing “treasonable material.”30


The US declaration of war against Germany unleashed a campaign of “100 percent Americanism,” a crusade rooted in hypernationalism, xenophobia, and nativism. Prior to the Great War, native-born Americans viewed Germans as the most productive immigrants and the most capable of assimilation. Germans held esteemed positions in every professional field, including engineering, science, medicine, music, and higher education. In Boston, in 1903, a sociologist identified Germans as the most respected immigrants in the city. But the proponents of 100 percent Americanism wanted to “purify” the nation, to cleanse it of all German influence. Denouncing the “hyphenated American,” those dangerous German-Americans and others with divided national loyalties, Teddy Roosevelt maintained, “There can be no fifty-fifty Americanism in this country. There is room here for only 100% Americanism, only for those who are Americans and nothing else.”31


Building Roosevelt’s “America for Americans” required purging every vestige of German culture from the country. Americans burned German books and newspapers; they began calling hamburgers “liberty sandwiches” and sauerkraut became “liberty cabbage”; school districts prohibited teaching the German language—“a language that disseminates the ideals of autocracy, brutality and hatred.” Many states and cities banned German operas, bands, and symphonies. The war transformed classical music—and especially the work of composers like Bach, Beethoven, and Wagner—into dangerous Germanic propaganda. Fearing hostility from patrons, a number of symphonies refused to play any work by German composers. Some made German musicians sign loyalty oaths, declaring their complete support for the United States. In Boston, anti-German hysteria had become so intense that the Boston Pops stopped selling pretzels because they were the favorite snack of enemy aliens.32


In a climate of rising hostility toward Germans, Muck considered resigning and returning to Germany. Without him, though, Higginson believed that he would have to disband the BSO. Higginson received numerous letters warning him about Muck’s wickedness, but he defended his conductor, certain that he had committed no crime. “If he is dangerous,” he wrote Harvard president Charles Eliot, “so are many others of the Orchestra, and, if he goes, the Orchestra goes, too, for I cannot replace him.” Looking ahead to the BSO’s 1917–1918 season, Higginson remained uncertain about the future of his orchestra. The war on the home front convinced him that he could control its fate as much as “a leaf in the storm.”33


THAT STORM, HIGGINSON’S BIOGRAPHER BLISS Perry wrote, “first broke in Providence.” Muck did not learn that the town’s citizens had requested that he conduct “The Star-Spangled Banner” until he returned to Boston on October 31, 1917. After the United States joined the Allies, Americans increasingly came to believe that the patriotic song should be played at every public gathering—in schools, at sporting events, and especially at concerts. Although Congress did not declare “The Star-Spangled Banner” as the national anthem until 1931, Americans already revered it, as Woodrow Wilson had designated it the national air for official military events in 1916. Because many orchestras included a significant number of German musicians, they deflected charges of disloyalty by playing the anthem at the beginning of every program. But when the BSO business manager showed Higginson the telegram from Providence requesting that his orchestra play “The Star-Spangled Banner,” he deemed it a superfluous request from people who were not subscribers. “Why should they play it?” he asked. “It has no place in an art concert.”34


The group of Providence women’s clubs that had made the demand in the first place denounced Higginson’s response, many of them claiming that they were regular subscribers of the Symphony Orchestra. Leading the charge against Muck, the clubwomen demanded that local police bar the Symphony Orchestra from the city. Made up of white, middle-class and upper-class women, these social clubs recast themselves during the war as influential political groups. The Great War coincided with a Progressive Era reform movement in which women claimed expanded rights of citizenship—working in wartime industries, fighting for suffrage, supporting the preparedness movement, volunteering for the Red Cross, and raising money for Liberty Bonds.35


During the war, music clubs like those in Providence focused their energies on “Americanizing” immigrants through song and encouraging public displays of patriotism at all manner of concerts. The Providence clubwomen, then, felt they were merely fulfilling their patriotic duty in demanding to hear the national anthem at Infantry Hall. Voices of intolerance, these clubwomen led the choir of 100 percent Americanism, fighting to maintain the purity of American music. On the home front, American wives and mothers of sons fighting in Europe became the conscience of the nation, sounding the alarm against the dissemination of German culture.


After the Providence concert, John Rathom’s newspaper portrayed Muck as a treacherous enemy intent on spreading the Kaiser’s propaganda. On November 1, the Journal published a scathing political cartoon on the front page under a bold heading: TIME TO DO A LITTLE MUCK RAKING. The drawing portrayed Uncle Sam, the fierce defender of America, picking Muck off the stage with a giant pair of tongs.
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