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In memory of Alice Mayhew






Downey is a different case, as you know. Downey involves a CIA agent.

—President Richard Nixon, White House Press Conference, January 31, 1973








AUTHOR’S NOTE

Readers of a book that presumes to take them inside the life of an imprisoned American spy in China are entitled to know how the writer came upon his information. Fortunately, Jack Downey, a gifted writer, wrote a prison memoir that was published (Lost in the Cold War, Columbia University Press) eight years after he died. The problem, at least for someone attempting to re-create his experience while staying true to actual events, is that he wrote it more than a decade after his return to the United States, without the benefit of notes. Thus, very little can be verified.

Just about all I know about the intimate day-to-day details of Downey’s training, mission, capture, confession, trial, sentencing, and imprisonment I’ve absorbed from the elegant pages he wrote from memory more than forty years ago, then locked away until after his death in 2014 at age eighty-four. In China, he never put on paper anything that reflected his truest thoughts or deepest longings because he knew it could be confiscated.

Where possible, I have tested Downey’s version against other sources, but for the great majority of scenes portraying that vanished period of his life, I have confidently relied on his candor, commitment to facts, exceptional recall, fine prose, and warm, funny, self-knowing voice. I’m indebted to his family for permitting me to draw extensively from this memoir so that readers can more fully appreciate his exceptional character, dramatic life-story, and instructive place in the history of his times.



The transliteration system used by the West was revised during the timeframe of the book, which explains why some quotations will contain spellings of Chinese names and places that are no longer used (Chou En-Lai, Mao Tse Tung, Peking/Peiping, etc.). In narrative text, I use the versions currently in use.






PROLOGUE

In the shadow of World War II, a rugged, literary, Yale-bound scholarship student named John Thomas “Jack” Downey capped off a lofty boarding school career (class president, captain of the wrestling team, cum laude grades) just as President Harry Truman and special envoy General George C. Marshall “lost” China to the Communists, sending shock waves through both countries that reverberate to this day. Impressionable schoolboys of what Jack called his “little narrow postwar generation” shared the inherited guilt of being too young to fight in the war. Their elders considered them lucky. Time labeled this cohort the “Silent Generation,” aloof, muted, wary of ideologies. Among themselves, they burned to defend their country and families and freedoms against totalitarian Communism, and to test themselves against an implacable enemy, and each other. By the time he finished college, Downey—along with up to one hundred of his classmates—seized a prized opportunity, joining the Central Intelligence Agency during the Korean War.

The CIA, five years old, modeled itself on the British Secret Intelligence Service—MI6. Veterans of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the daring, legendary American World War II spy organization, imbued the fledgling Agency with an unearned swagger; it could strut sitting down. It was Jack Downey’s special misfortune to undertake his first mission as a twenty-two-year-old covert officer—a perilous, botched, and blown air-snatch attempt inside Manchuria—on the same day in 1952 that General Dwight Eisenhower, as president-elect, flew in secret to Korea to try to end an increasingly unpopular war mired in a bloody stalemate. With vice president–elect Richard Nixon and Senator Joseph McCarthy hunting Reds in government on Capitol Hill, and the sanctimonious, long out of power, crusading Christian-nationalist brothers John Foster Dulles and Allen Dulles preparing to take over at the State Department and CIA, Ike reversed the “treadmill policies” of Truman and Marshall, whom Truman promoted to secretary of state, then secretary of defense, after Marshall failed despite thirteen months of intense personal diplomacy to unify China’s warring factions in a pro-West coalition. Under the Republicans, Communism was instead to be “rolled back” through brinksmanship, espionage, and deception.

In Peking (Beijing), Chairman Mao Zedong and Premier Zhou Enlai bided their time. They kept Downey’s capture secret for two years until—as they braced to confront Washington over its support for Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek’s breakaway regime on Formosa (Taiwan) by shelling two small islands in the contested waters between Taiwan and China—they released the news of his confession, trial, conviction, and life imprisonment to the world. Aimed as a propaganda blow, the disclosure cued a rash of indignant denials. The Dulles brothers protested that Downey was one of two civilian employees whose plane disappeared over the Sea of Japan. Both were believed to be dead. “How they came into the hands of the Chinese Communists is unknown to the US,” Foster Dulles said. Ike told a press conference the situation was “cloudy” and he couldn’t discuss it. Senate Republicans demanded that Beijing release Downey and other American prisoners or risk a war that threatened to go nuclear.

Isolated, disavowed by his country, unaware of the seismic politics at work, Downey staggered through the first years of his punishment. He despaired over “time present” and “time future.” The bright destiny he left behind—he had imagined prospering, like his father, as an attorney, then pursuing their shared passion: public office—slipped away from him as he read his missal and ate his gruel and exercised furiously, trying to get through another day and night without losing hope. More and more on edge, he desperately gamed out diplomatic scenarios that might free him. When UN Secretary General Dag Hammarskjold journeyed to China in early 1955 to seek the release of three groups of imprisoned American fliers amid the spiraling war fever in Washington and Beijing over the Taiwan Strait, Jack’s fate and the fate of US-China relations fused. History took Downey hostage and made him an emblem of his anxious times in both capitals without his knowing it.

Zhou told Hammarskjold that China would discuss releasing Downey and other prisoners in return for an admission of truth, but the Dulleses and Ike refused. Deniability was the essential condition of US intelligence. Foster Dulles, pious, pompous—“a bull,” Winston Churchill reportedly remarked, “who carries his own china shop around with him”—heaped insult on injury. Doubling down on his claim that Downey was being detained unlawfully, he accused the People’s Republic of diabolically bartering innocent American lives to blackmail Washington. Mao and Zhao scorned the inversion of truth and deceit, right and wrong; America’s duplicity, unreason, chauvinism, truculence, and bluster flaring in the face of unimpeachable reality. Jack had no clue war was averted, or how close he came to being freed.

He pulled himself together at age twenty-six, when he understood he simply couldn’t know his fate. Long before his privileged classmates, Jack discovered the hard way that life was more than positioning yourself to reach and rise and then collecting the fruits. Whether he would ever go home, and when, was out of his hands. He trusted his government to do what needed doing to get him released, and he no longer feared being brainwashed, giving him hope that he could endure imprisonment without “losing myself.” With acceptance came strength. Downey shrank his focus to the minute tasks at hand, filling his time with endless reading, running ten miles a day in place or in tight circles, calisthenics, hygiene, rigorous cell cleaning, and other self-maintenance. He made himself “the busiest man in Peking.” When Dulles finally permitted Jack’s mother and brother to visit him the following year, they found him fit and optimistic.

For the next decade, China’s internal upheavals—the mass starvation of the Great Leap Forward and the frenzied purges of the Cultural Revolution—shaped and obscured Downey’s imprisonment. He refused to learn Chinese so his communication with his guards was abstract and monosyllabic. His case faded into the tumult and noise of the 1960s.

Another Cold War flashpoint illuminated the cruel facts of his abandonment. The 1960 Soviet shoot-down of U-2 pilot Francis Gary Powers again delivered the Communists not just another airborne American spy caught in the act like Jack Downey, but also a proven strategy for baiting Washington into a disastrous error, allowing it to roll out a cover story before puncturing America’s credibility, moral standing, and legal arguments by producing the live flier and indisputable proof of his guilt. Unlike six years earlier, Ike and Allen Dulles couldn’t deny Powers’s mission: the Kremlin possessed, and displayed to the world, his high-tech cameras and data-gathering devices. Eisenhower’s hopes for a “crack in the wall” of the Cold War were smashed. Senator John F. Kennedy defeated Vice President Nixon, Ike’s loyal, ruthless heir apparent.

When Kennedy secretly sent a Brooklyn insurance lawyer to negotiate Powers’s release in 1962, Downey and his family were dealt a fateful disappointment: Washington would barter only for acknowledged spies. As long as it maintained that he was an innocent civilian who inexplicably ended up in Red hands—in other words, wrongfully detained—he was out of luck, his hopes of early release futile. Alone in his cell, Jack paid a harrowing price for the distortions and self-deceptions of the era, becoming America’s longest-held captive of war. He had become a prisoner of lies, and all he could do was hope for the truth to free him.






PART ONE







ONE THE RECRUIT


He was a Wallingford boy, a local. At Choate, the all-male Connecticut boarding school ensconced on the town’s rolling northeast ledge—if not the finest prep school in America, surely the fiercest about molding future leaders—sixteen-year-old Jack Downey stood out for what his wrestling coach Hugh Packard called his “Hibernian good humor” and “zest for work and play.” Among the seniors who’d left home for its stern, protected world within a world just as their older brothers and cousins shipped out for combat overseas, Downey often downplayed himself as a “thick Mick” but that was neither accurate nor fair. He excelled in every category.

At six feet and two hundred pounds, Jack was solid—square-jawed, broad-shouldered, with dark, wavy hair. He played tackle on the football team. Nearsighted, he wore thick glasses that magnified his most expressive feature, his eyebrows, which in an instant would arch hilariously, or else bear down with headstrong ferocity, sometimes both at once. His teammates nicknamed him “Squinto.” His best friend Putney “Put” Westerfield, another tall, outstanding scholarship boy, rivaled him for top honors. From their earliest glances at each other in chapel as the Reverend Dr. George St. John, the school’s headmaster, recited the names of Choaties killed in war, they shared a sense of solemn duty, conjuring manly adventures far beyond the lecture hall, the seminar room, the publication office, or the library, where even after the longest days in the gym and on the field and in class, Downey pushed a cart until 11:00 p.m., collecting books in dimly lit stacks, organizing them by call numbers, and returning them to the shelves.

Downey’s indenture—and the high expectations set for him and that he set himself—never seemed to weigh on him. Nothing did. He was unbothered by social, religious, and class divisions. Being a Downey in Wallingford, while not quite like being a Fitzgerald or Kennedy in Boston, meant Jack radiated the vitality of a boisterous, fun-loving, Democratic, upwardly mobile Irish Catholic clan with local roots going back a century. “Not shanty, not lace-curtain,” his uncle Tom explained: “More like pigs in the parlor.” Jack started Choate with a “townie’s chip on my shoulder,” but soon sloughed it off. His ability to lead, a combination of ease, grace, daring, grit, and kindness, derived chiefly from a strong character but also from growing up in the penumbra of his uncle Morton Downey, the celebrated singer and prototypical radio host whose fifteen-minute, five-day-a-week hit broadcast during the war was the first national series launched by Coca-Cola.

Wallingford was a 40-square-mile city of fewer than 20,000 inhabitants, a sprawling plateau of factories, farms, wetlands, and woods cleaved by a snaking, long-polluted river, the Quinnipiac. Downtown girdled a 100-acre millpond built by a clean-living, abstinent nineteenth-century religious cult devoted to radical communalism and “free love”—property should be shared, never owned, all men and women were free to sleep with each other, parents raised all children, not just their own. It was the second stop north on the railroad from New Haven. The first Downeys to arrive were farmers who settled from Ireland before the Civil War, Jack’s great-grandparents John and Elizabeth, who raised eight children in town and who were known as hardworking, independent, sociable, and lively.

By the 1930s, the bustling corner of South Cherry and Quinnipiac Streets, a block from the train station on the poor side of the tracks, “amounted to a Downey enclave,” Jack wrote fifty years later. His grandfather John F. Downey owned a tavern and was politically powerful, serving in the state legislature and running local party patronage. Around the corner Uncle Tommy and his wife, Alice, operated a grocery store, Downey Bros., which opened Sundays before First Mass at Holy Trinity Church so that shoppers could buy last-minute items for family suppers with guests numbering in the dozens. Across the street stood the firehouse where his Uncle Jimmy, Mort’s father, served a record-breaking fifty-two years, the last dozen as chief.

In summers, the whole clan picnicked at a family-owned cabin on the brow of a knobby hill, Mount Tom, with a field for games and a panoramic view of the smokestacks, coal silos, water towers, and steeples flanking Community Lake. A cousin from Meriden, Tomie dePaola, whose mother brought him over every Saturday to work in the grocery store while she did the books, recalls the family gatherings as “magical… The Downeys were all upbeat, they were all full of fun, they all had laugh lines.” (DePaola would become a celebrated writer and illustrator of books for children.) It was said in town that the Irish immigrants in the flats had built Holy Trinity’s spire to tower nearer to God than the Episcopal steeple up the hill. From this angle the Downeys could believe it.

John E. Downey, Jack’s father, shouldered the clan’s political ambitions. His older brother Tommy died at fifteen, leaving him the baby in the family and the only son. After excelling at Catholic University and Yale Law School, he returned to Wallingford to practice and by age thirty-two was elected probate judge; a popular, personable New Dealer, he had two offices in town, one private, one at the courthouse. He and Mary, née O’Connell, a laborer’s daughter from New Hampshire who’d moved to nearby New Britain to teach school, soon had three children, two boys and a girl. As their ambitions grew, they moved up the hill for a few years to a rental, then into their own house across from the Wallingford Country Club, a pristine semi-colonial with seven rooms, a circular staircase, a garage, and a rolling hilltop view. Sensing his father’s forcefulness as they drove up the hill, the big tires of the family’s wood-paneled Ford station wagon thrumming on the bricks, Jack thought of it as his castle.

Morton Downey, hailed by promoters as the “Irish Nightingale” or the “Irish Thrush” (he was born John M. but took his middle name to avoid being confused with all the other Jacks in the family) parlayed an early career singing in club cars and church socials into being featured throughout Europe fronting Paul Whiteman’s big band. After a brief acting career in Hollywood where he married starlet Barbara Bennett, one of the famous Bennett sisters, he switched to broadcasting. By 1933, millions of American women, stationed at their sinks and ironing boards as the kids returned from school at lunchtime, voted him radio personality of the year. He outearned Frank Sinatra by $1,000 in his first week at the Waldorf Astoria. “Sinatra makes you want to sprawl out and listen,” a critic wrote, “while Downey makes you want to sit up and listen.”

With millions of dollars in Coke stock, a board seat, and ownership of its lucrative local bottling franchise, Mort bought and operated posh Manhattan restaurants. He swanned around the city in a chauffeur-driven Rolls–Royce and purchased a house in Hyannis Port on Cape Cod next door to Joseph P. Kennedy’s that Kennedy’s son Jack—who’d struggled through Choate, a sickly, “sloppy” youth eclipsed by his charismatic big brother Joe—one day would borrow to use as his summer White House.

Unlike John F. Kennedy (Class of’35), first elected to Congress in 1946, a fresh-faced, celebrated “Greatest Generation” war hero and author propelled by his father’s money and connections, being John T. Downey (’47) at Choate signified far more to its cooks, groundskeepers, and housemaids than to his peers and masters. But to his classmates, the friendly, funny, killer-competitor playfully menacing them with a crooked grin and a water gun loomed larger than the others. Bundled in his father’s old undergraduate coat, good-naturedly sweating and starving himself weekly to compete in the 185-pound class in wrestling, he exuded maturity and confidence.

Heading into his last semester, Jack doubled down. Choate considered itself a training ground, a “way of life” for becoming successful in America. For forty years, Dr. St. John had preached that it was the exemplary boys who ran the school, enforcing its values and showing the way. “It’s not what Choate can do for you,” he admonished, “it’s what you can do for Choate.” The Old Head ruled with unchallenged authority and a mighty hand. Boys weren’t flogged, but they were lectured severely, reminded daily in chapel of their moral duties. Masturbation, though seldom brought up, was on every mind: in a chapel talk, St. John recounted the chilling story of a young student of faith who carved a deep scar across his palm as a permanent reminder never to pleasure himself.

In January 1947, the sixth form chose Downey the outstanding member of the class, awarding him the Aurelian Society of Yale University annual prize, recognizing his “sterling character, high scholarship, and forceful leadership.” He outpolled Westerfield and two other youths. Soon after, the Yale freshman wrestling team came to Wallingford, the season’s customary climax. The Blue and Gold—“Downey’s mat-marauders,” his yearbook called them—had underperformed, going 3–3–1 in league matches. Jack’s kid brother Bill, a gangly sophomore with coat-hanger shoulders, fought his opponent to a draw. When it was Downey’s turn, he handed off his glasses and in ninety seconds performed the feat of the year, flattening a massive Eli, a whale. Because like Westerfield, Downey had decided to apply only to Yale, his heroics could hardly have been timed better.



“I felt more than accepted at Choate,” Jack was to recall. “I thought the school was made for me.” He anticipated the spring semester as a time to take stock, to look both back and inward, to measure his progress in life. Downey was serious about religion, receiving a double dose on Sundays when he took communion and kneeled through most of Mass at Holy Trinity, then trudged back for school chapel, where he would enthusiastically follow along in his hymnal, singing heartily. The rigors of football and wrestling behind him, his scholastics in order, his position as a favorite of his coaches and masters secured, he submitted a last short story to the school’s literary magazine, “Black Is the Night,” about three men whose lives are upended by a storm.

“The wind was chilling, suggestive, cruel,” Jack began. It was the third character, Allan MacDonald, who spurred his keenest introspection, and yet also a distinct turmoil, as if the author couldn’t hold at bay his feelings about his creation, however much he tried. Allan MacDonald owned a successful lumber business. He had a loving wife, an unnamed daughter, and a son, Allan Jr., “17 and the image of his old man… too young for the draft.” His favorite mental exercise was to count his blessings. When the storm rages through, he takes a walk up the path behind his house to a local landmark his kids call The Rock, “a lichen-laden boulder which overlooked the valley far, far below.”

The storm howls. “A chill wind swept over The Rock and swept before it all sham and pretention,” Downey wrote, barely concealing his urgency. “With a sickening clarity Allan MacDonald saw the truth from which he endeavored to shield himself. His life stretched before his horrified eyes like the endless waste of a desert. Life for him had ended long ago and nothing but a hollow shell remained.”

The story refracted slices of his childhood: the successful father and his protected namesake, the broad lawn and wooded paths, the valley far below as witnessed from the house on Long Hill Road, with its wide prospect across the fairways to the barricading hills east of town. It also mirrored a well-disguised inner turbulence reflecting a time when life once had stopped for him, too, in another Downey enclave less charmed and fondly recalled than the busy, familiar corner near the train station.

All the Downey branches had grown and prospered during the Great Depression. Mort moved to Greenwich, where he and Barbara adopted a son, then had four children together. Headlined a “perfect marriage” by the national press—especially in contrast to the sordid smash-ups of Barbara’s multiply divorced film star sisters Joan and Constance—Mort traveled constantly while Barbara, “a trim figure in a wine-colored dress,” told interviewers she loved her new domestic life. She hoped to have nine children, she said—“just a nice-size family.” Meanwhile, Mort installed his aging parents and unmarried sister Helen in a fourteen-room, seven-bedroom manse on Long Hill Road, adjacent to the property Jack’s father would soon buy to build his family’s “castle.”

By the time he was in first grade, Jack had the run of the neighborhood, the woods, a nearby stream, and the country club, which to him and Bill, two years younger, seemed just an extension of their lawn. They looked for stones, dug worms. He felt a sense of “absolute security” as he explored farther and farther from the house. “Our domain was outside of town, the countryside where we could swim in any pond or creek, and there was no water that scared us.” Downey felt on top of the world.

He was eight when his own storm hit. He was playing with friends a few houses down when his aunt raced through the backyards to tell him to come inside. His father was in the hospital, she said. Judge Downey, alone in his car, was returning early in the afternoon from a probate matter in Waterbury when, on a downhill stretch near the town sanatorium, he lost control. The station wagon left the road, fishtailed, and plowed into a tree. Whether he pumped the mechanical brakes too hard to avoid hitting an animal or slowed down too fast on an unbanked curve, all four brakes locked. Downey, forty-one, was found unconscious in the driver’s seat with severe internal injuries, his skull and both legs fractured. An ambulance rushed him to Meriden Hospital, where he was placed on the critical list. Surgeons couldn’t save him.

Mary broke the news to her children. “I only knew that he was my father and that I loved him, that my future was now going to be different,” Jack would recall. The loss of Judge John E. Downey—“Jack” to the Downey clan, and to the legal, fraternal, sports, and political elites of southern Connecticut—signaled the end of a halcyon era. His funeral at Holy Trinity Church befitted the loss of a beloved rising star. A requiem high Mass was celebrated, with every pew occupied, and crowds lined the walls and spilled into the street. Among the mourners were mayors, legislators, representatives of the county bar, uniformed delegations from a dozen organizations, a military honor guard, a corps of priests, and Barbara Bennett Downey, though not Mort.

There was enough money for Mary to keep the house, though Jack understood at once the stark reversal of fortune that had befallen them. Big for his age, he started caddying at the country club, learning quickly that it was the self-made men, not those who’d inherited their place in the world, who tipped better. Not that he always deserved to be rewarded; his nearsightedness was getting worse, and he lost too many balls in the rough. Nor was his household the only branch of the Downey family tree to shake. Six months after his father died, his uncle Jimmy suffered a fractured skull when his car skidded on the ice and crashed into a tree. He had to retire as fire chief. Mort and Barbara, meanwhile, were fighting publicly, and the Downey cousins visiting more and more often next door were showing the strain.

As money became tight near the start of the war, Mary opted to move with Jack, Bill, and their younger sister Joanie back to New Britain, where she and her sister had inherited a triple-decker. She found a teaching job at once, although the spiraling dysfunction on Long Hill Road may also have helped speed her release from the Downey orbit. During the winter of 1941, Mort and Barbara’s storybook family life famously exploded. In divorce proceedings in Bridgeport, he claimed that she had treated him cruelly and filed for custody of their five children. The children were placed next door with Uncle Jimmy, his overburdened wife Bessie, and Aunt Helen. Lorelle, seven, already talented at golf, threw explosive tantrums at school. Nine-year-old Sean in particular seethed over the divorce. He hated his father and the lawyers who attacked his mother. He developed a ravenous grin, a vile mouth, and a temper. Tomie DePaola remembers being introduced to him in the foyer as cousins. “Not for long,” Sean threatened, chasing him outside with a hatchet.

Exile in New Britain, a gritty mill city bustling with war production, suited a strapping, ambitious, respectful newcomer with no father and a mother who depended on him; a young teen who since the day he left “dreamed of going back to Wallingford.” Once settled in, Downey found a job as a newspaper boy with a neighbor named Thomas Meskill. First Meskill hired him, then sold him the route for five dollars. Jack got up early and raced out to work. Mary let him keep part of his earnings, and he bought his first volume of an encyclopedia. Once he finished his job, he climbed onto his bed and read his encyclopedia before classes. A diligent student and popular athlete, he was elected class president at St. Joseph School.

A classmate’s mother urged Mary to let Downey apply to Choate. That wasn’t her plan. As a widow with three children, Mary was driven to keep her family together. Nor could she afford a prep school. It was Jack’s scholarship, which he would need to maintain by keeping up his grades and working with urban slum kids at a Choate-sponsored fresh air camp in summers, that clinched Mary’s support and launched the resumption of the life he’d left behind in Wallingford. Jack quickly discovered that Choate could be put to personal advantage—by serving it, but not expecting the school to give anything in return.

As the war ended, Downey relished his newfound independence, his return to a familiar world after being banished as a preadolescent. Savoring America’s military and moral triumph, he contributed a patriotic coming-of-age story to the school literary magazine, “Home Is the Sailor,” about a “near-fanatical” British lad named Jonathan Edwards who volunteers to fight against the French navy in 1805. It may be accidental that Jack gave his protagonist the same name as the fiery seventeenth-century New England Protestant divine who ignited the colonies’ first Great Awakening, a fervent spiritual revival, but Jack surely would have known the name from St. John’s exhortations.

Jonathan’s frigate engages with a French warship. Crouched behind the forward deck gun, he exults as they start firing on each other. “Then he was quickly swept into a mad world of showering grape and canister, shrieking men, burning sail cloth, and above all the choking, blinding, searing smoke that obscured all things and everyone,” Downey wrote. The next thing the boy knows, he’s tossing and moaning amid a filthy pile of rags that serves as his berth on a French prison ship where he’s being treated for a deep gash on his forehead. “ ‘Ba Pierre! The fellow will live,’ ” he hears a doctor say. “ ‘I have seen weaker men in far more critical condition pull through. But, my friend, there are many fates worse than the final peace of death.’ ” At the end Jonathan is freed. “The reeking stench of lousy prison ships” still stinging his nostrils, he’s back on native soil—“oblivious of the bustle and shouts of the waterfront, he descended with a tread both reverent and cautious onto the shore, and sobbing softly he knelt a bit away from the sea of humanity which eddied to and fro, and prayed. At last, at long last, Jonathan Edwards was home from the sea.”

During junior year, being a Downey in town shed some of its appeal. In 1946, Barbara Bennett Downey, who three weeks after her divorce from Mort traveled to Mexico to marry a movie cowboy and who was not allowed to see her children unless Mort personally certified that she was sober, was found unconscious in her Manhattan apartment after taking an overdose of sleeping pills. An unidentified man phoned the police, telling them: “She’s bad. Hurry.” Though Barbara survived, the story made headlines coast-to-coast. Witnessing up close the public destruction of her husband’s famous kin, Mary Downey may have considered her straitened, but hardly limiting, circumstances a blessing in disguise.

As they approached graduation, Jack’s roommate Art Rouner sketched him for the yearbook, sitting on his bed in pajamas, feet planted on the floor, flanked by Harvard and Yale pennants, the sun rising beyond the window. Downey is barely awake: the hands on the alarm clock say 7:15. His hair is mussed. He holds his eyeglasses in his left hand and his chin in his right, peering ahead. It’s his chest and shoulders that stand out. Rouner drew them so large and muscular that they resembled the grille and massive fenders on a new Pontiac Streamliner. In the past six months, Jack Downey had become a man.

At least in body and mind. There had been no time for girls, and he seemed to remain sexually inexperienced. All the seniors did. The weight of expectation descended more heavily on all of them now, and even Downey seemed prone to occasional fits of temper, most of which he took out on opponents at sports. Coach Packard saw it in his “hell for leather” ferocity at wrestling, which “kept me just as worried as his opponents because he’d try any grip that flashed into his mind.” He’d watched Downey come off the mat after a loss spewing “tears of rage and frustration”—hating everyone’s guts. Packard recognized the storm that existed inside him and, as much as any figure since his father’s death, attempted to guide him through it. Jack sought him out for the role.



“Because of the terrific world experience of the recent past, and the precarious state of affairs at present,” Associate Dean Richard Sewall told the 1,074 incoming freshmen of the Yale Class of 1951 when they arrived in September 1947, “the vital problems of civilization and hence of education are before us with unprecedented immediacy.” Descended from an unbroken chain of Congregational ministers extending back thirteen generations, Sewall, thirty-nine, surveyed their bright, expectant faces—about one in three a “Yale son,” all but one white; a snapshot of privileged American manhood—and urged them to reach beyond their comfortable standing. “You will be tempted,” he told them, “to sell out for short-term goals, for a specious sort of campus prestige that will advance you very little in the arduous and absorbing task of getting to know something about mankind and the world he lives in—the only preparation for the only sort of greatness you ought to be concerned about. You perhaps do not know how arduous and absorbing a task that is and how easy it is to be turned aside from it.”

Sewall, a popular English professor, feared that Yale was becoming “a stepping stone to what we Americans fondly call ‘success’ ”—a perversion of its nearly 250-year-old mission to Christianize, educate, and make men of the nation’s future leaders. His specialty was tragedy, that serious, sorrowful branch of drama where heroic characters are tested by fate and their own limitations. Since the war, Yalies of all stripes, especially ex-GIs, flocked to hear him lecture. “The tragic vision,” he instructed, “impels the man of action to fight against his destiny, kick against the pricks, and state his case before God and his fellows.”

Jack knew he would major in literature. He planned to take Sewall’s famous survey course, English 61, which approached tragedy not simply as a genre governed by formal rules but, as Sewall’s son recalled, as “a way of coming to terms with life itself” (italics in original). Texts began with the book of Job and the Greek playwrights, ran on to Shakespeare, Dostoyevsky, Melville, and Faulkner, and ended with Eugene O’Neill and Arthur Miller. Looking ahead as always, Jack also hoped to be accepted into Sewall’s Daily Themes, an expository writing course that required students to place essays under instructors’ doors five days a week. Twenty-one-year-old sophomore William F. Buckley Jr., already making waves as a polemicist at the Yale Daily News, would describe the class as “sadistically demanding.”

Sewall challenged the incoming students to elevate their sights, and their personal standards. He noted that as the first class since the war not dominated by veterans—virile, hardened by experience, their life’s plans deferred, many of them well into their twenties—Downey and his classmates entered Yale at a time “nearer normal” than it had been in six years. Classes wouldn’t be overcrowded and they’d compete for grades, athletic positions and, on weekends, the attention of Vassar and Smith girls with other late adolescents, not men. The faculty was almost at full strength. Rotary-dial telephones were being installed across campus. Daily maid service was restored in most residential halls.

“We have examined your schoolboy records and found them good,” Sewall said. “You have been recommended, tested, screened in a dozen different ways—and here you are, where hundreds less endowed or less fortunate wish they were. We think you have it in you, as individuals and as a class, to achieve greatness, but we are not sure.”

As at Choate, Downey roomed with Westerfield. Though born on the Yale campus, the son of economics professor Dr. Ray Westerfield, like others on scholarship Put had to work for his keep as a “bursary” student. Jack was one of one hundred forty freshmen to start practicing for football at Cuyler Field—a herd of eager candidates working out on machines, blocking, passing, ball handling, tackling, toughening themselves while the varsity trained in Yale Bowl, where on alternate Saturdays sixty thousand fans cheered on the nationally ranked Elis. At tryouts, he befriended Rufus Phillips, another husky scholarship student, whose father was “a NYC stockbroker from Ohio who lost all the family money in the Depression and had to move to my mother’s family plantation in Southside Virginia,” as Phillips later recalled. Admittedly awed by Yale’s eminence, Phillips resolved to stand out, make a mark.

Unless you became a Rhodes Scholar, there were no two surer routes for proving yourself at Yale than being tapped by one of the famously secretive senior societies, like Skull and Bones, or else excelling at sports, preferably football. It escaped no one’s attention—how could it?—that this year’s squad started the season ranked number 14 nationally by the AP due chiefly to the return, after sitting out sophomore year with injuries, of junior running back Levi Jackson, Yale’s first black football player. Jackson led Yale in every offensive category except passing.

On October 18, Yale faced unranked Wisconsin at home. Streetcars stuffed with nostalgic alums and horny, fur-coated, flask-bearing undergraduates and their dates rumbled up from campus. Yale lost embarrassingly, 9–0, breaking a three-game win streak. Elis, by tradition, “took their medicine.” In his novel about student life there, Owen Johnson’s enduringly popular Stover at Yale, a character explains: “No talking, no reasoning, no explanations, no excuses, and no criticism. The thing’s over and done!” Of course, exceptions abound. “Howie Odell was the coach,” Phillips recalls. “The Yale team was very good. So, at the next practice he unleashed them on the freshman squad and they absolutely decimated us. Joe Finnegan had a broken leg, I had a busted left knee, two guys had concussions. I mean, they just crushed us. The freshman coach cried. He couldn’t believe what the head coach was doing.”

Downey figured to fare better at wrestling, though he knew he’d have to drop down a weight class, even two, if he was to compete—meaning an even more grueling weekly regimen than at Choate. During practice, he paired off with another freshman about his size, Bayard Fox, a dry, irreverent Philadelphian with bloodlines as old and Protestant as Yale’s. “My people on both sides were religious nuts the Europeans had the good sense to expel,” Fox explains.

Jack was more muscular, more athletic, quicker, but he also had some fat on him, which was easier to lose. Bayard, scrappy and lean, struggled painfully to get down to weight. He’d grown up riding horses on a forty-acre suburban estate with a twenty-plus room stone farmhouse, a five-car carriage house, a big gray stone barn, a caretaker’s house, and an apple orchard. More comfortable with animals than with people, he’d shipped out with the US Merchant Marines at sixteen and later fought forest fires in the New Mexico mountains. He cared little what people thought of him and calculated risks carefully. “Living and dying together” on the sweat-soiled wrestling mats in Yale’s cathedral-like Payne Whitney Gym made them “as close as brothers,” Downey recalled.

In addition to distinguishing Jack as someone who worked hard and could dish it out and take it, athletic success bestowed an added benefit: cover. “While typical Yalies dressed in ties and blazers,” he wrote, “I made a virtue of cultivating a jock image by wearing ragged sweaters and baggy khaki trousers wherever I could.” Without family money and a “daddy” to please or rebel against or account to, Downey suffered less pressure to conform. He could be—and was—himself. Others noticed it and were drawn to him.

At the beginning of sophomore year, Downey was rushed by Saint Anthony Hall, a semisecret society and the most literary of Yale’s final clubs—those clandestine fraternities that represented a young man’s ultimate social destination. A three-year club, Saint Anthony spared members the bizarre and mysterious ritual known as junior Tap Day—when boys became “Bonesmen,” or members of Book and Snake or Scroll and Key—when the double-edged sword of ambition and rejection anxiety pierced their world.

The Hall, on College Street adjacent to Silliman College, was split between the public rooms where members hosted meals, readings, and discussions for outsiders, and the secret quarters, referred to by all as the “other side.” “Our secret aspects are truly secret,” a member explained, “and our non-secret aspects are truly non-secret.” Brothers met privately on Thursday nights. Cloaked in black robes, they climbed the circular stairs to a gothic tower room, speaking on topics they were sworn never to reveal, though as intellectuals they bared their souls just as often with original songs, poems, skits, and essays as with tearful confessions. Phillips also rushed Saint Anthony, and he and Downey, both out for varsity football, became close at the Hall and on the field. “He not only was this ingratiating personality, but he had this great wit,” Phillips recalled. “That’s when I began to know Jack as especially able to express himself in writing and words.”

Downey soon helped recruit Bayard Fox for St. Anthony, another kindred soul, although one who was nonconformist, iconoclastic, oppositional, and—within carefully weighed limits—wild. “I was really beholden to him for that,” Fox remembered almost seventy years later, welling with emotion. “He was very kind. He was always thinking about the other fellow. A terrific team player. Not a grandstander. Of course, I admired him for his wrestling ability and his mental ability. But I think most of all it was his kindness, and the fact that he didn’t really seek the center of attention, but naturally in a group discussion, people deferred to him. Not because he was aggressive, but when he said something, it made sense. It had weight. He wasn’t just spouting off.”

What they all shared—what drove and defined their whole class, really, regardless of politics or goals or social position—was the awesome gravity of the distant war they’d experienced during puberty, a massive force that grounded them and kept them focused on duty amid the temptations of undergraduate life as the country hurtled towards “peacetime normalcy.” Phillips’s father, though forty-two with a family to feed, had volunteered for the US Army Air Corps the day after Japan attacked Pearl Harbor. A majority of upperclassmen were veterans, many having fought in Europe, Africa, and the Far East. Their physical courage, endurance, sacrifice, and honor were palpable. “So not only was it a class shaped by Eastern prep school perceptions,” Phillips said, “but you had this influence. Here we were, a very impressionable generation imagining ourselves in the midst of this fight, actually unhappy we weren’t in it.”



The summer after sophomore year, Downey and Fox hitchhiked across France, Spain, England, and Scotland. “My poor mother reluctantly agreed,” Jack recalled. As with countless student adventures hatched in New Haven over the decades, the trip recalled a similar passage familiar to readers of Stover at Yale. In the novel, Dink Stover, star student and football captain at Lawrenceville Institute, arrives on campus determined both to lead the Bulldogs and make Skull and Bones. He falls in with a motley group of iconoclastic intellectuals, leaves school, smokes incessantly, disappears down a bottle; then returns, strives, and eventually reaches his goal on Tap Day—although not before he nominates his older, more manly, universally respected friend Tom Regan for the larger prize, captain of the football team.

This humbling act of realism and generosity follows Dink and Tom’s summer travels at the turn of the twentieth century. Tom describes himself as having “come from nowhere.” He prepares for the entrance exams six times before passing and drops out of sports for a couple of seasons because he’s working his way through school. Dink is privileged, if not coddled: an Ivy League gladiator who, as the critic Andrew Delbanco observes, learns at Yale to achieve “victory… on the broken hopes of a comrade.” Together they “rough it” for ten weeks, moving from city to town to country, getting what Tom calls “real education.” “When Stover returned to college as a junior, he showed the results of his summer with Regan,” novelist Owen Johnson (Class of 1900) wrote. “He had gone into construction gangs, and learned to obey and to command. He had had a glimpse of what the struggle for existence meant in the stirring masses; and he had known the keenness of a little joy and the reality of sorrow to those for whom everything in life was real.”

Now, though Jack had had a far tougher life, Bayard knew much more about the ways of the world beyond southern Connecticut. And Bayard, the blueblood, dared him to think beyond his upbringing. Fox had thumbed across Europe alone the previous summer. True, Downey was adventurous, but his roaming at age nineteen amounted to bus rides to other Ivy League colleges to play football and wrestle. On a few occasions another Saint Anthony’s brother, John Kittredge, drove him across state lines to Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, for mixers. He’d been on a couple of blind dates with coeds who pined for the dashing Put Westerfield, who himself had never traveled farther than Manhattan except for Princeton games. Feeling entitled to be at Yale, even as an interloper, didn’t automatically make Jack feel at home in the wider world, where money and aplomb still trumped being a bright, hardworking ethnic outsider like Tom Regan or Jack Downey.

There were few cars on European roads, but wherever Downey and Fox went, people stopped to give them rides. Strapping young Yanks still held a special charm for western Europeans. Often they slept in parks or farm fields. Jack always wanted to go to Sunday Mass, and in Spain they stuck out like aliens, seated in medieval church pews among wizened, black-clad women. Afterward, Bayard prodded Jack about the contradiction between God and Mammon. “I think we both agreed with [progressive economist Thorstein] Veblen [Yale, 1884] about ostentatious wealth, for instance,” Fox would recall, referring to the well-known critic of capitalism who coined the phrase “conspicuous consumption.” “We shared a lot of philosophical thoughts about society, and some of them were in a sense Marxist, I suppose. Not that we didn’t both detest what Communism had become. Of course, Jack had this religious thing fed to him by the time he was born, but I, thank God, never had that… I forget exactly how he put it—not exactly heartless, not inhumane—but he said how clipped and dismissive it was when I talked to him about the fact that we really had no free will, that we were the products of the genetic system we were born with, and the kind of atmosphere we were born into, the help we had from outside people. He had trouble swallowing that approach because it went completely against the Catholic background that he was brought up with. On the other hand, I think that the fact that I didn’t go along with the mainstream of thinking, and had an unorthodox approach, and had different ideas, appealed to him. Almost as if it was an evil temptation… although not really that, either, because I don’t think he ever felt I had evil feelings towards him.”

Back at Yale, Downey showed the results of his summer with Fox. He was too dutiful a son to surrender his faith but he started to question what he believed. Whereas once he was attracted to devout and conventional classmates, his friendship with Fox and his taste of the wider world jolted him into adopting a more critical perspective. In Europe, he’d seen bombed-out cathedrals, wreckage, and ruin. Like most Americans that fateful fall of 1949, he recoiled at the news that the Russians had exploded an atom bomb and that Mao’s forces had won a civil war, proclaiming the People’s Republic of China. Later that semester, he showed Fox a story he’d written for his creative writing class about Bayard’s ideas. He compared them to a cold, frosty morning.



During wrestling season, Downey’s weight yo-yoed. He ate and drank on weekends, then starved and dehydrated himself all week, working out, running, wrestling, shedding twenty pounds before each match. He was tenacious, a guy who never quit. Junior year he placed fourth at the eastern intercollegiate wrestling championship at Princeton. “Wrestling builds you up to have a strong outlook on things,” his teammate Bob “Rails” Longman recalled sixty-five years later.

In late winter, Downey met a Smith junior, Nancy Hamilton, at a mixer at Saint Anthony’s. Her roommate was dating a fraternity brother and thought Jack and Nancy might hit it off. Nancy was tall, blond, with a looping permanent wave and endearing overbite—a “kid from Erie, PA… naïve and stupid,” she was to say. They were introduced, and Jack grabbed her and they jitterbugged. She liked him right away. “Jack you felt comfortable with,” she recalled, “a lot of fun. Really happy.”

Nancy started visiting with her roommate on weekends, sharing a room at the Taft Hotel. They always went out in groups. The last weekend in April, they attended the final Derby Day—ostensibly a regatta but in truth a beer blast, which in light of recent offenses the administration announced it was canceling after that year. A case of beer in cans cost $2.98. Straw boaters sold for a dollar; five-hundred-shot water machine guns, $.98. There had been too many fights, too many girls dumped in the Housatonic, too many truckloads (twelve in 1949) of beer cans hauled away, too many hats smashed, and, recently, too many old ladies sprayed with beer from water guns on street corners. The night after the announcement, two thousand undergraduates carrying torches and placards confronted Yale President A. Whitney Griswold on his front porch: “I love a riot,” he lectured them, “I loved them when I was an undergraduate… I can yield to no one the record of smashed light bulbs…. But I will not discuss university policy with a mob!”

On a warm evening, Jack and Nancy in the backseat rode with another couple to East Rock, a palisade overlooking New Haven and Long Island Sound. It was a place to neck. They hadn’t been parked long when a policeman with a flashlight arrived. “I thought we were going to jail for sure,” she remembers. “When I went to Smith, I was just idiotic about the affairs of the world in general. Everything between Jack and me was prim and proper. Really.”

Fox proposed making the most of their last summer in college by heading to the Alaska Territory, where five years earlier one hundred fifty American ships were transferred to Russia and twelve thousand Russian troops were trained to enter the war against Japan. Not just the two of them this time, Bayard said, but six guys. They could drive out, find work, make good money, see wild country, meet native people, splash in the frigid Pacific, get educated. Jack was torn as ever about deserting his mother, but Mary urged him to go. He’d always wanted to see the West Coast. Nancy was leaving for Paris with the Experiment in International Living. When would he ever again feel so free?

They left in mid-May. Bayard’s family offered a mothballed 1942 wood-paneled Ford station wagon. He drove up to New Britain to pick up Jack, then one by one, they picked up the others. They drove nonstop, three in the front, three asleep in back, rotating counterclockwise every two hours, stopping only for gas and meals. Most roads were two lanes, often primitive and unpaved. (Eisenhower, who a few years later would launch the interstate highway system, was then president of Columbia University.) In Havre, Montana, they finally decided they needed to get out, stretch, take it easy, meet the locals. “We went to this bar,” Longman recalls, “and there was a big dance going on, and most of the women were Indians. Jack was dancing with this Indian woman and somehow the Indians got upset. They threw us out.”

In Calgary, they met some girls, and for a brief, relaxed evening on the town, there were twelve people in the car. Then, on a night crossing through British Columbia, the driver dozed off and the car went off the road. They were all unhurt but shaken. They sang more and more to amuse themselves and keep alert. Somewhere on the Alcan Highway, the water pump broke and they had to wait nearly two days while Bayard thumbed two hundred miles to the next town to buy a new one. “I don’t think a car went past me without stopping,” he wrote, “but there was precious little traffic.”

When they got to Anchorage, their destination, after eight days on the road, they encountered cars filled with guys heading the opposite way who reported there were no jobs.. Taking a wrong turn, they landed in Valdez, where all six found work as longshoremen. It was grueling labor, but if you got called at shape-up, the companies paid union scale. You could work twenty-four hours straight, loading ammunition at double the hourly rate of $2.17, plus time and a half for overtime, and earn enough to keep a man in beer, straw boaters, and squirt guns for an entire college career.

One night they had a party and drank too much. “I proposed to Jack that we visit the local whorehouse, which we had hitherto used only for its excellent laundry services,” Fox recalls. Jack agreed to go if Bayard would carry him. Fox flipped Downey onto his back and trudged toward their destination, until Jack shifted his weight and they crashed to the ground. He hoisted him up again, and Downey again shifted, knocking them down. Fox saw there was no hope and gave up.

On June 25, 1950, a Sunday, Downey and his friends—who to save money had been sleeping above a cannery and were about to squat for several weeks in an abandoned house strewn with broken glass on the floors—drove along Main Street in Valdez, one block long, the only paved street in town. “Some guy ran down the street yelling, ‘The war broke out in Korea! The war broke out in Korea!’ ” Jack recalled. Stopping the Ford, they asked each other, “Where the hell is Korea?” Not one of them knew.

Of all the world’s potential hot spots, the Korean peninsula was especially opaque. The North, under Communist leader Kim Il Sung, invaded South Korea at dawn with a massive ground assault reinforced by heavy artillery and Soviet tanks. There had been no warning—zero intelligence to suggest what was coming, much less whether Stalin or Mao, or both, ordered the aggression. Secretary of State Dean Acheson called Truman at home in Missouri to tell him he’d already notified the Pentagon and would be bringing the case to the United Nations, established two years earlier to head off another conflagration. According to Margaret Truman, the president was extremely agitated. “My father,” she wrote, “made it clear, from the moment he heard the news, that he feared this was the opening of World War III.”

Jack and Bayard left Alaska first: Jack had to get back for football practice, and he wanted to see San Francisco. He bought a postcard of two bare-breasted Inuit women skinning a salmon, put it in an envelope with a funny note, and mailed it to Nancy care of the American Express office in Paris. He and Fox hitchhiked together to Wyoming, splitting up in Cheyenne: Bayard went fly-fishing, Jack took a bus back to Connecticut. He was one of seven “iron men”—playing both offense and defense—and he was determined to be in top shape, “very aware” that this was his last year at the university. He told himself he needed to make a good showing.

He had ample opportunities. His housemates at Timothy Dwight, a residential college, elected him class representative. He was accepted into Daily Themes, one of forty or so “sensitive types” privileged to sweat night after night over their submissions. A former fellow English major and now graduate student, Peter Matthiessen, critiqued his work. “By midterm many of us were encountering an unforeseen crisis,” Downey wrote. “Our supplies of disgusting roommates, faithless maidens, callous parents were running low. In the later stages of the course, we took to wandering the streets of New Haven late nights, in the hope that something, anything, might occur to furnish a page.” At a varsity game in Yale Bowl, Jack was involved in an altercation. Syndicated columnist Red Smith wrote about the fight.

In mid-October, Yale faced Columbia at home. Bill Downey, a sophomore following Jack’s path, was playing with the freshman squad on Cuyler Field. During the second half, he went down hard with a fractured shinbone. “I had my left leg behind me because I was trying to block a guy,” Bill recalls. “These other two people landed on the back of my leg. They broke my fibula. I knew it because I’d broken it once before in a sandlot game. I limped off the field. The manager had his radio on, following the game across the street. He said, ‘Your brother just got hurt in the varsity game—same thing, broke his left leg.’ ”

Mary Downey and Joanie were in the stands. She rounded up her sons and took them to the team doctor. “It was obviously a novelty,” Bill says. “They recognized right away that the injuries were identical and happened almost simultaneously.” Bill drove Mary’s car as they first went to Jack’s room to pick up his laundry so she could take it home: like other local mothers, she found it more economical to wash his clothes and send them back to him through the mail. Then they went to the infirmary, where Jack and Bill received identical casts. The following day, Ripley’s Believe It or Not reported the story, along with several local papers.

Jack was out of action for seventeen days, but he returned and played guard both ways for celebrity coach Herman Hickman in The Game, the acclaimed Yale-Harvard football rivalry, dominated since Stover’s and Regan’s day by the Bulldogs. Hickman, “The Tennessee Terror,” weighed three hundred pounds, worked in movies and TV, and palled with celebrities at Toots Shor’s legendary Manhattan saloon. “It’s up in the line,” he told his teams, “where the guards and tackles are, where the men are, where the games are won or lost.” Cambridge caught the tail of a freak late-November hurricane; slanting rain, wind, and hail lashed the players. The field was a slick, muddy meringue. The Bulldogs “battled to the end and won,” Jack wrote, defeating the Crimson 29–6 on their home-turf: an emphatic coda to a respectable 6–3 season. “We needed that one,” Hickman commented. “It fits into my policy of keeping the alumni sullen but not mutinous.”



“When the spring term came along, all the seniors had become somebody,” Downey wrote. They shared a sense that their jobs at Yale were done and began considering what to do after graduation. Jack dreamed of being a lawyer, like his father, then running for political office. But first he had to earn and save some money. There were ample ways to evade the draft, like getting married or attending graduate school, but for all but a few class members, military service beckoned. Most welcomed the chance to serve. As Jack May (aka “Candied Yam Jackson”), late-night DJ on the campus radio station, recalled, they were the last generation of young American men to grow up both intensely patriotic and sexually deprived. Though combat losses in Korea were high and the battles gruesome, they knew they needed to make a brave showing. The last thing anyone wanted, in May’s prescient coinage during a dorm-room bull session the previous year, was to “screw the pooch”—make a big, humiliating mistake.

One day in early spring in the basement bar of St. Anthony Hall, a brother mentioned a new organization called the CIA, telling the group that it was the successor to the OSS and would be doing things just as exciting. They all had heard about the daring special operations paratroopers sent into German-occupied France ahead of D-Day, the fabled Jedburgh teams skilled in espionage and political warfare with their motto “Surprise, kill, vanish.” On another night soon thereafter, someone announced excitedly that the Agency had sent a recruiter to campus. Anyone interested was invited to show up the next evening at the Master’s House in Pierson College, residence of Arnold Wolfers, Jack’s and Bayard’s political science professor.

At least two dozen seniors, including Downey, met in Wolfers’s living room, second only to the president’s residence as a center of college entertainment. Wolfers was tall and aristocratic, a Swiss émigré whose gaze lingered on each eager face “rather like a searchlight,” a former student recalled. “An undistinguished CIA representative spoke fluently of the new organization and its mission,” Jack remembered. “There were plans to organize resistance fighters and to parachute behind enemy lines. It all sounded irresistibly adventurous to young men like us.” At the end of the talk, most of them submitted their names and credentials, and the next day Downey returned for an initial one-on-one interview. Though he wasn’t supposed to tell anyone, it was an open secret at Yale that Wolfers was hardly alone doing the agency’s bidding. Downey knew there were more campus meetings going on.

A few weeks later, he received an application form from Washington, DC, in an unmarked envelope. He filled it out, taking it with him by train when he went for his official interview. Jack was told he’d be notified by phone if he was accepted, and he spent his twenty-first birthday anxiously waiting to hear. When the call came, it went through the same main Yale switchboard as all the others. “The names of those selected were quickly common knowledge on campus,” he wrote. “So much for high-level clandestine operations!”

“Suddenly,” Jack wrote, “my life had a purpose.” He would do his part to roll back Communism. What’s more, the pay was three times what Mary was earning as a teacher; he could save it all for law school. The CIA told him, though his foreign language was Spanish, that most likely he’d be sent to Asia, since that’s where the Agency was planning to deploy its next major buildup. Since October, Chinese reinforcements had poured across the Yalu River into North Korea. Red China had officially become an enemy. That, too, was an inducement. The Middle Kingdom had fascinated Jack ever since he read about it in his encyclopedia back in New Britain. During the war he’d collected pennies to donate to starving children there. As a sophomore, he’d signed up to teach English through the Yale-in-China program, but Mao’s takeover got in the way.

Throughout the spring, as he continued to see his mother and Nancy, he taught himself to lie, which was not in his nature. Unlike other young men drawn to clandestine service out of a fondness for secrecy and deception, Downey discovered he wasn’t much good at it. The question of what he would do after college kept coming up, but Jack remained vague. The more he tried to avoid answering honestly, the more suspicious he appeared. Mary didn’t press him, but Nancy teased him about his evasiveness. “I hope you’re not going to become an international spy or something,” she said at one point, fishing. Downey dissembled. He told her about his mother’s struggles after his father’s death, and she got the impression that given his background “whatever he tried, he would make sure to be the way he was, which was good.”

The weekend before graduation, Downey’s St. Anthony brother John Kittredge married his longtime sweetheart, Nancy’s roommate Mary Jane Fury. The reception was at Fairway, the bride’s family’s country estate. Jack was a groomsman; Nancy a bridesmaid, gowned in pale yellow embroidered organdy with coronets of yellow daisies, carrying a matching bouquet. Jack scanned the beautiful scene, knowing in the back of his mind “this would be my last hurrah before I left these dear people and peaceful places behind.” He got roaring drunk. He gave Nancy a big kiss good-bye and good night before leaving. “I don’t remember how I got home that night,” he later wrote. “I did remember that I missed my graduation ceremony the next morning, much to my mother’s disappointment. But since I was going to war, the graduation ceremony seemed meaningless.”



Jack’s CIA entry class of thirty-five recruits, he noted, was “distinctly Ivied”: four from Harvard, seven from Princeton, five more from Yale, including Fox. He and Bayard shared an apartment with several others on Canal Street, in DC, and attended seminars in basic tradecraft at a safe house in Maryland. Their instructors wouldn’t talk about their own intelligence exploits, and the trainees came to doubt whether they really had any. They studied surveillance, dead drops, safety and danger signals, the use of cutouts, and the “need to know” method of restricting access to sensitive information. “It was all very basic,” classmate Don Gregg recalled. “Chalk marks on post boxes to signal meetings; figuring out safe places to hide documents where they could be picked up by a supposed agent; counting the number of telephone rings coming at a certain time of night.”

After six weeks, they advanced to infantry school at Fort Benning, Georgia, mixing in with regular troops for three months in order to toughen up. The training was grueling and combative; the Army troops older, mid-ranking. Their leader was Bernard Blackwell, thirty-one, one of Mississippi’s finest athletes ever to play football, a bullnecked left guard, like Downey, and a 1947 All-American at Ole Miss who’d been signed by the New York Giants. Downey and Fox prided themselves on the fact that they got about the same marks as Blackwell on their fitness tests, highest in the class.

They took aliases they thought they’d be able to recall even under extreme duress, preferring names with their own initials. Downey became John Donovan and Fox, Brad Faxon. They learned to fire different kinds of weapons from around the world, throw hand grenades, blow up bridges, jump from planes, and meet up during night maneuvers. “Real cops and robbers stuff,” Fox said. “More damn fun than you can imagine.” They jogged wherever they went in the dank heat, day and night.

“We were all drawn to Jack,” Gregg wrote. Downey’s athletic record, sense of humor, and quiet strength established him as the group’s leader. He and Gregg paired off by size for one exercise. They were told to carry each other on their backs as far as they could go. Gregg got about fifty feet with Downey aboard. Then Jack put him on his shoulders and carried him effortlessly until the instructor told him to stop. Grinning, Downey dumped Gregg gently on the ground. “I certainly hope I don’t have to rely on you to get me off the field if I’m wounded,” he said.

Downey modeled toughness and leadership. At jump school, he made sure no one balked on any jump, whether it was the cold drop from a 9-foot platform; or from the 34-foot-high “separator” from which Fox confessed the way down looked like “forever”; or the 250-foot-high lattice-steel practice tower similar to the famous Coney Island amusement promoted as the Eiffel Tower of Brooklyn, or any of the five real jumps they made from airplanes. “I was a heavyweight,” Jack wrote. “When I jumped I went down fast and landed like a ton of bricks, while the lighter guys came down like a feather and landed on their feet.” He took risks others wouldn’t, volunteering for extra jumps and a night jump. Five minutes after receiving his paratrooper medal, a CIA officer confiscated it, for his file.

They returned to Washington in the fall to await their assignments. The war in Asia, heading into its second winter, was stalemated. Warhawks pressed the White House to mount a full-scale nuclear assault on Korea while unleashing exiled Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek to retake Red China. The political climate of revenge and recrimination, overheated since Truman fired General Douglas MacArthur for making public statements contradicting his policies, boiled over in Congress. There Joe McCarthy, unable to produce the names of spies in the State Department, had turned his fire instead against George Marshall, architect of America’s wartime military mobilization and the most respected soldier-statesman since George Washington. According to McCarthy, Marshall had marched “side by side” with Joseph Stalin. He’d arranged the “sellout” of China. Speaking before a virtually empty chamber, McCarthy promised to expose “a conspiracy on a scale so immense as to dwarf any such venture in the history of man.” Accusing Truman of being “guided by that larger conspiracy, the worldwide web of which has been spun from Moscow,” McCarthy said that it was Stalin and the men in the Kremlin who had decreed “the United States should execute its loyal friend, the Republic of China.” The executioners were led by Marshall and Secretary of State Dean Acheson, he said. Recently retired after nearly fifty years in the military and government, Marshall refused the bait. “If I have to explain at this point that I’m not a traitor to the United States, I hardly think it’s worth it.”

Downey wanted to fight Communism as much as any of them. More, he was pent up, impatient. The battle was on—now—and he wasn’t in it. Bursting with patriotic fervor, athletic energy, and unspoken physical needs, Jack craved opportunities, and that meant getting to the war zone before the fighting was over. Before he left Washington, he visited the Lincoln Memorial. “Under the giant statue, I was spellbound,” he recalled, “there was so much good one person could do if he got the courage to stand up.” He would later recall squaring his shoulders and telling himself it was his time to take on his share of duty to his country.

He took the train to New Britain to say good-bye to his mother. Brought up without their father, she thought, Jack and Bill had grown closer than most brothers. The thought of him at war while Bill was off at Yale and Joan was in school left Mary feeling dejected and “very alone.” She had no clue that he was in the CIA or what he might be sent to do. She kept busy teaching sixth grade at Lincoln Public School, and her students would recall her formality and enthusiasm. But inside she shuddered. “Don’t worry, Mom,” he told her on the station platform. “I’ll be back.”






TWO “YOU ARE JACK!”


In late 1951, Downey arrived at the CIA base at Atsugi Naval Air station, an hour from Tokyo, after layovers in San Francisco, Honolulu, and Midway Island. His fellow officers were immediately sent to the front in South Korea, but Jack was assigned a desk job at the base—a humiliating disappointment. “It was no consolation to me to be told that the reason for my special assignment was due to my peers rating me higher in leadership abilities,” he would write. He felt shame and dismay at letting down his friends.

His mission involved training so-called Third Force elements in China—anti-Mao, but also anti-Chiang—to spearhead an anti-Communist uprising on the mainland. Under Director Allen Dulles and his hyper-driven covert operations chief Frank Wisner, the agency had grandly adopted Britain’s ambitions during the shrinking of its globe-spanning empire to seed secret wars around the world in an effort to roll back the Communist tide. “Clinical experiments,” Wisner called them. The idea was to sprinkle insurgents into enemy states to connect with local resistance fighters, and so far it had failed, disastrously. In Albania, Wisner’s pilot project, all but one or two of the scores of “pixies” air-dropped into the rugged country were captured or killed, along with up to forty of their relatives who were murdered in revenge. The mission was betrayed in Washington by British double agent Kim Philby, soon to be exposed as a key figure in the era’s most notorious spy ring. Philby marveled at American “conviviality”—a friendly, eager-to-please ruthlessness, easily played. “It is just as well for the American and British governments that their squib proved so damp,” he wrote much later, after fleeing to Moscow. He was referring to a small firework that burns with a hissing sound before exploding.

If Wisner’s Albanian squib had proved damp, no one seemed to have told Third Force Deputy for Operations Emilio “Mim” Daddario, a can-do OSS veteran whose orders were to establish similar operations in Manchuria. Daddario, thirty-three, was cut from cloth deeply familiar to Downey: captain of varsity football at Wesleyan, a Catholic, he’d been credited during World War II with capturing Benito Mussolini’s chief of staff. He also happened to be moving up fast in Jack’s world back home. Daddario had returned to Connecticut, finished a law degree, served as mayor of Middletown, and was sitting as a municipal court judge when, under cover as a member of his National Guard unit, he shipped out to recruit, train, arm, and direct guerillas inside China.

Operations chief Joe Kiyonaga directed Downey to assist Daddario. The problem, as all three understood, was that a Third Force, such as it was, was a phantom, a mirage. One would need to be willed into existence. The Chinese Communists (Chicoms, in military argot, as opposed to Chiang’s Nationalists, or Chinats) had established firm control over the entire country. “There were few dissidents to contact,” Downey wrote, “no guerillas to smuggle arms to.” Daddario’s solution was the same as Wisner’s had been in Europe: a vanguard of expatriates, to be sprinkled in. Downey kept his doubts to himself. He considered Daddario “ambitious, and he had a seething, fertile mind. If the Agency had no one to contact in northeast China, he would put people there.”

In April 1952, Daddario flew to Saipan, where the CIA had built a secret $28 million training facility. He went through the records of hundreds of former Chinese military officers and picked twelve to bring back to Atsugi. Downey and an army lieutenant, neither of whom spoke a word of Chinese, took the ex-soldiers down the coast to an elegant residential compound the Agency had bought, to teach them to become paramilitary spies. Through interpreters, and signaling furiously with his hands, Jack instructed them on tradecraft and secrecy. “I sometimes wondered what I was doing,” he wrote, “a 22-year-old just out of college teaching Chinese soldiers twice my age, asking them to follow our orders to infiltrate their own country.”

They used CIA evaluation techniques to identify potential unit leaders. A middle-aged colonel who smiled all the time and seemed willing and bright impressed them—until a young Manchu told them he would follow anyone except the colonel. What Downey and the lieutenant saw as an eager, cooperative character, the Chinese viewed as supercilious and hypocritical. To say they didn’t know what they were doing understates the obvious, but Downey was determined to learn from his mistakes, and he worked hard to establish a degree of friendship. He ate regularly with the recruits, which they took as a sign of respect, and joined their evening singalongs, buying a record player and introducing them to American music. They called him Jack.

Daddario plotted their mission. He divided the agents into two teams. The first would parachute into a mountain area to prove they could survive inside China without being caught or starving to death, possibly remaining to hook up with future guerilla elements. A few weeks later, the second team would airdrop into the same area with the goal of contacting a former Kuomintang general thought to be wavering in support of the Reds. They would set up a base camp, and a lone agent would seek out the general. Daddario chose the disliked colonel for the assignment. There were no plans to extract any of the agents except for a courier, who would need to brief the CIA on his meeting with the general.

Downey admired their courage, especially the leader of the second unit, a grizzled Kuomintang colonel who protested most strongly against a mission demanding stealth rather than fighting. When they asked him to do a self-evaluation, he had written: “lack Christian spirit; like to kill.” The last agents to arrive were the radio operators, whom Daddario decided would function independently of the team leaders, assuming command when messages were to be sent. This would help safeguard the mission. All operators had distinctive sending patterns: so-called “fists.” Theoretically, any deviation would warn of trouble.

In July, Daddario took the first team to the K-16 airbase outside Seoul. Two nights in a row the agents took off in a camouflaged C-47, a sturdy twin-engine transport, and flew towards a drop zone in the Forever White Mountains, about twenty-five miles north of the Korean border in China. The plane had flame arresters over its engine exhaust stacks only used on unarmed aircraft that penetrated enemy airspace. Both times they were forced back by bad weather. The Chinese refused to go the next night. Daddario, concerned about having to delay the whole operation until severe, cold weather might force him to close it down, “shamed these agents into going for the third time,” Downey observed. The weather held. The plane returned without them.

As they prepared the second team to drop into the same mountains, 35 miles to the northeast, they heard nothing at all from the first team. Downey thought that should have been a serious warning sign. But Daddario “charged ahead; nothing was going to stop him.” This time Downey accompanied the Chinese to K-16. Again, bad weather foiled the first two tries. “It’s all a wild dream,” one of the ex-soldiers blurted. “We’re all going to die!” According to Downey, no one argued with him. Daddario had to place a call to the leader of the Third Force on Saipan, General Wu, who flew in to exhort his men to be brave. “I had the feeling Wu looked upon them as dead men,” Jack was to write, “but if the agents themselves detected Wu’s pessimism, they did not show it. They waited for the next full moon, and this time they jumped. Soon they were sending back messages that were typical of men in the field; they were full of complaints. We knew all was well.”

As he returned to his desk and discovered he had little to do, Downey’s morale sank. He still was no closer to the action. When he saw his friends assigned to Korea, they never failed to mention some combat exploit, then remark about how peaceful Japan seemed in comparison. It vexed him more than he let on. “After 4 mos. of nothing I got a good job that lasted 2 mos. and gave me some experience,” he told his Saint A’s brother Rufus Phillips in mid-July, vaguely filling him in, “but in the last 2 weeks the job has petered out and the world is slowly but perceptibly turning to shit—I’m feeling qualms of conscience about the service since the job hasn’t turned out quite the way I expected—although it may in the foreseeable future—& that’s the damned rub—I’d hate to quit & then see the roof cave in the next day.”

Restless, he volunteered for a resupply flight at the end of September. The first team still hadn’t been heard from, but the second team remained in regular contact. They needed food, and with cold weather coming, winter gear. When he overheard the Air Force colonel in charge worry aloud that a Chinese agent might not be strong enough to push the supply bundle, about the size of an office desk, out of the plane by himself, Downey offered to go along. Agency policy banned officers from flying over hostile territory, but the colonel agreed, so long as Downey swore never to reveal his complicity.

Returning to the drab barracks and hangars of Atsugi from his maiden adventure over China, Downey was pleased to note Daddario’s “barely concealed envy.” Then Daddario was reassigned, leaving Jack with his competitive juices sputtering and with less to do than before. As consolation, chief of operations Joe Kiyonaga, who’d been impressed by his ruggedness, energy and daring, chose him to carry the monthly message pouch to Hong Kong, meaning a few days off in the pleasure-packed British colony. His first trip was scheduled for Monday, December 1.



In 1893, Rudyard Kipling published a poem, “Gentlemen-Rankers,” a sympathetic but singularly unromantic verse about disgraced or impoverished aristocrats who find sour refuge in the lower echelons of the British Army. Consigned to anonymity, indignity and worse at the far outposts of empire—“poor little lambs who’ve lost their way… little black sheep who’ve gone astray”—they’re shunned by the officer class and despised by the grunts. “To the legion of the lost ones, to the cohort of the damned,” it began. It was an unveiled attack on the British class system. Perfectly metered, “Gentlemen-Rankers” lent itself to song. Unpublished and uncredited versions were widely pirated by balladeers, in barracks and bars, from Bangkok to Bombay to Cairo.

In 1907, a jejune Yale singing group, the Whiffenpoofs, had begun to attract customers to an antebellum, dark-paneled private club on Temple Street in New Haven where an enterprising German immigrant, Louis Linder, had taken over the lease. Members came to hear them try out unrehearsed songs. The group had been seeking a “national anthem,” a signature number to be sung “at every meeting, all reverentially standing!” Someone had heard “Gentlemen-Rankers” performed, and the Whiffenpoofs swiftly adapted it to their own circumstances. “To the tables down at Mory’s,” they sang, “to the place where Louis dwells.” In their version of the chorus, far more bittersweet than bitter—self-mocking and nostalgic rather than ashamed and aggrieved—Kipling’s gentlemen rankers became gentlemen songsters.

Rudy Vallee (Yale, 1927), one of the first modern pop stars of the teen idol type, internationally known for his radio broadcasts, had not been a Whiffenpoof, but he liked the song, first performing it in 1936. Hundreds of thousands of copies of both the recording and the sheet music were sold. Featured in Moss Hart’s 1944 Broadway musical Winged Victory, then recorded by Bing Crosby in 1947, “The Whiffenpoof Song” became something of a national anthem itself, a theme song that enshrined inebriated, devil-may-care fraternalism while poking fun at Yalies self-consciously “out on a spree, damned from here to eternity… Baa! Baa! Baa!” During World War II, it became the unofficial anthem of the OSS. Far-flung homesick spies locked arms and crooned at the top of their lungs about “the dear old Temple bar we love so well.”

In early November, Downey and two Yale classmates, Jack May and Jim Lilley, also tasked with training Third Force units, met up in Tokyo for a weekend—“to be together in youthful release,” May would recall. No one knew for sure how many in their class had entered the CIA, but Lilley estimated the number to be about one hundred—nearly 10 percent. Jack had heard that a sizeable group (perhaps as many as half, according to later accounts) had had second thoughts about paramilitary work after their months of combat training, and they all had friends who’d already quit because, contrary to what they’d been told, the CIA refused to guarantee that they wouldn’t still be drafted after finishing their covert service.

Downey introduced them to sumo wrestling. In the arena, feasting on sushi and sake, they cheered on giant top-knotted, loin-clothed grapplers facing off in series of confrontations that favored extreme bursts of might and energy over stamina and strategy; more like a one-man scrum, or a stag match in rutting season, than the grinding nine-minute marathon of his sport. At twilight, they left by taxi for the famous Yoshiwara section, a licensed “pleasure district.” “We had an evening of entertainment in a modified geisha house,” May recalled. “After a delicately sufficient dinner, the early evening was passed in childlike games of fun. Then the later evening was spent in more honest activity. Japan is the only place in the world where a trip to a whorehouse could be called a spiritually uplifting experience.”

Back at Atsugi, Jack learned that the second Third Force team had made contact with the disaffected general. A courier had been dropped in as a link between ground operations and the CIA handlers. A message had reached the base that the general had supplied valuable documents and that the courier had much to report and needed to be “exfiltrated”—an air rescue exercise Downey and several others had trained for. All agent teams had been instructed to recognize “safety and danger” signals indicating duress when a clandestine message was sent. A former senior operations officer who worked with Downey on the mission later revealed that he thought a different “fist,” the signature sending pattern, from earlier communications made it “ninety percent” certain that the team had been doubled—turned by Mao’s army, infiltrated, instructed what to say. When he complained, he was told his fears were “inconclusive,” that the signals were ambiguous at best. The man was ordered never to discuss the matter and soon was transferred.

On November 20, the Thursday before Thanksgiving, Downey’s unit radioed back to the team: “Will air snatch approximately 2400 hours” on November 29. In a few days he’d return to Seoul to help train others to perform a “snatch pickup”—a nighttime maneuver over China to snag the courier from the ground and hoist him into a slow-moving plane coasting just above the treetops. It still hadn’t been decided who would operate the winch-and-hook device in the back of the plane. But Downey was excited to be leaving Atsugi for the front lines after nearly a year of disappointment, frustration, temptation, boredom, envy, self-doubt, and uncertainty.

Don Gregg, who was training Third Force units on Saipan, and an adviser to the joint military operations unit named Lucius Horiuchi took Downey out for an evening at Atsugi’s infamous red-light house, Komachi Inn. Gregg remembered Jack was in “high spirits, as he was at last ‘going to see some action.’ ” Horiuchi, an American-born Japanese who’d been interned in North Dakota for two years as a child, arranged for Downey to enjoy the evening with a woman Jack called “the Tigress.” The next morning, he donned his Army fatigue coveralls over his Yale varsity sweater, reversed and worn backward to conceal the Y. After posing for Horiuchi’s camera in three-quarter profile, buzz-cut and jut-jawed, standing watch over a coastal war monument and the unruffled Pacific beyond, rifle at the ready, he flew to Korea.

Kipling’s last stanza recounts the cursed rankers’ fate that “holds us until an alien turf enfolds us, and we die, and none can tell Them where we die.” The “Whiffenpoof Song” substitutes: “We will serenade our Louis, while life and voice shall last, then we’ll pass and be forgotten with the rest.” Quite different outcomes, yet equally tinged with pathos, sadness, regret, loss, and anonymity. Neither ranker nor songster, Jack Downey headed off to the war zone in a non-uniform reflective of his alias, John Donovan, an undercover operative admired by his jealous peers but dismissed and distrusted by skeptical, war-weary Army officers and soldiers. He cut a figure of yet another kind of lamb in wolf’s clothing. “Baa! Baa! Baa!”



Kiyonaga got word that the two civilian recruits for the mission were developing cold feet. They had volunteered with the vague understanding that they would be flying over North Korea and would be “serving their country,” Downey wrote. They’d been trained to operate the winch and harness equipment by another junior CIA operative, twenty-five-year-old Richard “Dick” Fecteau. When the mission was fully explained, they refused to go, leaving Kiyonaga and Daddario’s replacement to huddle with CIA base chief John Mason to find substitutes. (According to official history, Mason pulled the civilians because they lacked requisite clearances.) The option of sending two Chinese nationals employed by the agency was discussed and rejected.

“They haven’t been cleared, and I don’t trust them,” Mason said.

Kiyonaga proposed sending Downey and Fecteau: “They’re strong, they’re reliable, and they’ve been cleared.”

Jack remembered being told only that the volunteers had called in sick. “It seemed our superiors had made the security clearance the priority,” he wrote, “and violated the rule not to put CIA case officers in the front line.” Not that he was concerned or disappointed. “The decision suited me fine. I was going to get into real action.”

On November 25, four days before the scheduled run, he began training with Fecteau, who impressed him as tough and energetic. Handsome, husky, strong-browed, and cheeky, a twin, Dick grew up in Lynn, an industrial city north of Boston. Jack learned that he had joined the merchant marine out of high school, then attended Boston University on a football scholarship before joining the agency. Fecteau had twin daughters with his first wife, and during his time training in DC had remarried. His new wife, Joanne, a redheaded CIA stenographer, was scheduled to join him in Japan next weekend.

Dick tended the motorized winch, which roared and shook violently when it kicked on. The apparatus had been tested but never before used to pick up an agent in the field. The plan was to release a steel cable hooked at the end to snag the courier, then reel him into the plane. They would make two passes over the drop zone, the first with supplies, including a pick-up bundle containing two aluminum poles, a chest harness, and a long nylon rope. While the agents on the ground assembled the unit into a sort of goalpost, the C-47 would circle for an hour in the dark, then come around again, low and slow, and snag the nylon crosspiece with the bobbing ten-pound hook. At that point Downey, leaning out the cargo door of the C-47, would wield a long wooden pole with a self-closing hook on the end, ramming it into a metal sleeve running along the fuselage, locking on the cable. The agent, lying on the ground under the crosspiece, harnessed to the nylon rope, would bolt into the air, like a marlin at the end of a fishing line.

They watched a training film in which, Jack noted, “the guinea pig on the ground” was a jaunty Air Force captain who kept a cigar clenched in his teeth throughout the pickup. Because the nylon rope tended to stretch when first hooked, then snapped back like a rubber band, slinging its package into the air, it was possible the courier could be ripped apart or decapitated. “Without the benefit of the cavalier Air Force captain, we practiced with a dummy built to simulate the weight of the Chinese agent,” Downey recalled.

The idea of a Third Force presumed equal antipathy to both Mao and Chiang. Further, the CIA-owned airline, Civilian Air Transport (CAT), owed its existence to the special relationship between Chiang and CAT’s founder Claire Chennault, the square-jawed American military aviator famed for leading the Flying Tigers in support of Chinese forces during World War II. For these reasons, the flight required pilots who were both cleared for security and knew how to dodge both sides’ radar networks. Norm Schwartz, a short, compact former Army pilot, was a scratch golfer and had been star pitcher on Chennault’s Shanghai softball team—a wisecracking bachelor. Bob Snoddy, a lanky wartime B-24 pilot in the Navy, had flown commercial aircraft before joining CAT in 1948. He and his wife had an apartment in Tokyo and were expecting their first child.

They started practicing together at first light Friday, the day before the scheduled run, taking off from K-16 and flying out over the vast Nan River floodplain. The apparatus was erected on a sandbar. As Snoddy and Schwartz lined up the target, throttling back almost to stall speed, Jack and Dick took their posts. At the moment of impact, Snoddy and Schwartz gunned the engines, climbing steeply so as not to risk bouncing the dummy along the ground. The acceleration against gravity forced Downey to his knees on the first run. “We circled and banked so much the world began to seem permanently tilted,” he wrote. Again and again, the pilots turned, straightened their approach, throttled back. Fecteau would “yank the winch motor to life, and I would thrust my pole home.” On the way back to base, Fecteau tapped him on the shoulder, pointing out a scene unfolding in the distance. Anyone who has parachuted knows the fear of landing in water. Lines can tangle. The weight of the chute can drag you under. Dick and Jack watched as, about a mile away, toylike figures suspended from open parachutes drifted towards the fast-running river. “Of course,” Downey later reflected, “it was wartime and stories of death were everywhere.”

In Seoul they stayed at a second-rate hotel converted into a military billet. Jack went back to his room to clean up. To say he was pumped and primed diminishes the degree of faith and trust he also felt. Indeed, as he was to recall thirty years later, the sense of wondrous good fortune that had smiled on him as a child and that had deserted his family when his father died, returned in a flash. As usual when reviewing his life, he seemed somehow unsurprised, conditioned as he was to respect the churn of fate and chance. After a miserable year on the sidelines, Downey bared himself as a hard-core fatalist. “Before I met up with my Harvard buddy Tucker for dinner,” he wrote, “other acquaintances induced me to join a card game I had never played.”


Beginner’s luck was with me, and by the time Tucker had arrived I had won many hands, much to the chagrin of those who had asked me to play. Sweeping up my winnings with a great flourish and heading for the door, I passed a slot machine. I dropped a quarter in, pulled the handle and watched the jackpot come up. I was riding a wave of luck.

When I thought about the mission scheduled for the next night, it was more with anticipation than fear. For nearly a year I had been a rear-echelon drone in the eyes of my buddies in Korea. Now our roles were reversed. I was going far behind enemy lines, and I enjoyed the deference they paid me. I got so carried away with myself that I thought briefly of writing “eve of battle” letters to my family and my girl back home. Only once or twice did I worry about the risk of the mission, but not enough to keep me from a sound sleep. I was in bed by midnight.





The next morning, he laced up his stiff new jump boots, tucked his fleece-lined arctics under his arm, climbed into a waiting jeep, and rode to the airfield, where he spent the day reviewing procedures and checking equipment. After supper in the mess hall, an interpreter wrote a note in Chinese and slipped it into the supply bundle: “Jack himself is flying in this plane.” The note was meant to encourage the men on the ground, and Downey gave no thought to what would happen if it landed in enemy hands. “Our cover story was flimsy enough,” he was to recall. “If captured, we were to claim we were on a mission to drop propaganda leaflets in North Korea and had strayed off course.”

He and Fecteau stripped themselves of all personal belongings, anything that might identify them, and handed them to the interpreter for safekeeping. As they were about to board, an Air Force captain handed him a .38-caliber revolver. Downey doubted the gun would offer much protection, but it had a more reassuring heft than the puny .22-caliber pistols he and Fecteau carried in the survival vests they wore over their flight suits. The ground crew coached Fecteau: “If you get shot down, don’t tell ʼem you’re CIA. Tell ʼem anything, but don’t tell ʼem you’re CIA.”

“I mean what’re you gonna tell ʼem,” he was to recall thinking, “you’re with the National Geographic Society?”

Visibility was excellent, and the three-hour flight to the drop zone was calm and uneventful. They had a bomber’s moon, nearly full and practically incandescent, which reflected off the surface of water and the snow-covered earth with a luminous glow, helping Schwartz and Snoddy navigate without instruments, but also making it easier to be spotted from the ground. At one point, Fecteau opened his survival kit and realized there was no ammunition for the .38. He and Downey joked about it. Otherwise, they kept their thoughts—and fears—to themselves.

Downey tensed only as they approached the drop zone. It was midnight—on schedule. Three fires in a row signaled the location. As Snoddy and Schwartz aimed the C-47 straight at the fires, Jack and Dick muscled the supply bundles past the winch, which was bolted in the cargo door, then shoved them out, watching the parachutes open and drift towards an open field. The pilots then made a wide loop that took them near the Manchurian city of Chang Chun. Jack watched its lights abruptly blink off as they drew closer. “Apparently we had been detected,” he later noted. “Within a minute or two, the entire city had hidden itself in darkness, afraid of our tiny presence.”

As Snoddy and Schwartz came around again and zeroed in on the drop zone, Downey grabbed the loose end of a rope attached to his parachute harness and knotted it to a metal brace inside the cargo area. It would be his lifeline if he slipped from the door area during the gyrating maneuvers. His thoughts raced ahead. Because of the rope, he wore only a reserve parachute on his chest. The ripcord didn’t pull automatically. Jack felt for the ripcord ring to memorize its position in case he had to bail out.

Snoddy shimmied back to the cargo bay to check if all was ready. On the moonlit landscape, several people could be seen on the ground. The apparatus was in place. A supine man lay under it in a pickup harness, facing the path of the aircraft, just like the cigar-chomping officer in the training film. Downey leaned into the frigid wind blowing past his face, his pole extended, in the open doorway. Fecteau suspected he might have a problem starting the winch after four hours in the freezing cold, but it wheezed into action, rumbling to life. The pilots throttled back.

On the ground, Mao’s soldiers pulled back white tarps revealing two Browning machine guns either captured in Korea, or just as likely, sold from war surplus by the Soviets to China at a steep profit. “They had two American 50s and [fired] right into the cockpit. Tracers came up through the floor of the plane,” Fecteau says. Bullets “flew by my face like tiny comets,” Downey recalled. He was mesmerized. He didn’t think to move. Through the combined roar of the wind and the engine “it flashed through my mind that I hadn’t been to confession and I was conscious that my groin felt terribly exposed.”

The C-47 ceased climbing. It hung in the air, shuddering. The nose dipped, then leveled. Jack slammed into the sleeping bags and blankets behind the pilots’ cabin. He shouted for Schwartz and Snoddy. Neither answered. A tracer grazed his cheek, and suddenly Downey was aware that the wings were on fire and the plane was crashing through trees. Staggered, he couldn’t figure why the plane pancaked when it hit the ground, why it didn’t cartwheel. “I only knew the battering and noise stopped and we were no longer moving.” Jack wondered if the crash landing was luck, or if Snoddy or Schwartz brought the plane to level and switched off the engine to prevent an explosion.

He stood and moved, disentangling himself, tumbling from the wreckage. Fecteau appeared and helped him out of his harness. “A sheet of flame quivered like an orange, red and blue waterfall in front of me,” Downey was to write. With no idea what happened to the pilots—but assuming they were dead since the crossfire concentrated on the cockpit—they stumbled from the burning plane and looked for cover in a stand of trees. They struggled to find their bearings.

“Later when I remembered the crash,” Downey wrote, “one thought was always most frightening. It wasn’t the tracer bullets or the ride through the treetops or the fire. It was the lifeline. What if the plane had gained more altitude after being hit and I had tried to bail out? I would have jumped and fallen only the length of my lifeline. Then I would have dangled, watching the ground rush toward me, waiting for the plane to crash on top of me.”



A lone Chinese soldier emerged near the burning C-47. He pointed his rifle at Downey and Fecteau, shouting, staccato, one word over and over. Downey drew the .38. He thought better of it and dropped the gun as other soldiers appeared from all directions at once. A soldier struck Fecteau across the face, and Fecteau swore at him. They were searched, their hands tied behind their backs, and marched single file for an hour to a farmhouse, where, sitting on a low mud bed with coals beneath it to provide heat, and squinting through his fogged glasses, Downey thought he saw the colonel they’d tried to pick up.

A Chinese officer stood over him. “You are Jack,” he scolded, in English. The statement seemed more of a command than an assertion. “Tell the truth, and the future will be bright; lie, and your future will be dark.”

Downey insisted he was John—John Donovan. “It was a lame distinction,” he recalled later, “but I thought I might confuse my questioner.”

“You are Jack,” the officer corrected. He said he knew Downey owned a record player and he liked soy sauce, which he’d poured extravagantly on his fish and vegetables back at Atsugi as he tried to show his respect for the agents by developing a taste for their cooking. The translator’s note in the supply bundle wasn’t mentioned but Downey assumed they had it—further confirmation, as if more was needed. He protested that it was all a mistake; that he was a civilian employee of the Army on a leafleting mission. His pilots went off course. It occurred to him that the radio operator could have warned them of trouble, but he surmised that the Communists must have threatened the man, holding him accountable for their timely arrival. “If there was anyone relieved to hear the sound of our C-47’s engines that night, it must have been the radio operator,” Downey wrote.
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