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Praise for Tuxedo Park

“An examination of the remarkable role of the shadowy but powerful ‘amateur scientist’ whose intellect and energy spurred critical scientific research that shortened and helped win WWII. . . . Remarkable and remarkably told, as if F. Scott Fitzgerald had penned Batman.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“By the time you are finished, you are prepared to bestow on Alfred Lee Loomis the title of Most Interesting Man I Never Knew Anything About. . . . Loomis and Conant are just right for each other.”

—Alex Beam, The New York Times Book Review

“[Conant’s] group portrait offers a healthy reminder of how much good science depends on community and collaboration, not solitary genius.”

—The New Yorker

“An eccentric, fabulously wealthy scientist performs groundbreaking experiments on the nature of time in his stone castle and, after hosting a sumptuous feast for his colleagues and friends, forces his guests to participate in brain-wave experiments while hypnotized. Something out of H. G. Wells or Mary Shelley? No, a real scene from the life of Alfred Lee Loomis, the extraordinary American financier, scientist, and philanthropist who played a pivotal role in the development of radar and the creation of the Manhattan Project during World War II. Jennet Conant . . . has written a fascinating biography of this unusual and impressive figure.”

—Richard Di Dio, The Philadelphia Inquirer

“A must-read for fans of World War II history, and it will captivate students of science and technology.”

—Otis Port, Business Week

“More than a vivid biography of Alfred Lee Loomis, this is a bright and intelligent portrait of a season of science in America that changed history.”

—Library Journal

“Like the character of Loomis himself, this is a fabric woven of many strands—financial genius, brilliant inventiveness, a passion for science, human traits and appetites—each essential to the emergent pattern. . . . Thanks to Conant’s efforts, the tapestry is at last on display.”

—Fred Bortz, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“This is a very good book. . . . Once you start it, you will have a hard time putting it down.”

—Jeremy Bernstein, The Washington Times

“In Tuxedo Park, Conant has indeed written a fascinating tale.”

—Jules Wagman, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

“Alfred Loomis has remained deep in the shadows of history until now. . . . Riveting.”

—Joseph Losos, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“It’s a tale that sounds more like an Ian Fleming creation than truth: An eccentric tycoon brings the world’s brightest minds to a private enclave, where they develop inventions that alter world history. . . . Conant praises the financier-turned-scientist’s work and . . . also captures a tarnished image of Loomis the man. . . . Conant resurrects the explosive contributions of a man who harbored little interest in being remembered.”

—Stuart Wade, Austin American Statesman

“No one man won World War II for us, but none exceeded Alfred Loomis’s contribution. He was critical to crucial developments, everything from radar to the atomic bomb. He put into victory his genius, his energy, and his Wall Street fortune. Author Jennet Conant put all of her considerable talents into this biography, which is as superb as the subject.”

—Stephen E. Ambrose

“Alfred Lee Loomis, who lived among the swells in a gated Tuxedo Park, hated F.D.R., rarely communicated with his wife and three sons, stole his best friend’s wife, and with icy disdain helped drive an aide to take his own life. Yet the Allies may not have won World War II without this man whom history forgot. As Jennet Conant’s heart-thumping book recounts, Loomis was a public-spirited citizen with the brilliance and ability to galvanize the scientific community to invent first the potent weapon that came to be called radar to spare London from bombs and to destroy U-2 boats, and later contributed to the making of the atom bomb. Long after you race to the end, this heroic story will linger in memory.”

—Ken Auletta
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For Steve and John


To advance scientific knowledge, pick a man of genius, give him money, and let him alone.

—James B. Conant

You don’t know what life really is

Till you’ve been to Tuxedo Park!

—Chorus of a song from the musical Tuxedo by Henry J. Sayers, 1891
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Preface


IF the phrase stranger than fiction ever described any series of events, it applies to the bizarre circumstances that surrounded the suicide of William Richards on January 30, 1940, on the eve of the publication of his novel, Brain Waves and Death. The book, which was written under a pseudonym, was a thinly veiled account of the legendary scientific laboratory owned by the millionaire Alfred Lee Loomis and the eccentric coterie of geniuses whose work he financed. Richards was an accomplished chemist and had for years enjoyed Loomis’ luxurious facilities in the exclusive enclave of Tuxedo Park, where his mansion was known to be a meeting place for the great names in science and finance. Richards, who was my great-uncle, came from a prominent Boston family and was painfully aware of his pedigreed seat in the country’s intellectual elite. His father, Theodore William Richards, was chairman of the Harvard Chemistry Department and a Nobel laureate. His sister, Grace Richards, was married to James B. Conant, who at the time was president of Harvard. In this rarefied company, it was not enough to be merely accomplished—anything less than extraordinary constituted a disappointment. Richards’ talents lay in music and art, but he was expected to strive for greatness in science. Before he turned forty, deciding he had fallen short of the mark, he killed himself. Within the Richards-Conant family, his suicide was regarded as a kind of weakness, a moral failure. It was not only a betrayal of his intellectual promise, but an embarrassing public expression of his private anguish. My grandfather used his influence to have the incident covered up, and it was never spoken of again.

My father, Theodore Richards Conant, knew only that he had lost his favorite uncle to some terrible tragedy. The deep air of mystery that surrounded Richards’ death, and his fiction’s rich and foreboding scientific detail, always haunted my father. He saved a copy of the scandalous novel, which was published posthumously and quickly disappeared, along with an unpublished short story about a scientist working to create the first atomic bomb, which my grandfather confiscated on the grounds that it was too close to the truth to dare publish in those dangerous times. The silence my grandfather imposed served only to distort and enlarge the family myths about William Richards, and in my father’s boyish eyes, he became a heroic figure—rebellious, romantic, doomed.

Years later, when I was growing up, my father liked to tell lurid tales about Richards’ death. At funerals, usually held at the family plot in Mount Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge, Massachusetts, we would go hunt for his grave and that of his brother, who also committed suicide. My father always joked that every good Boston family should have a pew at St. Trinity’s, a plot at Mount Auburn’s, and a gurney at McLean’s (the local nuthouse). Once, when we were visiting 17 Quincy Street, the Harvard president’s house where he was raised, my father took me to an upstairs bedroom, pointed to the four-poster, and told me that this was where his uncle’s body had been found. He fed my fascination by telling me vivid, and wildly varying, accounts of what had happened. In one version, Richards had built an elaborate apparatus that he used to electrocute himself, and it was my horrified grandmother who discovered the corpse. Another time, he told my grandfather’s Harvard biographer that the contraption had been “rigged to an alarm clock that released a lethal dose of poison gas,” killing Richards exactly the same way the characters in his novel were finished off. Neither account was accurate, but the biographer believed him, and so did I.

Over the years, I became enchanted with the stories and the extraordinary coincidence of his suicide, the approaching war, and the invention of the bomb. That my grandfather played a crucial role in the decision to build the first atomic bomb, and administered the Manhattan Project, only added to the mystery. How had Richards come to know so much about something as secret as nuclear fission? Did he know too much? Had he exposed more than he had imagined in his roman à clef about Loomis’ private laboratory? As I grew older, I pried open locked trunks stored in the basement of my grandparents’ country home in Hanover, New Hampshire, and pored over old letters and diaries, looking for clues. When my father gave a large cache of books and papers belonging to my grandfather to Harvard in the mid-1980s, I asked him not to hand over any of Richards’ letters. I was an adult, on the brink of a journalism career, and I knew with certainty that one day I would write about this strange chapter in my family’s history.

At the same time, I knew it meant acknowledging the strain of manic depression that has been passed down through successive generations of the Richards and Conant families and has been the cause of so much tragedy and pain. I would also be acknowledging my own genetic vulnerability, and it was many years before I felt ready to do that. I also struggled with the problem of prying into what many of my grandfather’s friends and colleagues might regard as a dark corner of his illustrious career. James Conant was a very private, proud, and tidy man and placed a premium on appearances. He would have loathed seeing his family’s mess tipped onto the page. There were also gaping holes in the story. My grandmother was acutely aware that graduate students would one day paw her private papers, and she set about methodically destroying anything incriminatingly personal in the record, ripping pages out of diaries and burning most of her mother’s and brother’s letters.

It was ironic, then, that I first looked into Alfred Loomis to help shed light on William Richards’ life. Few men of Loomis’ prominence and achievement have gone to greater lengths to foil history. Most of the books I looked in for information about Loomis included only a few lines about him, at most a paragraph or two. He seemed to stand at the edge of important events, intimately involved and at the same time somehow overlooked. Yet here was a character who was at once familiar. Independently wealthy, iconoclastic, and aloof, Loomis did not conform to the conventional measure of a great scientist. He was too complex to categorize—financier, philanthropist, society figure, physicist, inventor, amateur, dilettante—a contradiction in terms. At a time when the world was a smaller place, and the men in positions of power all knew one another because of family connections, school ties, and club affiliations, Loomis knew everyone. He was the ultimate insider. Although he rose to become one of the most powerful figures in banking in the 1920s, and scooped his peers by pulling out of the market before the Crash of 1929 and rode out the Depression sitting on a mountain of cash, he was not satisfied with the lucre and laurels of Wall Street. He, too, by virtue of his background and education, felt obliged to strive for a kind of excellence that had nothing to do with the external trappings of success.

Loomis had the foresight to know that science would soon become a dominating force, and he used his immense fortune to attract a gifted group of young physicists to his private laboratory and endow pioneering research that pushed at the frontiers of knowledge. He created a scientific idyll in the cloistered fiefdom of Tuxedo Park, and in his belief in invention and experimentalism, he prepared the way for a series of scientific developments that would not only change the course of the war, but ultimately transform the modern world. For more than a decade, William Richards was part of Loomis’ brilliant circle at Tuxedo Park, and in his fiction, he captured that twilight period between the wars when the last of the gentleman scientists engaged in pure research, before the demands of the real world called them to action. In the intersection of their lives, I glimpsed a story of real interest, authentically American, with the stature of history. And in the recurring mental illness that ravaged Loomis’ family, and resulted in a bitter divorce that drove him into seclusion, I recognized a parallel story that helped me make peace with my own peculiar legacy.





Chapter 1


THE PATRON






Ward was smiling but that did not mean that he was amused. The smile was a velvet glove covering his iron determination to get under way without any lost motion.

—WR, from Brain Waves and Death

ON January 30, 1940, shortly after ten P.M., the superintendent of the building at 116 East 83rd Street noticed that a bottle of milk delivered that morning to one of his tenants had remained in front of the door all day. The young man who rented the three-room apartment had not said anything about going out of town. He was a conspicuous fellow, extremely tall—at least six feet four—and lean, with piercing blue eyes and a shock of dark hair. After knocking repeatedly and failing to get an answer, the superintendent notified the police.

William T. Richards was found dead in the bathtub with his wrists slashed, blood from his wounds garlanding the walls of the bathroom. He was dressed in his pajamas, his head resting on a pillow. A razor blade lay by his hand. He was a former chemistry professor at Princeton University who was currently employed as a consultant at the Loomis Laboratory in Tuxedo Park, New York. He was thirty-nine years old. His personal papers mentioned a mother, Miriam Stuart Richards, living in Massachusetts, and the detective at the scene asked the Cambridge police to contact her. As The New York Times reported the following morning, William Richards was from a prominent Boston family, son of the late professor Theodore William Richards of Harvard, winner of a Nobel Prize in chemistry, and the brother of the former Grace (Patty) Thayer Richards, wife of the president of Harvard, James B. Conant.

Although his death was clearly a suicide, everything possible was done to hush up the more unpleasant aspects of the event, and the Boston papers never published the details. Richards’ brother, Thayer, was immediately dispatched to New York, and he saw to it that most of what had transpired was concealed from his mother and sister. A suicide note that was found by the tub was destroyed, and its contents were never revealed. The Richards family was naturally concerned about its reputation, but there were also pressing concerns, of a rather delicate nature, that made it vitally important that Bill’s suicide be kept as quiet as possible. Miriam Richards, desperate to avoid any scandal, drafted a reassuring letter attempting to put the untimely death of her son in a better light, copies of which she sent out to important friends and relations. She explained that Bill had long been “nervously, seriously ill” and had never properly recovered from severe abdominal surgery several years earlier. She also supplied him with an end that left open the possibility that his death was accidental, writing that “Bill died of an overdose of a sleeping draught.” It is entirely possible that this is what she had been told.

“William Theodore Richards was beyond any doubt one of the most brilliant members of our class,” began his Harvard obituary, based on the fond reminiscences of his friends and scientific colleagues. He was interested in new scientific phenomena, the originality of his ideas leading him into experimental work. But he had the kind of restless, wide-ranging intelligence—he was a talented painter and musician and briefly considered playing the cello professionally—that made him, according to one friend, “a veritable Renaissance man.” He was a chemist at his father’s insistence, but his heart was not in it, and he found it difficult to force himself to undertake the routine proofs and laborious accumulation of data that would have given him more publishable material and more recognition in his field. He had “a mentality which could be called great,” wrote his classmate Leopold Mannes, a fellow scientist and musician, who speculated that Richards despaired of ever meeting the onerous demands he imposed on himself. “In his attitude towards life, towards science, towards music—of which he had an astounding knowledge and perception—and towards literature, he was a relentless perfectionist, and thus his own implacable judge. No human being could be expected fully to satisfy such standards.”

Richards was a solitary man, confining his friends to a small, clever circle. He kept most of his contemporaries at bay with his caustic wit, which made quick work of any human frailty, whether at his own expense or someone else’s. With complete abandon, he would ruthlessly mimic anyone from Adolf Hitler to some sentimental woman who had been foolish enough to confide in him. To most, he seemed cordial, cold, and a bit superior, his moodiness exacerbated by periods of poor health and depression. He eventually quit his job at Princeton and moved to New York, where he worked part-time as a chemical consultant while devoting himself to an arduous course of psychotherapy. The Harvard memorial notes concluded that “after a brave struggle for ten years to overcome a serious neurosis, which in spite of treatment grew worse, Bill died by his own hand.”

Richards’ death was nevertheless “shocking” to Jim Conant and his wife, Patty. Richards had celebrated Christmas with them only a few weeks before and had stayed in the large brick mansion at 17 Quincy Street that was the official residence of the Harvard president. Although his psychological condition had always been precarious, he had seemed “to be making real progress,” his mother later lamented in a letter to a close family friend, so much so that “last summer and autumn he was so happy and well that for fun he wrote a detective story.” Richards had submitted the manuscript to Scribner’s, which “had at once accepted it.”

Just a few weeks after he took his own life, his book, Brain Waves and Death, was published under the pseudonym “Willard Rich.” It was, in most respects, a conventional murder mystery, with the added interest of being set in a sophisticated modern laboratory, where a group of eminent scientists are hard at work on an experiment designed to measure the electrical impulses sent out by the brain. In a twist on the standard “hermetically sealed room” problem, Richards staged the murder in a locked experimental chamber that is constantly monitored by highly sensitive listening devices and a camera. The book earned respectful reviews, with The New York Times describing the story as “ingeniously contrived and executed” and awarding Willard Rich “an honorable place in the ranks of mystery mongers.” None of the critics were apparently aware that the author was already dead or that he had rather morbidly foreshadowed his imminent demise in the book, in which the first victim is a tall, arrogant young chemist named Bill Roberts.

At the time, only a small group of elite scientists could have known that while the method Richards devised to kill off his literary alter ego was of his own invention—a lethal packet of poison gas that was frozen solid and released into the atmosphere when warmed to room temperature—the actual science and the laboratory itself were real. George Kistiakowsky, a Harvard chemistry professor and one of Richards’ closest friends and professional colleagues, guessed the truth immediately, “that it was a take-off on the Loomis Laboratory and the characters frequenting it.” Despite its contrived plot, the book was essentially a roman à clef. No one who had ever been there could fail to recognize that the “Howard M. Ward Laboratory” was in reality the Loomis Laboratory in Tuxedo Park and that the charismatic figure of Ward himself was transparently based on Alfred Lee Loomis, the immensely wealthy Wall Street tycoon and amateur physicist who, among his myriad inventions, claimed a patent for the electroencephalograph, a device that measured brain waves.

The opening paragraphs of the book perfectly captured Loomis’ rarefied world, where scientists mingled with polite society and where intellectual problems in astronomy, biology, psychiatry, or physics could be discussed and pursued in a genteel and collegial atmosphere:

The Howard M. Ward Laboratory was not one of those hospital-like institutions where Pure Science is hounded grimly and humorlessly as if it were a venomous reptile; the grounds of the Laboratory included a tennis court, bridle paths, and a nine-hole golf course. Guests there did not have to confine themselves to science, they could live fully and graciously.

It was Richards who had first told Kistiakowsky about Loomis’ private scientific playground in Tuxedo Park, a guarded enclave of money and privilege nestled in the foothills of the Ramapo Mountains. Tuxedo Park, forty miles northwest of New York City, had originally been developed in 1886 by Pierre Lorillard, the tobacco magnate, as a private lakefront resort where his wealthy friends could summer every year. The rustic retreat became the prime meeting ground of American society, what Ward McCallister famously called “the Four Hundred,” where wealthy moguls communed with nature in forty-room “cottages” with the required ten bedrooms, gardens, stables, and housing for the small army of servants required for entertaining in style. Leading members of the financial elite, such as Astors and Morgans, numbered among the Tuxedo Club’s first members, as did Averell Harriman, who occupied a vast neighboring estate known as Arden. Over the years, Tuxedo Park, with its exclusive clubhouse and fabled balls, had taken on all of the luster and lore of a royal court, and although it had dimmed somewhat since the First World War, it still regarded itself as the Versailles of the New York rich.

Loomis, a prominent banker and socialite, was very much part of that world and owned several homes there. According to Richards, however, Loomis was also somewhat eccentric and disdained the glamorous swirl around him. He had developed a passion for science and for some time had been leading a sort of double life: as a partner in Bonbright & Co., the thriving bond investments subsidiary of J. P. Morgan, he had amassed a substantial fortune, which allowed him to act as a patron somewhat in the manner of the great nineteenth-century British scientists such as Charles Darwin and Lord Rayleigh. To that end, Loomis had purchased an enormous stone mansion in Tuxedo, known as the Tower House, and turned it into a private laboratory where he could give free rein to his avocation—primarily physics, but also chemistry, astronomy, and other ventures. He entertained lavishly at Tower House and invited eminent scientists to spend long weekends and holidays as his guests. More to the point, as Richards told Kistiakowsky, Loomis also extended his hospitality to “impecunious” young scientists, offering them stipends so they could enjoy elegant living conditions while laboring as skilled researchers in his laboratory.

Richards had seen to it that Kistiakowsky—“Kisty” to his pals—secured a generous grant from the Loomis Laboratory. The two had met and become fast friends at Princeton in the fall of 1926, when as new chemistry teachers they were assigned to share the same ground-floor laboratory. They were both tall, physically imposing men, with the same contradictory mixture of witty raconteur and reserved, introspective scientist. In no time they had discovered a mutual fondness for late night philosophizing and bathtub gin. As this was during Prohibition, the Chemistry Department had to sponsor its own drinking parties, and the two chemists “doctored” their own mixture of bootleg alcohol and ginger ale with varying degrees of success. Richards, who was subsidized by his well-heeled Brahmin family, had soon noticed that his Russian colleague, a recent émigré who sent money to his family in Europe, was having difficulty managing on the standard instructor’s salary of $160 a month. Knowing any extra source of funds would be welcome, Richards had put in a good word with Loomis, just as he had when recommending Kistiakowsky to his “uncle Lawrence”—A. Lawrence Lowell, who was then president of Harvard, and a close family friend. Grinning into the phone, he had provided assurances that Kistiakowsky was not some “wild and woolly Russian” and, despite being just off the boat, was “wholly a gentleman, had proper appearance and table manners, etc.”

Richards’ own introduction to Loomis had happened quite by accident a few months prior to his arrival at Princeton. While Richards was completing his postdoctoral studies at Göttingen, he had been sitting in the park one Sunday morning, idly reading Chemical Abstracts, when a paragraph briefly describing an experiment being carried on in the “Loomis Laboratory” had caught his eye. He had immediately sent off a letter to the laboratory, “suggesting that certain aspects of the experiment could be further developed,” and he had even outlined what the result of this development would probably be. Some months later, he received a response from the laboratory informing him that they had carried out his suggestions and the results were those he had anticipated. This had been followed by a formal invitation to work at the Loomis Laboratory.

Over the years, Richards and Kistiakowky had often commuted from Princeton to Tuxedo Park together on weekends and holidays and had conducted some of their research experiments jointly. Richards had arranged for them both to spend the summer of 1930 as research fellows at the Loomis Laboratory. What a grand time that had been. Not only was the room and board better than that of any resort hotel, but weekend recreation at Tower House—when the restriction against women was relaxed—included festive picnics, drinks, parties, and elaborate black-tie dinners. Back then, they had both been ambitious young chemists at the beginning of their careers and had reveled in the chance to work with such legendary figures as R. W. Wood, the brilliant American experimental physicist from Johns Hopkins, whom Loomis had lured to Tuxedo Park as director of his laboratory. Working alongside Loomis and a long list of distinguished collaborators, they had carried out series of original experiments, including some of the first with intense ultrasonic radiation, and had proudly seen their lines of investigation published in scientific journals and taken up by laboratories in America and Europe.

Kistiakowsky, who by then had joined Harvard’s Chemistry Department and become close friends with Conant, never publicly revealed that Richards’ book was based on Loomis and the brain wave experiments conducted at Tower House. In his carefully composed entry in Richards’ Harvard obituary, he made only a passing reference to a “Mr. A. L. Loomis of Tuxedo Park,” diplomatically noting that Richards’ work at the laboratory had afforded him “one of the keenest scientific pleasures of his career.” However, it is typical that he could not resist dropping one hint. Observing that very few physical chemists possessed his late friend’s keenness of mind, Kistiakowsky concluded that no one could ever match Richards’ own concise presentation of his work, “which was always done in the best literary form.”

At the time of Richards’ death, Kistiakowsky was still working for Loomis on the side. But the stakes were much higher now, and the project he had undertaken was so secret, and of such fearful importance, that Richards’ parody of the Loomis Laboratory must have struck him as a wildly precipitous and ill-conceived prank. Richards had always thumbed his nose at authority and convention and had been disdainful of the narrow scope of his scientific colleagues, whom he once complained talked about “nothing but the facts, the fundamental tone of life, while I prefer the inferred third harmonic.” But for Kistiakowsky, a White Russian who at age seventeen had battled the advancing Germans at the tail end of World War I, and then fought the Bolsheviks before being wounded and forced to flee his country, the prospect of another European war took precedence over everything. While in the past he might have joined Richards in poking fun at Loomis and his collector’s attitude toward scientists, Kistiakowsky now appreciated him as a man who knew how to get things done. Loomis was a bit stiff, with the bearing of a four-star general in civilian clothes, but he was strong and decisive.

Kistiakowsky did not have to be told to be discreet, though he may have been. Loomis was furious about the book and threatened to sue for libel. He was an intensely private man and was horrified at the breach of trust from such an old friend. Richards had been a regular at the Tower House for more than ten years and was intimately acquainted with the goings-on there. In the months directly preceding his suicide, Loomis had plunged the laboratory into highly sensitive war-related research projects. Loomis wanted no part of the gossip and notoriety that might result either from Richards’ unfortunate death or his book.

Neither did Jim Conant, who regarded the book as a source of acute embarrassment. It was bad enough that his wife’s family continuously vexed him with their financial excesses and emotional crises, here was his brother-in-law stirring up trouble from the grave with this incriminating tale. Patty Conant was so distressed that she begged her brother, Thayer, to have the book recalled at once. But it was too late for that, and it was not long before Conant discovered that Brain Waves and Death was not Richards’ only legacy.

With his instinctive ability to home in on the latest developments on the frontiers of research, Richards had followed up his first book with something far more sensational. Among the papers collected from his apartment after his death was the draft of a short story entitled “The Uranium Bomb.” It was written once again under the pseudonym Willard Rich. The slim typed manuscript, bearing the name and address of his literary agent, Madeleine Boyd, on the front cover, was clearly intended for publication. Richards was an avid reader of Astounding Science Fiction and probably intended to place his story in the magazine, which regularly carried the futuristic visions of H. G. Wells and was a popular venue for the doomsday fantasies of scientists who were themselves good writers. Richards’ story opens with the meeting in March 1939 between a rather callow young chemist named Perkins (Richards) and a Russian physicist named Boris Zmenov, who tries to enlist the well-connected American to warn his influential friends, and ultimately the president, “to suppress a threat to humanity.” The Zmenov character, who is convinced the Nazis want to build a bomb, explains that there had been a breakthrough in atomic fission: the uranium nucleus had been split up, with the liberation of fifty million times as much energy as could be obtained from any other explosive. “A ton of uranium would make a bomb which could blow the end off Manhattan island.”

Richards outlined Zmenov’s theory, “tossed off with the breezy impudence of a theoretical physicist,” describing the principles of atomic fission and the chain reaction by which an explosion spreads from a few atoms to a large mass of material, thereby generating a colossal amount of power. When Perkins professes disbelief, Zmenov becomes furious: “I am on the verge of developing a weapon,” he declares, “which will be the greatest military discovery of all time. It will revolutionize war, and make the nation possessing it supreme. I wish that the United States should be this nation, but am I encouraged? Am I assisted with the most meager financial support? Bah.”

As Conant read the manuscript, he realized it was an accurate representation of the facts as far as they were known. While not exactly common knowledge, Conant was aware that a great deal of information about uranium had been leaking out in scientific conferences and journals over the past year. His brother-in-law could have easily picked up many of his ideas just from reading The New York Times, which had extensively covered the lecture appearances of the Danish physicist Niels Bohr and his outspoken remarks about the destructive potential for fission. Even Newsweek had reported that atomic energy might create “an explosion that would make the forces of TNT or high-power bombs seem like firecrackers.” For his part, Conant, an accomplished scientist who had been chairman of Harvard’s Chemistry Department before becoming president of the university, was far from convinced atomic fission was anywhere near to being used as a military weapon. He was still inclined to believe the only imminent danger from fission was to some university laboratories. But he was not ready to dismiss it, either.

Richards’ story was disturbing, and if it cut as close to the bone as his novel had, it was potentially dangerous. There were too many familiar names for comfort, including an acquaintance “prominent in education circles” by the name of “Jim,” which Conant must have read as a sly reference to himself. More troubling still, the physical description of Zmenov—very short, round, and excitable—matched that of the Hungarian refugee scientist Leo Szilard, who was known to be experimenting with uranium fission at Columbia University in New York. Szilard was always agitating within the scientific community about the importance of fission and had even formed his own association to solicit funds for his work. In a scene that rang especially true, Perkins arranges for Zmenov to meet a wealthy banker, and Zmenov is crestfallen when he does not pull out his checkbook. “Perhaps Zmenov thought all bankers were crazy to find something to sling their money into,” Richards wrote in yet another thinly disguised account of Loomis’ exploits. This time, Harvard’s cautious president did not wait for Loomis to tell him that the story revealed too great a knowledge of high-level developments in the scientific world, and at the very moment external pressures were coming to a peak. Conant made sure the story was suppressed.

Conant was too guarded to ever fully confide his doubts in anyone, but he expressed some of his reservations to his son, Ted, who was thirteen years old at the time. The boy had come across the story when going through the boxes of books and radio equipment Richards had left to him and insisted that it ought to be published according to the wishes of his beloved uncle. Anything short of that, he argued, “was censorship.” The fierce row between father and son that followed was memorable because it was so rare. Conant was a calm, controlled man who rarely lost his temper. He was also coldly practical and not given to old-fashioned sentiment. His angry retort that Richards’ story was “outlandish” and “unworthy of him,” coupled with his uncharacteristic claim that “the family honor was at stake,” suggested there was something more to his opposition than he was letting on. His son reluctantly let the matter drop.

By the time Conant discovered Richards’ manuscript, many of the events described in the story, although slightly distorted, had in fact already transpired. Szilard had befriended Richards and was regularly updating him on the work he was carrying on with the Italian émigré physicist Enrico Fermi, who had won a Nobel Prize and had recently joined the staff of Columbia University. After the French physicist Frédéric Joliot-Curie published his findings on uranium fission, Fermi lost patience with Szilard’s passion for secrecy and insisted that their recent experiments be published. In a hasty note to Richards on April 18, 1939, Szilard broke the news:

Dear Richards:—

It has now been decided to let the papers come out in the next issue of Physical Review, and I wanted you to be informed of this fact.

With kind regards,

yours,

[Leo Szilard]

As Richards cynically noted in his story, Szilard’s interest in him was primarily as a link to private investors like Loomis, whom Szilard desperately wanted to bankroll the costly experiments he planned to do at Columbia University. At the same time, Szilard had been busy wooing other Wall Street investors, enticing them with the promise of cheap energy. In a letter to Lewis L. Strauss, a New York businessman interested in the atom’s commercial potential, Szilard wrote tantalizingly of “a very sensational new development in nuclear physics” and predicted that fission “might make it possible to produce power by means of nuclear energy.” At one point, Szilard arranged for himself and Fermi to have drinks at Strauss’ apartment and asked Strauss to invite his wealthy acquaintance Lord Rothschild, but the two physicists could not persuade the English financier to underwrite their chain reaction research. Part of the problem was that while Szilard needed backers, he was desperately afraid Germany would realize fission’s military potential first. He was obsessed with secrecy. He was determined to protect his discoveries and cloaked his project in so much mystery that he often appeared as “paranoid” as Richards portrayed him in his sharp caricature. After all his efforts to find private investors had met with failure, Szilard wrote to Richards on July 9, 1939, pleading for money to prove “once and for all if a chain reaction can be made to work.” His tone was urgent:

Dear Richards:

I tried to reach you at your home over the telephone, but you seemed to be away, and so I am sending this letter in the hope that it might be forwarded to you. You can best see the present state of affairs concerning our problem from a letter which I wrote to Mr. Strauss on July 3rd, a copy of which I am enclosing for your information and the information of your friends. Not until three days ago did I reach the conclusion that a large scale experiment ought to be started immediately and would have a good chance of success if we used about $35,000 worth of material, about half this sum representing uranium and the rest other ingredients. . . . I am rather anxious to push this experiment as fast as possible. . . . I would, of course, like to know whether there is a chance of getting outside funds if this is necessary to speed up the experiment, and if you have any opinion on the subject, please let me know.

If you think a discussion of the matter would be of interest I shall of course be very pleased to take part in it. . . . Please let me know in any case where I can get hold of you over the telephone and your postal address.

During the summer of 1939, Szilard and Fermi worked out the basis for the first successful chain reaction in a series of letters. Encouraged by their correspondence, but frustrated by his continued failure to enlist any financial support for his experiments, Szilard turned to his old mentor, Albert Einstein, for help. Einstein was sixty years old and famous, someone with enough stature to lend credibility to his cause. After meeting with Szilard and reviewing his calculations, Einstein was quickly persuaded that the government should be warned that an atomic bomb was a possibility and that the Nazis could not be allowed to build such an unimaginably powerful weapon. On August 2, Szilard drafted the final version of the letter Einstein had agreed to send to the president. Szilard called a part-time stenographer at Columbia named Janet Coatesworth and, speaking over the telephone in his thick Hungarian accent, dictated the letter to “F. D. Roosevelt, president of the United States,” advising him that “extremely powerful bombs of a new type” could now be constructed. By the time Szilard read her the signature, “Yours very truly, Albert Einstein,” he was fully aware that the young woman thought he was out of his mind. That incident, no doubt exaggerated in Szilard’s gleeful retelling, bears close resemblance to a passage in Richards’ story in which a young secretary comes to see Perkins and confides her concerns about Zmenov. “I’m afraid he’s getting himself into the most dreadful trouble,” she tells him. “You know how impetuous he is. He’s a genius, and when other people don’t see that, he gets impatient.”

Einstein’s letter to Roosevelt would result in the convening of a government advisory committee to study the problem. Roosevelt appointed Lyman J. Briggs, director of the National Bureau of Standards, the government’s bureaucratic physics laboratory, as chairman. On October 21, 1939, Szilard went to Washington and reported to the first meeting of the Briggs Advisory Committee on Uranium. He explained how his chain reaction theory worked and put in his usual plea for funds to conduct a large-scale experiment—the same test he had been writing to Richards about for months. To Szilard’s astonishment, the committee agreed to give him $6,000 for his uranium research.

Even then, Szilard did not cease his efforts at fund-raising and kept up his letters and calls to promising prospects. Twelve days after the meeting in Washington, he sent a brief note to Richards and included an eight-page memorandum for his “personal information only,” summing up his report to the Briggs committee. The memo laid out exactly how much uranium and graphite he and Fermi would need for their experiments, how much it would probably cost, and which companies could supply the materials—a blueprint for building a bomb. “It seems advisable we should talk about these things in greater detail before you take up the matter with a third person. . . .”

Szilard was never able to pin down the elusive Loomis, who a few months later would decide to back Fermi’s chain reaction research. Four years later, Szilard wrote to Loomis directly, requesting an appointment to see him, and recalled his previous attempts to contact him: “I regretted very much not having been able to meet you in March and again in July of 1939 and am inclined sometimes to think that much subsequent trouble would have been avoided if a contact with you had been established at that time.”

There are no records indicating whether Conant had any knowledge of Szilard’s regular correspondence with Richards or his attempts to use him as a conduit to Loomis. But by the spring of 1940, when Conant found Richards’ story, any public mention of atomic energy’s military potential would have made the Harvard president uneasy. War had overtaken Europe, and there was already speculation about how long England would be able to fend off a German invasion. Although America was still resolutely isolationist, Conant and other leading scientific advisers to the president had been working to keep the government informed of any new developments of importance to national defense. The Briggs committee had been formed in response to the growing concern about how far along the Germans were in their atomic research. Many noted physicists, including Niels Bohr and Edward Teller and Eugene Wigner, two Hungarians now teaching in the United States, were urging their European colleagues—notably the French nuclear scientist Frédéric Joliot-Curie, the Viennese physicist Erwin Shrödinger, and the British physicist Paul Dirac—to exercise caution and were pushing for a publication ban on uranium fission. At the same time, Vannevar Bush, a tough-minded Yankee engineer who had recently resigned the vice presidency of MIT to head the Carnegie Institution in Washington, D.C., was agitating for “an accelerated defense effort.” Alarmed that the United States military was technologically unprepared for war, Bush was exploring ways to mobilize the country’s scientists for war.

Conant was aware that Loomis was in the thick of these talks. With close ties in the worlds of finance, government, and science, Loomis had virtually unprecedented access to the men who would ultimately decide the country’s future. Not only was he a tycoon with his own advanced laboratory at his disposal, he had the financial resources to underwrite any research project he found promising, even writing a personal check for $5,000 to help jump-start Harvard’s nuclear physics research. He was an avid supporter of leading physicist Ernest O. Lawrence and his ambitious cyclotron project—which produced radioactive isotopes that might prove to be therapeutic or possibly provide clues to the exploitation of atomic energy—and was using his wide influence among corporate chiefs and Washington officials to help Lawrence secure more than $1 million in grant money from the Rockefeller Foundation. He was also a first cousin of Henry Stimson, who was a member of two Republican administrations and rumored to be President Roosevelt’s choice as secretary of war. Because he had Stimson’s confidence, Loomis was uniquely positioned to play a pivotal role as the country prepared for a war the Germans had already demonstrated would be, in Bush’s words, “a highly technical struggle.”

Of course, Loomis did not need anyone’s permission to undertake his own investigation of the new machinery of war. He was enthusiastic about American know-how and was not inclined to sit idly by until the military, which he viewed as slow and hidebound by tradition, finally determined it was time to take action—particularly if just catching up with the Germans proved to be a monumental task. Long before the government moved to enlist scientists to develop advanced weapons, Loomis had assessed the situation and concluded it was critical that the country be as informed as possible about which technologies would matter in the future war. He scrapped all his experiments and turned the Tower House into his personal civilian research project, then began recruiting the brightest minds he could find to help him take measure of the enemy’s capabilities and start working on new gadgets and devices for defense purposes.

How much Richards actually saw and heard at the Tower House, and how much he gleaned from Szilard or simply guessed at, is impossible to know. What had passed for science fiction and wild speculation only a short time ago was now no longer beyond imagining. His roman à clef provides a rare glimpse inside Loomis’ empyrean of pure science just before they would all be cast out into a corrupt and violent world. In the final scene in his short story, Zmenov intentionally kills himself by detonating a small explosive “to prove forever that his theory is true.” Richards realized the race to build the bomb was on and that the coming war would change everything. He understood that the leisurely, cloistered world of gentlemen scientists he had known at the Tower House was at an end, and the irony that his death coincided with the passing of an era did not escape him.

Years later, Kistiakowsky’s widow, Elaine, would compare Richards’ stories to passages in her husband’s unfinished memoir, which he had been dictating into a tape recorder up to the time of his death in December 1982. She was amazed to learn how many details Richards had drawn directly from the period the two scientists had been involved with the Tower House—from its grand beginnings in 1926 to the day it was hastily shuttered in 1940. During the decade and a half Tower House flourished, Loomis played host to a remarkable group of young scientists at a moment when new discoveries were transforming all their fields and a spirit of intellectual excitement and experimentation fueled their research. It was hard to believe that in only a few years, that bright circle would not only build the radar system that would alter the course of the war, but would go on to create a weapon that would change the world forever. “It sounds like fiction,” said Elaine. “It’s incredible to me now, looking back, that it really happened.”





Chapter 2


BRED IN THE BONE






Ward carried himself with composure, but his politeness was merely a habit; he was preoccupied.

—WR, from Brain Waves and Death

“ANYONE meeting Mr. Loomis casually might find it hard to distinguish him from the great mass of men of distinction who are reared in the best families, processed by the best schools, groomed by the best tailors, and put in the vice-presidential windows of the best firms,” observed Fortune magazine in 1946 in a flattering profile that was written with Loomis’ tertiary approval but included no direct quotes or photographs of the elusive financier. “The difficulty, however, would not last long. Mr. Loomis, to be sure, has the easy and sometimes suspect charm of carefully tended manners, but in his case it is quickly evident that the manners are not the man.”

Few Wall Street tycoons of his generation could match Loomis’ extraordinary intellect and sheer versatility. He achieved an immense fortune in business, earned worldwide recognition for his scientific endeavors, and won the highest accolades for his service in wartime. Yet he contrived to do it all as unobtrusively as possible, choosing to remain in the background, a mysterious and remote figure. It was not that he was unduly modest so much as his wealth allowed him to do as he pleased rather than what was expected. And he had learned that anonymity served his interests.

Loomis exiled himself from the glittering world of New York society because he wanted to devote all his time to science. He set himself up royally in a castle on high hill in Tuxedo Park and financed his own audacious investigations of the stars, the heart, the brain—the secrets of the world. He built his private laboratory not as a shrine to himself, but because he desired nothing more than to be actively involved in the daily research and progress. He provided both the brains and backing for all kinds of inventions, medical advances, and scientific studies. And when duty called, he came down from his mountaintop and helped reinvent modern warfare.

“He was unique—he was primarily an unconventional person, of course, but then he was much more talented than most,” said Caryl Haskins, a leading scientist who in the 1930s was inspired by Loomis, who became a close friend, to establish his own research facility, the Haskins Laboratories. “He was not motivated by money or fame. He never needed the approval of other people, he just did not need it. Well, he was that sure of himself. He was motivated purely by the facts of the case, purely by the adventure.”

At the peak of his success, Loomis shunned publicity. He was secretive about his past, and colleagues knew better than to ask personal questions. “He was not so much a man of mystery as he was a very private person,” recalled William Golden, a Wall Street banker who is credited with inventing an antiaircraft machine gun during World War II and later served as a science adviser to President Truman. It was in the latter capacity that he often sought out Loomis’ advice. “There was a certain awesomeness about him that made him—I’m not sure what the right word is—somewhat inapproachable, I suppose. He was aloof, as if detached from a society he had once been very intensely involved in. I always got the feeling this partly had to do with his divorce, which bitterly divided his friends and family.”

Loomis erected a wall between his two worlds, completely insulating his scientific Valhalla from his business life. Although he socialized with close friends from both walks of life, he never introduced a single Wall Street associate to any of his Tuxedo Park experimenters, or vice versa. “It was characteristic of Alfred that he lived in the present,” said the physicist Luis Alvarez. “On the very few occasions when he shared one of the many closed chapters of his life with me, I was enchanted by what he had to say about the captains of industry and the defenders of the America’s Cup, who were many years ago his most intimate friends. He apparently felt it would sound as though he were bragging if he alluded to the great power he once wielded in the financial world when in the company of a university professor.”

Once, during a casual conversation early in their friendship in 1940, Alvarez happened to ask Loomis what he thought of Wendell Willkie, the Republican presidential candidate. Without hesitating, Loomis answered, “I guess I’ll have to say I approve of him, because I appointed him head of Commonwealth and Southern.” At the time, Loomis was the major stockholder of the power utility and was probably being nothing less than scrupulously honest in his blunt reply. But it is typical of Loomis that he regretted the slip, feeling somehow that he had let the arrogance of money leach into what he believed was a more innocent, purer part of his life. “He was immediately and obviously embarrassed by what he had said,” recalled Alvarez, “and it would be another twenty years before he made another reference to his financial career in my presence.”

THE aura of eccentricity Loomis acquired after he built his own laboratory, and abruptly quit the business world in favor of tinkering in his basement, has obscured how impressive and wholly respectable he was at the start of his career. Handsome, with a strong build that made him appear taller than his medium height and a massive brow framing sharply appraising brown eyes, Loomis was the very model of the bright young corporate lawyer when he entered the profession in 1912. These were comfortable times, ideal conditions for a young man to propel himself forward, and he gave every sign of having the “nicely predictable future” common to men of his background and education.

Loomis was a product of the prosperous American middle class, and though not from real wealth, he enjoyed all the same privileges, club memberships, and limitless expectations. He possessed a quiet self-confidence that was almost palpable. It was unmistakable, in the immaculate way he dressed, his calm demeanor, and the carefully modulated voice that friends and family say they never heard him raise. He took control of every conversation the same way he took control of every room he entered—he simply assumed it. Such was the force of his intelligence that most people yielded to its power. He could be ruthlessly to the point, yet his eyes would still twinkle with good humor. His daughter-in-law recalls an enigmatic charm that both men and women found compelling: “He wasn’t easy,” said Betty Loomis Evans, noting that beyond the standard pleasantries, he possessed no small talk whatsoever. “He was very aristocratic in a way. He was so elegant, and so good-looking, and for all his brilliance, he had a lot of warmth. He was just the best man you had ever met.”

From the beginning, Loomis distinguished himself from the herd of promising young men on Wall Street by virtue of what one lawyer friend called his “Pratt & Whitney” mind, a high-powered intellect that could cut through a maze of difficulty with dazzling speed. He had a knack for making the complex appear simple, quickly visualizing a solution to a problem and laying it out before people’s amazed eyes. He was relentlessly pragmatic. By force of habit, he would reduce every difficulty or decision to the remorseless logic of a mathematical equation—coolly assessing the risk factors, the odds of success or failure. “You did not want to shoot pool with him,” said his friend John Foster, a former director of the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory, “because he was literally playing all the angles.”

His gift was an inventive ingenuity, an almost childlike ability to look at something as if for the first time and take it apart and re-create it along the lines of his own imagination. More often than not, he also had the attention span of a child. Curious, eager for the next astounding and unanticipated result, he would no sooner notch a contribution in one endeavor than he would take off in an entirely new direction. He attacked new problems with a single-minded zeal, rattling off “ninety ideas per minute,” according to one associate. He loved puzzles and never tired of trying to work out explanations for life’s riddles—the smallest increments of time, prime numbers, black holes—with anyone who could follow his lightning-quick reasoning. He excelled at games of all kinds. By age nine, he was a chess prodigy and regularly amazed his peers at St. Matthew’s Military Academy in Tarrytown, New York. By thirteen, he could play “mental chess” without aid of a board or pieces and could play blindfolded, carrying on two games simultaneously. He impressed his classmates at Phillips Academy, Andover, when, on a school outing to a New York City chamber of horrors known as the Eden Musee, he challenged a costumed character named the Masked Marvel to a game of chess and played him to a draw.

The first sign of “precocity,” according to family members, showed in his early facility for magic. From the time he was a small boy, Alfred was fascinated by the art of illusion and would not rest until he could work out the solution and re-create it himself. He became a master of sleight of hand, making quarters appear and disappear behind ears and inside pockets, and could perform thrilling card tricks. He collected the apparatus used by professional magicians and staged elaborate shows for his siblings and cousins. His younger sister, Julia, once recalled, “You never knew if you were on the ceiling or on the floor when Alfred was around.” He never lost his touch. Throughout his life he would demonstrate a talent for the surprising, inexplicable, remarkable result.

“He liked to awe people,” recalled his grandson Alfred Lee (Chip) Loomis III. “Magic fits into that psychological profile. He was a very imperious type. The whole idea of having your own laboratory and inviting people to come there and live like kings and do science—it was a pretty extraordinary arrangement. The whole concept has to do with exercising a sort of subtle power and control.”

LOOMIS’ brand of ingenuity cannot be taught, it is bred in the bone. It was also peculiarly American. By background and temperament, he was well prepared to respond to the momentous changes taking place in the twentieth century and to exert his influence over events in the farthest reaches of the social, financial, and scientific worlds. His lineage was colonial on both sides, but in his forebears’ questing spirit and intellect, he was a child of the future.

From his earliest memories, there was never a time Loomis was not aware that he bore an exalted name, synonymous with a life of great success, service, and honor. It was an indelible part of his identity. His grandfather Alfred Lebbeus Loomis was a tuberculosis specialist who earned worldwide recognition for his advances in the treatment of pulmonary diseases and was one of the most honored doctors of his generation. He was also an educator, reformer, and leading philanthropist who was elected president of virtually every prestigious medical society. Regarded as one of New York’s first citizens, he lived in a big house at 19 West 34th Street and, despite giving away large sums of money, managed to leave an estate worth in excess of $1 million. If Alfred Loomis would later strike some of his peers as princely in his bearing, it was in no small part because of his grandfather’s august achievements and his deeply ingrained belief that the rich should repay their debt to society. Throughout his life, Alfred Loomis would feel that moneymaking alone was not a satisfactory existence.

The Loomises came from a long line of solid, resourceful Yankees. Alfred Lebbeus Loomis was the seventh-generation descendant of Joseph Loomis, a woolen draper from Essex, England, who sailed from London to Boston on the ship Susan and Ellen in 1638 and settled with his wife, Mary White, on a twenty-one-acre plantation in Windsor, Connecticut, the site of the first English colony in the state. He was born in Bennington, Vermont, in 1831. There had been much tuberculosis in his family, and he developed an early interest in medicine because of his own weak lungs. As a child, he was convinced he “would not live to be over thirty.” But after a sojourn in the Adirondacks restored his health, he became persuaded of the curative powers of the mountain air and devoted himself to the study of respiratory problems. He spent at least two months of every year in the Adirondacks and became an enthusiastic champion of preserving the region’s forests as a “natural sanitarium.”

After graduating from the College of Physicians and Surgeons, Alfred Lebbeus Loomis became a practicing physician in New York, treating consumptives in the charity hospitals on Wards and Blackwell’s Islands. He was appointed to the staff at Bellevue and, later, Mount Sinai Hospital. He was active in establishing a home for consumptives in Saranac, New York, while another, in Liberty, New York (later renamed the Loomis Sanitarium), was one of the first to provide poor invalids with a level of care that had previously been available only to the rich. In his later years, he channeled his considerable charisma and passion into fund-raising, becoming a tireless campaigner for medical research. He personally donated $15,000 to the University of the City of New York and persuaded the local grandees to give much more. In 1886, he announced a gift of $100,000 to the medical school from an unnamed wealthy “friend” to build and equip a new laboratory.

After his death in 1895, the university’s chancellor, Reverend Henry MacCracken, noted in his memorial address that “the generous founder insisted on but two conditions: that it should be called the Loomis Laboratory, and that the giver’s name should remain unannounced. . . .

“Dr. Loomis not only got money from the rich for good objects,” said MacCracken, “but he won the hearts and minds of men to something else than merely spending their incomes.”

A tall, well-made man with “a roaring voice and contagious laugh,” the good doctor earned a reputation among his fraternity of physicians as an epicurean. He was much toasted and celebrated after his will revealed a $10,000 gift to the Academy of Medicine to establish “the Loomis Entertainment Fund,” the income to be used for the supper at the monthly meetings. A gleeful posthumous tribute in the New York Herald Tribune recalled that “as master of the feasts,” Alfred Lebbeus Loomis excelled: “He was an authority on canvas-back duck, knew all the best vintages by their first names, and could tell from what region in Cuba a perfecto came from watching the smoke.”

He had two children, Henry Patterson Loomis and Adeline Eliza Loomis, who were born and educated in New York City, schooled in his views on health, science, and good citizenship, and expected to make their contribution to society. After their mother, Sarah Jane (Patterson), died in 1880, he married Anne Prince, a wealthy widow. They all participated in his work at the Loomis Sanitarium, and his son, as expected, followed him into medicine. After graduating from Princeton and New York University Medical College, Henry Loomis went abroad to study for a number of years. In 1887, he returned to New York and took up his father’s work—joining the staff of Bellevue, continuing his research in diseases of the heart and lung, and seeking election to the same medical boards, societies, and clubs. He also took up his father’s convivial ways, only more so.

Henry Loomis was twenty-eight years old and Julia Stimson twenty-six when they married later that same year. He was tall and handsome and regarded as one of the most dapper young doctors in town. She was the proud, striking daughter of a distinguished American family, one of seven children of the Wall Street banker Henry Clark Stimson and Julia Atterbury Stimson. Henry Clark Stimson had been “one of the most respected men in the market,” but he ended up losing most of his fortune and, after the Panic of 1873, retired from business. For the next twenty years, he lived quietly on his small savings and the income from his wife’s trust. Julia Stimson was raised in the shadow of his disappointment in an austere bourgeois household on East 34th Street, just a few minutes’ walk from the Loomis family home. Her marriage to the prosperous young doctor, son of an esteemed healer and philanthropist, must have seemed like a fortuitous match. In what was no doubt interpreted as a good omen, their first son was promptly ushered into the world nine months later.

Alfred Lee Loomis was born on November 4, 1887, and named for his grandfather, although they changed the biblical Lebbeus to Lee on the grounds that it sounded “too old-fashioned.” Two more children followed: a daughter, Julia Atterbury Loomis, four years later, followed by another son, Henry, who was named after both his father and uncle, Henry Stimson. But it was not a happy union, and Alfred’s mother, whom the children called Belle Mere, would endure the humiliation of hearing rumors of her husband’s charming way with female patients. She would return often to the Stimson home just down the street, where she could always count on finding solace and support. As the marriage deteriorated, the couple formally separated, and rumors of their pending divorce scandalized New York’s Victorian drawing rooms. “You could live apart, that was not at all uncommon,” explained Betty Loomis Evans. “But they were actually going to divorce, which was never done. They were practically ostracized from society.”

In those days, divorce befell a respectable family like a tragedy, and the sense of shame was grimly communicated to the children. Alfred’s sister, Julia, never forgot the social censure they endured. Years later, she would still talk about the way she was snubbed by “good families” because of the cloud of disrepute hanging over their heads. During her debutante season, when she was forced to sit out some of the parties, her older brother made it his business to introduce her to eligible young men. “Her father was quite a ladies’ man,” said her youngest son, Ed Thorne. “He just walked out on the family. My mother never referred to him, but it was always clear that she was very bitter.”

“Julia always said they had a pretty rotten childhood,” added Evans. “I think she suffered much more, or at least more openly, than he did. Alfred and Julia were very, very close growing up, and he always felt his first duty was to make sure his sister was taken care of. He was terribly protective of her. Alfred was determined Julia would never want for anything.”

The two had always been inseparable, bound together from early childhood by the shocking death of their little brother. It had happened before their eyes, just as the family was preparing to set off on an outing. Alfred and Julia were already seated in the horse-drawn carriage, and their baby brother, Henry, was about to be lifted in when a rabid dog rounded the corner and attacked him. The toddler was badly mauled before the dog could be pulled off him. He was rushed to the doctor, but there was no cure for rabies in those days, and he could not be saved. It was an awful death. Alfred, who was almost ten at the time, never forgot Henry’s terrible screams and convulsions. “Alfred watched his little brother die right there, right in front of him,” said Bart Loomis, who can recall his grandfather’s vivid retelling of the incident. “The suddenness of his death taught him something that day he never forgot, and it formed the bedrock of his determination. He knew what it meant to take care of his family. It was seared into him.”

A regular escape was eastern Long Island, where his Stimson aunts rented houses each summer, taking along with them their many nephews and nieces. Alfred and Julia spent much of their time with their large band of Stimson cousins. As they grew older, summers were divided between their mother’s place in Sterlington, New York, near Tuxedo Park, and Highhold, the rambling, thirty-acre Stimson homestead in Huntington, Long Island, that belonged to her brother, Henry. The family was presided over by their maternal uncle, Lewis Atterbury Stimson, a powerful, commanding personality whose intelligence was supported by a “rugged, militant character.” Lewis Stimson had served with distinction in the Civil War and went on to become an accomplished doctor and one of the first American surgeons to operate using antiseptics. But he never recovered from the tragic death of his wife nine years after their marriage, and he withdrew into the workaholic grind of emergency medicine, abandoning his son, Henry Stimson, and a daughter, Candace, to be raised by his aging parents and an unmarried sister, known as Aunt Minnie. A stoic, somewhat removed figure, he remained the undisputed patriarch of the “fifty uncles, aunts, and cousins” that constituted the extended Stimson clan and were the abiding influence of Alfred Loomis’ life.

It was within this family circle—bonded by unhappiness, orphaned children, absent parents, and interconnected households—that Alfred Loomis and his cousin Henry Stimson, twenty years his senior, formed their extraordinarily close, lifelong allegiance. When Henry Stimson discovered early in his marriage that he had been left sterile by an adult case of mumps, his young cousin became the son he would never have. Alfred Loomis idolized Henry Stimson, and Henry became the surrogate father from whom he inherited his single-minded purpose, as well as a dominant characteristic that was famously known by members of the clan as “the Stimson reserve.”

The men in the Stimson family were encouraged to turn to professions rather than to business—one of Henry’s brothers was a clergyman, another a lawyer—marking a strong intellectual strain that was fairly unusual in well-to-do American families. Most of the important decisions of Loomis’ early life proceeded from the collective wisdom of the Stimson men, who were consulted at every turn and weighed in with their expectations, imperatives, and stern injunctions. Central to the Stimson way of thinking was membership in the elite, which in their view was accomplished by attending the right institutions. So after a stint at St. Matthew’s Military Academy in Tarrytown, it was determined that Loomis should follow the same path as Henry Stimson—first Andover, then Yale, then Harvard Law School.

Alfred was a gifted, if somewhat distracted, student. While at Andover, he reportedly “burnt up” courses in mathematics and science but demonstrated only passing interest and grades in the required language and arts courses. Throughout his schooling, he was more interested in his hobbies and inventions than he was in the drudgery of daily assignments. But Andover provided a welcome refuge from the tensions at home, and he would later remember his time there with affection. He was captain of the chess team and the tennis team and was voted “Brightest” in the class his senior year. Like many young men of his age, he was obsessed with cars and had the pocket money to indulge his hobby. His dormitory room was infamous for its phalanx of wired and radio-controlled cars and trucks, which could mow down an unsuspecting visitor. Writing to Henry Stimson in April 1905, Loomis’ mother conveys a clear understanding of her son’s extracurricular enthusiasms:

I had a letter from Alfred yesterday in good spirits, in which he asked me to “throw on third gear” and write immediately. His mind is evidently occupied with the delights of motoring to come. As for the present every opportunity is given him to concentrate upon study. He writes “it appears to be clear sailing to a diploma.”

When he entered Yale that fall, Loomis had not yet settled on any one course of study and chose not to enroll in the Sheffield Scientific School. In his freshman year, he made something of a name for himself when one of his devices went slightly awry. Loomis had boldly announced that he had a contraption that would enable him to “hypnotize anybody” in a matter of minutes. He had with him a small black velvet box containing a crystal, and when a small crank on the side was turned, it flashed a light on the sparkling stone, presumably producing a hypnotic effect. One student volunteered to be his next subject and was led away by Loomis to a dormitory room for the experiment. In just two turns of the crank, he passed out. Unfortunately, Loomis’ triumph was short-lived when the student could not be revived, and a doctor had to be hastily summoned. It turned out that the boy was in an “epileptic coma” and the hypnotism was purely coincidental, rendering inconclusive the results of his most famous experiment to date.

The correspondence between Loomis and Henry Stimson reveals that as a college student he continued to consult his increasingly eminent cousin on all matters large and small, whether it was requesting permission to keep his automobile in New Haven so he could “take it all apart and overhaul it” or asking for help on a paper about the power of the president. Stimson, who served as President Theodore Roosevelt’s U.S. attorney for the southern district of the state of New York from 1906 to 1909, always answered promptly and respectfully, establishing a lifelong exchange of information, advice, and ideas. Forwarding Loomis a document he had written the previous year on the president’s authority in regard to the army, Stimson wrote: “It was a brief in defense of his discharge of the members of the Twenty-Fifth Colored Infantry after the riot in Brownsville, Texas. You may find something in it which may interest you. I should be glad if you send it back when you are through.”

At Yale, Loomis majored in mathematics and quickly distinguished himself as a brilliant, if highly original, thinker. During his junior year, he took a postgraduate course in advanced calculus taught by Ernest William Brown and attended by a select few, including a Chinese student and a lady mathematics teacher. It soon emerged that Loomis and the professor were the only two people who had any idea what was going on in the class: “The textbooks were in German and French, and a typical day’s assignment was ten problems,” according to E. Farrar Bateson, a corporate lawyer and lifelong friend. “There was a regular ritual each day. Brown would enter the classroom and say, ‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, did anybody get any answers?’ The only one who invariably had all the answers was Alfred, and his answers invariably disagreed with those of the professor. Brown would look them over and say, ‘Those are very good answers. The only trouble with them is that they are incorrect.’ ”

His interest in physics first revealed itself in his study of boomerangs. At one point, Loomis and Brown were observed all around campus throwing boomerangs, “mysteriously writing figures on their cuffs.” It turned out they were trying to get the contraptions to conform to a theoretical formula for boomerang flight that Loomis had worked out. At the time, Alfred was intrigued by the aeronautical advances being made by the Wright brothers, and he carried out his own experiments with kites and gliders. He designed a model airplane based on a theory he had evolved. The plane resembled a “venetian blind,” and according to his theory, the layered wings would fan out in flight and yield a greater combined lifting action than the standard model. However, when he hooked up his model to a car with a kite line and took off, it “promptly plummeted to earth.” A glider he constructed and tested on the beach near the Stimson home in Long Island fared better, staying aloft several minutes. He served as class secretary his senior year but reportedly devoted the bulk of his time and attention to his technical pursuits. He was known to have an unrivaled ability to bone up on a new interest in almost no time at all, and one of these self-taught areas of specialization—a fascination with artillery weapons and a huge store of arcane data on their country of origin, design, and capabilities—would later prove most useful.

Loomis was a sophomore at Yale when his father died quite suddenly, after a five-day bout of pneumonia. He was only forty-eight years old, but he had long ago ceased to be the major influence in his son’s life. It is a reflection of the bitter state of affairs that family members would often say of his father that “at least he had the good grace to die before the divorce.” While Loomis had given little thought to a career up to that time, except that he would probably engage in some kind of scientific work, he laid aside those dreams and set out on a career in the law, fully aware that the responsibility to support and protect his family now fell to him. He enrolled in Harvard Law School and threw himself into his coursework and became an editor of the Harvard Law Review. He graduated cum laude in 1912 among the top ten in his class. Contemplating his future after Harvard, Loomis, as was his habit, checked in with Henry Stimson. “My dear Cousin Harry,” he wrote, confirming his intention to pay him a visit in Washington over the Thanksgiving holiday: “My plans for the coming year are very uncertain, and before making any decisions I want to have a talk with you, if possible.”

After passing the bar examination, Loomis started as a law clerk in Henry Stimson’s firm of Winthrop & Stimson, obtained entirely “on his merits,” as George Roberts, a senior partner in the firm and also a product of Yale and Harvard Law School, would always insist. Henry Stimson was not there to welcome him personally, as he was still in Washington, serving a two-year stint as secretary of war in the Taft administration. But the entire firm had about it the feeling of extended family and was staffed by young lawyers whose fathers were either related or friends, and who overwhelmingly shared the Yale/Harvard imprimatur and, as Stimson put it, “the fellowship of club members.”

The chambers at 32 Liberty Street (then 32 Nassau Street) occupied a suite of spacious offices on the fourteenth floor of the Liberty Mutual Building, with sweeping views of the East River and the Brooklyn Bridge. The firm maintained the comfortable, ordered atmosphere of eighteenth-century London chambers, with the clerical staff gathered in a large central room, which opened onto the high-ceilinged library, where law clerks researched cases within earshot of the partners’ private offices. It was still in the days when clerks got their training in the general practice of law by working closely with partners on many different kinds of cases, and Loomis was assigned to corporate and financial work and soon showed a flair for security issues, mortgages, and reorganizations. He quickly earned a reputation as one of the more outstanding young lawyers on Wall Street and in only three years was made a member of the firm.

Winthrop & Stimson was a distinguished firm and held it as a point of honor, as Stimson once explained it, that they “stood outside the Wall Street group” and did not “adopt the methods of the others.” The result was that they also did not get as much business as the others. In the years leading up to World War I, the senior partners at Winthrop & Stimson were making a respectable $20,000 a year, while lawyers in a neighboring firm were earning five and ten times that amount. Stimson, who returned to the practice of law in 1913, and his partner, Bronson Winthrop, were of the old school and believed the day began at nine-thirty and ended at five-thirty—except when a case was in court—and discouraged work on Saturdays or discussing cases after dinner. This meant that the firm regularly turned away clients who were seeking the kind of high-powered counsel they could call upon night and day, whose law clerks could be relied upon to slave into the early morning hours. Stimson was so determined to discourage certain kinds of clients that after hearing out a group of men from the West Coast who had a scheme to evade the antitrust laws, he turned them away with the statement “I can just hear the gates of the jail clanking shut behind you.” That Stimson was able to build up a very lucrative practice despite his “New England conscience” proved just how able an attorney he was.

So it was in such an impeccable, if somewhat poky, firm that Loomis began his career, with plenty of leisure time on weekends to devote to a wife and family. At twenty-four, he married Ellen Holman Farnsworth, two years his junior, a delicate beauty from a distinguished Boston Brahmin family and the sister of a Harvard classmate, Henry Weston Farnsworth. The young Miss Farnsworth was reputed to be “the prettiest girl in Boston” and a great catch. She was typical of her day and social class: intelligent, educated—she could read French, Latin, and Greek—and utterly impractical. Tutored at home, she had been immersed in music, poetry, and opera since childhood and had a heightened commitment to the life of the mind. Nervous and high-strung, she was given to terrible headaches that would leave her prostrate for days. She believed in “dressing for dinner” and never descended in anything but the most feminine concoctions cascading with lace. They made a stunning couple, though she struck some observers as extremely old-fashioned and an odd choice for her energetic, forward-looking husband. But Ellen was devoted to fulfilling his every want, respected his desire for large amounts of solitude, and diligently schooled herself in his arcane scientific interests. They were married on June 22, 1912, at her family’s country home in Dedham, Massachusetts, and honeymooned in England, staying in a castle fully staffed with servants that was loaned to them by a family friend. “Alfred is very happy,” Loomis’ mother reported in a hastily scrawled note to Stimson.
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