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And for his father and my friend,
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PROLOGUE:

THE SECOND TIME AROUND



T he Time: An evening in the early eighties.

The Place: A soaring hall in a famous Manhattan museum, set for dinner.

The Occasion: A private party hosted by Drexel Burnham Lambert, just emerging as the leading financier of the proliferating battles for control of America’s largest corporations. Around the tables are men whose ambitions will chill the hearts of company executives, local mayors, labor leaders, and boardroom directors for years to come.

But at one table sits a man none of the celebrity-spotters recognize. He is Robert Sheldon Evans, an executive at the Crane Company, a polyglot industrial corporation whose last big headlines on Wall Street had come in the mid-seventies, when it made a bid to buy a stake in Anaconda Copper.

One of Evans’s curious tablemates finally asks the question others at the table are clearly pondering. Why is he here? Where does he fit into this choreography of power?

“Oh,” answers the low-key man from Crane, “I’m standing in for my dad, Tom Evans.”

The questioner still looks blank. Who is this Tom Evans?

A brief coolness, then: “Well, I guess you could say, he started all this.” His hand swept in the room full of strivers and acquirers, raiders and would-be raiders.


In the business world of the late fifties—that hazy fax-free and pre-laptop era when a round-trip to the Coast took days and takeover battles took months—Thomas Mellon Evans was a widely recognized figure. A Daddy Warbucks lookalike, he was so familiar that business writers could use his name unexplained, just as the names of investment wizard Warren Buffett and entrepreneur Donald Trump would be used decades later. He was a controversial figure as well—a New Jersey congressman would later brand him “the white shark” and Forbes magazine called him “the man in the wolf suit.” Long before Drexel’s Michael Milken became a household name in the eighties by facilitating the use of junk bonds to finance hostile corporate takeovers, Tom Evans had used debt, cash, and the tax code to seize control of more than eighty American companies, small and large. Long before giant pension funds and other institutional investors began to lobby for “shareholder rights,” Tom Evans was demanding that public companies operate only for their shareholders—not for their employees or their executives, not for their surrounding communities, but for the people who owned their stock. His view seemed selfish and harsh in the pallid institutional community of that day, but he preached it fiercely and effectively.

By 1959, Tom Evans already had become the leading practitioner of a strange new form of corporate ruthlessness, one that squeezed “fat” out of profitable corporations in the relentless pursuit of greater profit. By 1968, the Wall Street Journal had declared Tom Evans “something of a legend for his tough methods of operating the company once he wins control. He demands prompt profit performance from both assets and men; if he doesn’t get it, he sells the assets or fires the men.”

Yet, despite the swath that Tom Evans cut across America’s corporate landscape in the fifties and early sixties, most of the people who poured into Wall Street in the eighties to practice “M&A”—mergers and acquisitions—had no idea they were standing on anyone’s shoulders. They thought they were part of a new age, engaged in something history had never seen before. They were wrong. Everywhere they strode, Tom Evans had been there ahead of them.

Although Tom Evans came to power in the blandly conformist Eisenhower years, few of the brash raiders of the eighties could match him for daring, cunning, or sheer exuberance. In a gray-flannel culture, Evans was a dapper maverick; in an age of polite corporate statesmanship, Evans spoke his mind, fiercely and fearlessly.

He was larger than life in his era—and he was not alone. Say “corporate raiders” to most baby-boomer Americans, and they will think of the colorful men whom Mike Milken bankrolled in the Drexel Decade. But the term, probably first coined for the robber barons of the nineteenth century, was commonly applied to the takeover artists of Tom Evans’s generation—impatient, heart-scarred young men from the margins of American culture who were challenging their cautious mentors for a place at the top of American business. Besides Evans of Pittsburgh, they included Robert R. Young of Texas, Charles Green of New York, Lou Wolfson of Florida, Art Landa of Washington, D.C., and Leopold Silberstein of Berlin by way of London and the Far East—all once at least as famous as Evans, if not more so, and now all just as obscure.

Tom Evans’s story was shaped partly by these remarkable men, for they were all more than coincidental fellow travelers through history. They followed one another’s footsteps in a complicated dance, copying and sometimes improving on one another’s tactics, publicly defending their common philosophy and business strategy. Among themselves, they were alternately allies and enemies as the occasion demanded, but always, in the public’s mind, they were a unified force, viewed with fear and suspicion. Each, in his private life and public warfare, contributed to the controversial image that they all ultimately shared. One cannot understand the early postwar takeover era unless the strands of these men’s lives are woven into the fabric of Tom Evans’s story, just as their stories were woven together by the fascinated business writers who first recounted their exploits and made them famous.

Their challenges to the corporate Establishment, depicted in newspaper and magazine articles and even woven into Hollywood movie plots, made such a strong impression on the business community of their day that it seems almost inconceivable that they could have been so completely forgotten by the early eighties. Their exploits, after all, filled file upon file of clippings in the New York Times archives alone. They had been profiled by Fortune, featured in photo spreads in Life and Look, subjected to lengthy front-page scrutiny by the Wall Street Journal, vilified in Congress, quizzed on Meet the Press, and derided in Barron’s. What had happened? How could Wall Street have entirely lost its memory of these remarkable boat-rocking men?

Their undeserved obscurity today is perhaps rooted in the cycles of the twentieth century’s business literature. The golden-hued business world of the twenties attracted writers like honey attracts flies; there are a half-dozen excellent books, and probably dozens of mediocre ones, about the events that climaxed with the Great Crash of 1929. Indeed, one of the best books on that subject was published nearly a half-century after the fact, relying on the abundance of material produced in that era by dozens of fascinated scribblers. But during the Depression years, the writer’s eye shifted firmly to Washington—and there it stayed, with a few brief exceptions, all through the forties, the fifties and the sixties. The New Deal, World War II, McCarthyism, the Cold War, the civil rights movement, the space race, and rock and roll all pulled the nation’s literary and journalistic attention away from the prosperous and seemingly bland and unruffled world of Wall Street and corporate boardrooms. Only a handful of popular business books illuminate the first two postwar decades on Wall Street. The speculative market of the sixties attracted a few elegant mainstream writers. But then the dismal, colorless stock market of the seventies descended, and thousands of Wall Street veterans retired or found other lines of work, taking their memories with them. Soon, the grim attractions of Watergate and the Arab oil crises stole the spotlight once again. Thus, Thomas Mellon Evans and an entire generation of fascinating business figures from the two postwar decades have been largely neglected simply because the nation’s attention was turned so firmly elsewhere. Piecing together the story of the early corporate raiders is like assembling a mosaic on some new archaelogical site; no doubt, key figures have been lost in the dust or smashed beyond recognition. One does the best that one can, however, in hopes that the incomplete outline will nevertheless be intriguing enough to attract fresh digging.

One could argue whether Tom Evans was, in fact, the “first corporate raider” of the postwar era or just one of the small band of pioneers who rushed onstage together as the great bull market of the fifties got rolling. But arguments about who went first—the most plausible cases can be made for Robert R. Young and Charles Green—miss the heart of what made Evans a lodestone figure in the evolution of American business.

He was a bridge of history—a man whose style, shaped by the business elite of his childhood, deeply frightened and angered most of his own contemporaries but appealed powerfully to the sons and grandsons of his generation. While most of his fellow mavericks focused on takeovers and had little interest in management, Evans went beyond his corporate raids—sometimes along rough and shadowy pathways—to reshape the way his companies did business with their workers, their vendors, their shareholders, their communities, even their senior executives. He called himself a “corporate rejuvenator,” but he could almost be called the man who invented downsizing, one of the earliest promoters of the “lean and mean” business model. Back when most chief executives longed to appear statesmanlike, he relished his image of ruthlessness. When others sought to build up huge salaries and luxurious corporate empires, he often worked without a salary and pressed only toward the bottom line. And at a time when scattered shareholdings and passive institutional investors left most chief executives free of any serious concern about rewarding shareholders, Tom Evans seemed to care about only one thing: pushing up the value of his stockholders’ investments. He waged corporate warfare with a brilliance and zest that few had yet mustered and built a “conglomerate” in the late forties before the media had even coined the term.

This was Tom Evans in the late forties and early fifties—and his approach to empire-building soon was so widespread that pundits found new names for him and the handful of men like him: Boardroom pirates. Proxyteers. Corporate raiders.

But unlike the more widely known mavericks of that era, Tom Evans endured. He stayed in the game well into the seventies, and the lessons that a younger generation of business leaders and advisers learned from his example echoed all across the corporate landscape.

His brusque and autocratic management style, once condemned by managers who were embracing “sensitivity training” and improving their “people skills,” would ultimately be widely copied. In 1976, the midpoint of the “Me Decade,” Business Week took stock of the Evans phenomenon, in an assessment that resonated two decades later. “Critics claim that Evans has worked extreme hardships on his managements, employees and the communities in which his companies operate,” the magazine observed. “But one banker argues: ‘It takes a strong man without too nice a conscience to build an empire. He’s tough but he’s honest. In this age of permissiveness, maybe he’s a throwback, but a lot of stockholders out there could do a lot worse than have Tom Evans mind their money.’ ”

And in the world of Wall Street, he was a conduit between the business values of his mentors, the industrial barons of Mellon-era Pittsburgh, and those of his protégés, the young investment bankers and securities lawyers who trained on the deals of the seventies and dominated the decade of the eighties. He championed the rights of the shareholder when almost no one else was. Decades later, a nation of shareholders inherited the power he fought for—and profited immensely from the wealth their shareholdings produced.

To be sure, that power often had an ugly face—just as Tom Evans’s squinty Santa Claus grin could vanish into an icy glare or a fiery tantrum. His life story is almost a summing up of all the ways that business can bruise society. The shareholder-first philosophy elbowed aside other important interests. Workers were abruptly fired or left ill or without pensions. Customers were cheated by illegal price-fixing schemes; suppliers were arm-twisted into improper reciprocal trade deals. Communities were polluted in the name of prosperity and then abandoned for the sake of profits. The Evans story reveals not only the ascendant power of the shareholder, but also the evolution of America’s attitude toward the consequences of that power.

As the nineties ended, a prosperous and slightly smug America looked back on two decades that had been shaped by the values championed by Tom Evans and his fellow mavericks of the fifties. In the takeover-driven eighties, factories were closed, whole communities suffered, managers were stretched thin and then let go after years of service—all to generate a healthy return to newly alert and increasingly demanding stockholders. In the nineties, with the stock market soaring to a previously unimaginable altitude, corporate managers all across the country were learning to work for men like Tom Evans, tough men working for tough shareholders. And nations around the globe were wondering if they could possibly harness the magnificent wealth-producing power of the American capitalist model without enduring the harsh choices that men like Tom Evans symbolize.

It almost seems that Thomas Mellon Evans was a man so far ahead of his contemporaries that he had moved into the shadows before the full force of his business style had dawned on the rest of Corporate America. At every step of his career, he was barging in where few would follow—at first. But follow they did, at last. And their journey changed the face of American business, and American life.





CHAPTER ONE


STRANGER

IN PARADISE



E arly on a warm morning in late August 1931, two mismatched young men are piling themselves and their luggage into a taxi outside the American Hospital on the Boulevard Victor Hugo in a suburb on the northwestern edge of Paris.

One, tall and lanky, is moving gingerly, trying to avoid stretching the fresh stitches across his abdomen. Under a hank of unruly brown hair, John Kennedy Foster’s long plain face shows the pallor of recent illness, and a dull weariness mutes his normally gregarious nature. The other young man, shorter and awkwardly built, glows like a new penny in the early morning light. At 5 foot 9, Thomas Mellon Evans’s angular frame is topped by a head that is a little too large and a neck that is unequivocally too short. But his smooth, unlined face is almost pretty: a sensuously carved mouth, a soft cleft in his square chin, swelling cheekbones and arching brows. His fiercely intelligent brown eyes shine like searchlights from under a wide forehead crowned with sleek dark hair, parted high over his right eyebrow. As he impatiently slams the taxi door, a young man in a hurry, he seems to be wrapped in a magnetic field, crackling with possibilities. In schoolroom French polished almost into fluency by his long summer of practice, he directs the driver to the Gare Saint-Lazare, a few dozen blocks to the east. The magnificent liner, Holland America’s Statendam, is waiting for them in Le Havre. It is time to go home—home to Pittsburgh.

As the two young men settle into their seats in the rail carriage, the train begins its rocking, rhythmic journey along the Seine to the sea. It was on just such a train trip—could it have only been a week ago?—that young Foster began to feel feverish and queasy. He and Tom had traveled through the night in a third-class carriage from Nice to Paris. By the time that train had pulled into Paris, Tom Evans was genuinely alarmed about his childhood friend. He sought out an American banker in the city, to whom he had a letter of introduction from home, and enlisted his help in getting Foster admitted immediately to the American Hospital. There, doctors promptly removed his dangerously swollen appendix—no trivial procedure in those pre-penicillin days. Foster later recalled that Tom Evans had been reassured to learn that his friend’s nurse was a graduate from the nursing school at Yale, his own alma mater.

Just days after he had graduated from Yale in June 1931, Tom Evans and Johnny Foster, similarly furnished with a degree from Princeton, had set sail for Europe. They left behind a nation that was confused and increasingly anxious, as hardship tightened its grip and hope for better times grew weaker. President Herbert Hoover, unwilling to shrug with resigned patience in the face of panic or depression as earlier presidents had done, was encouraging the nation to be optimistic, to shake off the paralyzing fear that had grown steadily for more than a year. But by the spring of 1931, the giant steelmakers who dominated Pittsburgh had joined other key industries across the nation in cutting wages by as much as 20 percent. Layoffs had become common, spending had dried up, the prices for wheat and other farm products had plummeted. Like that prince of Pittsburgh, Treasury Secretary Andrew W. Mellon, most businessmen believed that hard times purged the toxic excesses from the nation’s economy and left it stronger. Mellon, apparently secure in his own unimaginable wealth, faced the future unafraid, bemused and a bit scornful of his president’s exertions.

Like Mellon, the two young men from Pittsburgh who had sailed to Europe in June of that foreboding summer also faced the future with optimism. Neither was rich enough to face hard times with indifference—indeed, Tom Evans had a keen sense of his own straightened circumstances, and their “grand tour” had been conducted on a shoestring. But both were too young and too enchanted with the freedom of their first post-college summer to dwell on the evidence of depression accumulating around them. They had toured Great Britain first, renting a cheap little car to travel to the Highlands. Then they had traveled to France, making their way south toward the fabled Riviera. On the way, they had gone to the races in Deauville on the coast of Normandy, and Tom Evans had gleefully spent his winnings on a fine new straw hat. They had found affordable offseason lodgings in the tony winter resort town of Juan-les-Pins, east of Cannes and just outside Cap d’Antibes. Tom always handled the hotel negotiations—John just grinned as his Pittsburgh buddy confidently exercised his French on the condescending clerks.

Like most American tourists of their day, they socialized mostly with other traveling Americans, who were still fairly numerous despite the gathering economic clouds at home. One couple and their two daughters, also staying in the popular Mediterranean resort, had befriended the two enthusiastic young men. When the daughters agreed to an evening expedition to the elegant casinos at Monte Carlo, the father volunteered his gleaming low-slung Hispano Suiza automobile for the trip along the cliff-hugging roads. Driving that magnificent vehicle substantially softened the car-crazy Tom Evans’s disappointment when he found that, still shy of his 21st birthday, he was too young to be admitted to the main casino.

It had been a golden, joyful holiday—until that alarming trek on the night train from Nice to Paris. Once John Foster was installed at the American Hospital, Tom Evans had alerted Foster’s mother, who was escaping the sooty summer heat of Pittsburgh at her family’s rustic West Virginia farm. The farm had no telephone service, so it had taken considerable ingenuity to keep the alarmed Mrs. Foster posted on her son’s progress. But Tom had set pre-arranged times for his calls, and each day Mrs. Foster traveled nearly twenty miles to the nearest telephone to receive the brief and appallingly expensive transatlantic reports. Traveling to her son’s side was impossible, as the journey from remote West Virginia to Paris would take considerably more than a week. But she was tortured by worry—her brother had died of a ruptured appendix—and she clung to the confidence and optimism in young Evans’s voice.

After a day or so, Tom became increasingly content to spend his final days in Paris at his friend’s bedside. In a nearby room on the same ward, another American patient, a remarkably pretty teenaged girl from California, was recovering from an intestinal ailment, and she was visited daily by her beautiful sister and warm, gracious mother. It was inevitable that Tom Evans would become acquainted with the Parker family from Pasadena, California. Mrs. Elizabeth Parker, an animated and competent woman, was the wife of a successful lawyer whose clients included the heirs to some of southern California’s well-known fortunes. Like her tall handsome husband, she was a graduate of the University of Michigan, and she had a sturdy midwesterner’s sense of her own place in the world. She also had a relaxed, easy-going attitude about the stuffy social proprieties, and she extended her motherly attention to these two young men who were coping so cheerfully with a serious crisis far from home.

Mothers were an ambient theme for Tom Evans in that hectic week. By telephone, John Foster’s mother exuded tenderness and concern. At the hospital, Mrs. Parker was a solid source of calm reassurance. But Evans, however worldly and mature he might seem on the boulevards of Paris, still could not think of his own mother without a disabling lump in his throat.

The lovely Martha Jarnagin Evans had been the daughter of Milton Jarnagin, whom one descendant described as “about as big a wheeler-dealer as a very rural Eastern Tennessee could hold right after the Civil War.”1 His grandfather, Captain Thomas Jarnagin, had served in the Revolutionary Army and afterward had settled a large track of river delta land near Lone Pine, Tennessee. The Jarnagin family lived comfortably, and their daughters were well-educated. Martha was beautiful and cultivated, and family members recall that she had been elected to the famous Daisy Chain at Vassar College, the informal honor society that recognized outstanding students.2

Her life after college had a picture-book quality. She married Thomas Mellon Evans, a Yale graduate who was the son of James Evans, described in Mellon family records as “a prosperous and respectable lawyer of an old and influential McKeesport family.”3 Thomas Evans became a banker, rising to become president of a small bank in his hometown of McKeesport, one of dozens of grimy factory towns on the Monongahela River, south of Pittsburgh. He and Martha nestled into a comfortable and secure spot on the lower slopes of the Iron City’s formidable industrial aristocracy.

The Evans family was distantly connected to the Mellon clan, although their line had branched off the family tree a generation before the Mellons had become the titans of Pittsburgh. Martha Jarnagin Evans’s mother-in-law, Rebecca Stotler Evans, was the daughter of Elinor Mellon Stotler, whose father had immigrated to western Pennsylvania in 1818. It was Elinor’s older brother Thomas, known in later years as “Judge Mellon,” who left the family farm for the law. Judge Mellon then parlayed his legal skills into a real estate and banking fortune that his sons Andrew, Richard, and James quickly nurtured into true dynastic wealth. Despite her more modest circumstances and her somewhat prickly and fretful temperament, Elinor Stotler remained close to her older brother, especially after her husband David Stotler’s early death in 1848. It was her daughter Rebecca who later married James Evans and gave birth to the ambitious young banker who courted Martha Jarnagin.

Aunt Elinor’s descendants did not rise so far as the Mellon sons did, but the newlywed Thomas and Martha Evans could claim membership in a small-town family that was respectable and relatively prosperous, though hardly wealthy. They lived in a pleasant home on Squirrel Hill, a neighborhood to the east of Pittsburgh’s business district that also sheltered some of the city’s wealthy barons.4 It was there that their daughter Elinor, named for her great-grandmother, was born in February 1908. Two years later, on September 8, 1910, they had a son whom they named James, in honor of his grandfather. Martha’s sister Mary Jarnagin Rodman lived with her young brood in nearby Oakmont, a pleasant town along the Allegheny River northeast of Pittsburgh. As Martha and Tom Evans began their married life, it seemed, as the narrator observed in the novel Ragtime, that thereafter “all the family’s days would be warm and fair.”

But when baby James Evans was barely toddling around on his short, chubby legs, his father fell ill with a rare pituitary gland disorder. In 1913, Martha Evans traveled with her ailing husband to Boston, where he was to undergo surgery. The young banker died on the operating table. According to family lore, the surgeon simply told the horrified widow, “I guess I cut too deep.”5

The grief-stricken Martha Evans had returned to Pittsburgh a widow, her world suddenly transformed from one of promise and comfort to one of uncertainty and constraints. She sought ways to preserve whatever pieces of that world she could, and decided on one simple memorial to her beloved husband: she had her young son’s name legally changed to honor his dead father. Baby James Evans was now Thomas Mellon Evans—so utterly had his world been changed by his father’s death that not even his own identity had emerged unaltered. Martha Evans, little Elinor, and the newly named Tom moved from Squirrel Hill into a more modest home. Martha assiduously saved the insurance money her husband left her to provide for her children’s education. She was determined to preserve the Ivy League dreams her husband had cherished: that his son would follow his father and grandfather to Yale, and that young Elinor would have the same education that Martha Jarnagin had enjoyed. Though by the standards of the day she was certainly not impoverished, her circumstances meant that she had to be very careful—too careful to squander money on her own health.

Somewhere in the smoky, polluted atmosphere of Pittsburgh, she had contracted a lung ailment, perhaps pneumonia, in an era when doctors could do little but encourage a healthier climate, skilled nursing care, and abundant rest. Such things were expensive, however, and Martha Evans refused to touch the children’s college funds to pay for them. She grew sicker and weaker, and when young Tom was just eleven, she died. This emotional earthquake hit the children with even greater force than their father’s unexpected death. Tom and his sister shuttled among their mother’s concerned relatives in Tennessee for a few months before being taken in by his mother’s sister Mary and her husband, Hugh Rodman.6

Hugh Rodman was a scientific entrepreneur, the son of a doctor who lived in Frankfort, Kentucky. Like Mr. and Mrs. Parker of Pasadena, he had been educated at the University of Michigan, emerging with an engineering degree. After working fretfully at a storage battery company in Philadelphia, he moved to Pittsburgh to work for Westinghouse, the emerging electrical giant.7 There he met and married Mary Jarnagin, the sister of Martha Jarnagin Evans.

But because he wanted to pursue research that was of little interest to the company, Hugh Rodman soon grew dissatisfied with his work at Westinghouse. Around 1918, he struck off on his own, forming the Rodman Chemical Company to develop products for the steel industry. The small company, with about a hundred workers drawn from the city’s Greek immigrant community, prospered enough to establish the Rodmans in a handsome but not lavish home on Thirteenth Street in Oakmont. They had three children, Hugh Junior, Mary, and Sayre. Mrs. Rodman had occasional cleaning help, but no live-in household servants. Still, it was by all accounts a happy family, with a preoccupied father and a busy, bustling mother. Baby Sayre was just an infant when Tom and Elinor came to live in the Rodman home, and he later said he always thought of them as “almost brother and sister.”

If Hugh Rodman seemed remote and absent-minded as a father, far more at home tinkering in his laboratory than playing with the youngsters, Mrs. Rodman was a kindly, loving, and painstaking lady. She no doubt tried hard to fill the craters of lonely pain that had been carved into young Tom’s heart by the loss of his parents. But already, this sturdy little man seemed unwilling, indeed unable to trust any piece of life he couldn’t personally hold in his own tenacious grip. A smooth shell had enveloped him by his early teens. He was well-mannered, of course, and very, very smart. But he was difficult to read. One moment, he would be joking and laughing, and the next he would seem shy and distant. He was that paradox, a lively and sociable man with few truly close friends. And even the closest of his childhood friends agreed that he seemed to have never truly opened his heart to anyone.8

But in Paris in 1931, Mrs. Parker’s warmth and sunny California outlook seemed to touch something in the cool, competent young man. And Tom Evans was clearly fascinated by his glimpses of family life among the Parkers from Pasadena, so different from the one he knew from his upbringing in gritty, granite-plain Pittsburgh. Mrs. Parker was comfortably familiar, but her two beautiful, high-spirited daughters were distinctly exotic. The hospital patient was Suzanne, called Dulce, the Spanish word for “sweet”; her sister was the tall, reed-slim blonde Elizabeth, her mother’s namesake. Known as Betty, she had a deep throaty laugh, as if all of life were a wonderful joke. They were like the rare birds that the dapper Mr. Parker collected in the elegant aviary behind their Pasadena home. “I like birds because the male is more beautifully dressed than the female,” Edward Parker would say as he showed visitors through the beautiful habitat.9 His daughters adored him, and giggled at his sly references to their own gorgeous plumage. Their aviary was the largely unspoiled world of southern California, with its orange-scented dawns and golden beaches. The family took its vacations in Hawaii, a Pacific paradise that made their own home in Eden seem nondescript. Both Tom Evans and John Foster were enchanted by the Parker girls, and when they learned that the family was departing for home on the same day—miraculously, on the same ship—the prospect of ending their golden European summer brightened considerably.

On the passage over from New York, Evans and Foster had met some young friends who had landed jobs with the Holland America line. Now, Tom Evans sought them out and wheedled first-class passage on the Statendam for Foster, who was far too weak to handle the bunks, steep gangways, and coarser meals of third class. As the boat train lurched into motion on the way to Le Havre, the wisdom of that decision became apparent. Tom Evans could not have failed to notice that the relatively short walk from the cab to the train had worn John Foster out. Tom recalled that Mrs. Parker had rented a wheelchair to ease her ailing daughter’s passage from the railway platform to the first-class decks of the Statendam. Perhaps they would allow him to use it after they were aboard?10

Leaving the weary Foster in his seat, Evans went in search of the Parkers. When he found their compartment, Dulce was stretched out across one bank of seats, with Betty and her mother sitting opposite. The lack of a seat did not deter him. He simply sat on the floor at Betty’s feet and began to talk intensely and, it seemed to the casual young teenager, endlessly. Holding an ice pack on her abdomen to calm her own upset intestines, Betty listened politely and made a few appropriate responses to the attractive young man. As Dulce tried to sleep and Mrs. Parker eyed him warily, Tom beamed up at Betty and talked on—perhaps about his adventures, his plans, his grandmother who lived not far from Pasadena. Finally he rose, said his farewells, and left the compartment—only to return a few moments later with a sheepish grin. He’d completely forgotten the reason he had sought out the Parkers’ compartment in the first place, he said. Could he borrow Dulce’s wheelchair after they had boarded the ship, so that he could wheel Foster aboard? Mrs. Parker instantly agreed, and Evans once again left, leaving Betty and her mother shaking their heads at the odd behavior of this energetic young man from Pittsburgh.11

Le Havre was an old, bustling port on the northern banks of the estuary where the Seine meets the English Channel. At the docks, the magnificent Statendam towered above the boarding crowd. It was the third Holland America liner to bear that name. Just two years old, the ship was a throwback to the elegant Edwardian era of ocean travel, with two masts and three massive smokestacks angled rakishly toward the stern. The ship’s snowy white superstructure rose like a wedding cake above her dark shiny hull, so immense that the gathering passengers seemed like ants invading a rowboat. Evans got his friend aboard and settled him into his comfortable first-class stateroom, set amid luxurious public rooms modeled after a French château. Then he went down several hatchways to search out his own bunk in third class—which had been rechristened “tourist class” after American limits on immigration reduced the demand for cheap steerage fares.12 It would be an unusual trip, separated from his childhood friend and his new acquaintances by the formidable presence of the first-class stewards. But Evans was not daunted. Once each day, he climbed up to first-class to help Foster change the dressings on his surgical incision.

“Did the steward give you any trouble?” Foster asked, as he admitted his friend to his stateroom.

“No,” Evans answered with a laugh. “I just told him I was your valet.” The two friends broke into laughter, and immediately began to make plans for Foster to smuggle Evans in for lunch. The Parker girls were delighted to join in the conspiracy, and Mrs. Parker displayed no surprise when her luncheon party was expanded to include the intruder from steerage.

Tom Evans seemed utterly at ease amid the mirrors and gilt-edged paneling of the dining rooms and opulent cut-velvet upholstery of the spacious lounges. His childhood life in Pittsburgh had already prepared him for the awkward role of penny-pinching tourist in a world of glittering wealth, a world where his own status was ambiguous and his welcome was unpredictable. He had met exactly the same circumstances in the world of the magnificent Mellons.

He spent most of his young years among boys whose lives were comfortable but hardly ostentatious. After going to live with the Rodmans, Tom had been enrolled at the Shady Side Academy, a private boys’ preparatory school. Shady Side had educated some of the heirs to the smaller industrial fortunes in Pittsburgh, although most of the wealthy Mellons attended more prestigious private boarding schools in the East.

It was at Shady Side that “Buddy” Evans, as he was known there, had first met Johnny Foster. In 1921, when the eleven-year-old Evans had transferred to the school, the twelve-year-old Foster was already established a grade ahead of him. The following year, the school left the Pittsburgh neighborhood that had given it its name and moved to a new campus in Fox Chapel, across the Allegheny River to the north. There, Tom and John had adjoining cubicles in a top-floor dormitory suite at Morewood House, a Georgian-style red brick building which housed about forty boys of all ages. Foster’s mother was a friend of Mary Rodman, and she had asked her son to look out for the newly orphaned Evans. The two boys traded weekend visits, set up a weekly poker game, and met each other at the family dinner parties and weekend gatherings that made up their social life. They shared a passion for the tinny, rattle-riddled cars of the day, and Tom good-naturedly joined in Foster’s shooting and fishing expeditions.

If Foster and his other classmates had more spending money than he did, Tom Evans nevertheless seemed to fit easily into campus life. He had been “the youngster” of his graduating class in 1927.13 As a sophomore, he had performed so well on his English College Board examination that he had skipped his junior year and caught up with Foster’s class. He worked on the yearbook as assistant business manager and helped out on the student newspaper. The yearbook’s anonymous authors joked that he had won the presidency of the debating group, the Forum, in the winter term of 1927 because “he dared once upon a time to talk against compulsory chapel.” But although the yearbook noted that “no one can change Tom’s mind once he has made it up,” he was clearly a likable young man. The literary quote attached to his full-page profile was “A little nonsense, now and then, is relished by the wisest men,” and the daily calendar for his senior year gleefully reported on his malodorous adventures in chemistry class. Describing Tom, some prescient classmate observed: “In contrast to Tom’s mildness and cheerfulness, for which he is well-known, there are his quiet persistence and his never-failing astuteness at bargaining. There is a story that he bought(?) a $90 dollar Ford for $25 and his 10-year old ‘racer.’ If you’d ever seen his ‘racer,’ you’ll just begin to realize what a businessman Tom is.”14

But far beyond the simple, comfortable world of John Foster and Shady Side, Tom Evans had another close childhood friend: Larry Mellon, the youngest child of William Larimer Mellon, the formidable chairman of the Gulf Oil Corporation and one of the reigning princes of the Mellon empire. From the first, theirs had been a complicated, almost inexplicable friendship. But it was a connection that would change Tom Evans’s life.

During the first two decades of the century, William L. Mellon—known among the older members of the family as Will—had become one of the most powerful Mellons of his generation. His father was James Ross Mellon, Andrew Mellon’s older brother and a son of Judge Mellon, the dynasty’s founder and the brother of Tom Evans’s great-grandmother. William Larimer Mellon had been Judge Mellon’s first grandchild, and he became a lifelong favorite of the eccentric patriarch. By one account, Judge Mellon gave his pet grandson $20,000 when he reached age twenty-one and was no doubt delighted when the young man invested that stake briefly but profitably in the infant oil business. Tough and smart but earthy and unpolished—one writer thought he resembled an affable bloodhound; another recalled his “organ-grinder mustache”15—Will Mellon was an aggressive and plain-spoken executive, and even the family’s severest critics concede that he, like his uncles, was an excellent judge of human character.

His early experience in the oil business in western Pennsylvania gave evidence of his shrewd energy in action. In the early 1890s, with financial backing from his uncles, he had gone from town to town buying up exploration rights and drilling leases in solitary sidewalk negotiations or in tough haggling over warm beers in local taverns. Soon, he had assembled a field of producing wells. When the giant Standard Oil, controlled by John D. Rockefeller, used its near-monopoly power over the railroads to prevent the Mellons from getting their oil to eastern markets profitably, Will Mellon had defiantly overseen the building of a 271-mile pipeline to carry the family oil from western Pennsylvania to a shipping facility on the Delaware Bay.16 By 1885, Standard Oil had bought out the Mellons, giving the family a $2.5 million profit on young Will’s prospering oil and pipeline business. Still only twenty-seven, Will Mellon then settled into an office at the family bank to oversee the family’s interests in Pittsburgh’s booming streetcar system.

Along the way, he had met the girl of his dreams, Mary Taylor, known to all as May. They married and began a family. May devoted herself to her children’s care, assisted by a small troop of governesses and nursemaids, while Will pursued his all-consuming passion for business.

Given his background, it was not surprising that Will’s uncles turned to him in 1902 when a problem arose with some Texas oil wells in which they had a substantial investment. They asked him to go to Texas to investigate, a trip that set him on the path that led to the formation of the Gulf Oil Corporation, one of the five major corporations that formed the Mellon empire.17

Unlike Andrew Mellon and his brother Richard Beatty Mellon, who both scrupulously avoided interfering directly with company operations, Will Mellon had a real gift for managing men. He quickly realized that the men his uncles had backed in the Texas oil venture were overwhelmed by the demands of the business. In 1907, on his advice, his uncles organized a stockholders’ committee and successfully voted to reorganize the company, over the objections of its original top executives.18 The Mellonled committee put the reorganized company into the hands of Will Mellon, then in his mid-thirties, and he assembled an able team that built the young Gulf into a major competitor in the emerging national oil industry. By 1931, he was chairman of an enterprise that was producing, refining, and marketing oil from wells in Texas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, Mexico, and Venezuela. Besides running the vast Gulf operation and serving on dozens of family-controlled bank and corporate boards, he also was the steward of the family’s political power, serving as chairman of the powerful state Republican Party. If Andrew Mellon, as some historians assert, was the most brilliant businessman America had produced up to his time, then Will Mellon was certainly his most successful apprentice.

It is not clear why such a busy and influential executive, already in his fifties when Tom Evans was orphaned, took such an interest in the young man. John Foster thought that the elder Mellon simply felt a duty to a needy and fatherless boy who was a relative, albeit an extremely distant one. There is some support in the Mellon family history for a close connection between the elder Mellons and Tom Evans’s family. Old Judge Mellon’s memoirs report that, after a beloved older brother died in 1862, the seven-year-old Andrew Mellon grew lonely in his parents’ grief-darkened home and was sent to spend several winters with his widowed Aunt Elinor, who was Tom’s great-grandmother.19 Thus, Andrew Mellon would have been a childhood playmate of Tom’s grandmother, Rebecca Stotler Evans, who was still living when Tom was orphaned. This small connection may support Foster’s theory that simple family feeling prompted Will Mellon’s attention to young Tom. “I think he just figured, ‘Here was a Mellon, an orphaned boy without any money,’ and he looked out for him.”20 But there may have been something more to it.

Mellon had four children of his own, and by Victorian standards, he was a remarkably involved family man. As one historian put it, “He had a knack for fathering.”21 He had married for love, and his wife May was remembered by her children as a mild, cultivated, and sweetly musical woman with simple, intelligent tastes that were not altered by her husband’s increasing wealth and power. Unlike his well-tutored wife, Will Mellon had only a rudimentary education and retained a rustic social style born of his early years scouting for leases in the small boom towns of the early oil belt.22 Together, Will and May Mellon established themselves and their children on a sprawling scale at Ben Elm, their comfortable estate on Squirrel Hill, and at their summer home on Lake Muskoka in the Ontario lake district north of Toronto.

Will Mellon’s daughters, Rachel and Margaret, who was known as Peggy, were pretty and vivacious. But his sons were perhaps a puzzle to him. The elder boy, Matthew, was an intelligent, cynical young man who ignored the family’s business interests entirely and pursued an academic career at a German university, ultimately marrying a young German woman. Young William Larimer Mellon Jr., known as Larry, was the “afterthought” of the family, nearly ten years younger than his nearest sibling, Peggy. Larry remembered a quieter and lonelier life at Ben Elm, with a mother who was frequently ill and sometimes hospitalized, leaving him in the care of servants. A French tutor cultivated his innate gift for foreign languages, and he had inherited his mother’s talent for music. But as a boy, Larry Mellon took little interest in the business machinery that supported his privileged existence—machinery that so clearly fascinated his father and his uncles. Indeed, by his own admission, he was ill at ease in the world into which he was born. “There were times when I felt ashamed to be from a family that was known only for wealth. I felt more at home with chambermaids than with people in my own group,” he told a biographer years later.23 To another writer, he posed the question: “What actually would give a child the cockeyed notion that the servants were real people, but the people who came to call on Sunday were stuffed shirts, that people who pulled up to the East Liberty Presbyterian Church on Sunday in Rolls-Royces didn’t have their feet on the ground?”24

Did W. L. Mellon see in the bright and hard-working young Evans an appetite for business combat, a hunger for financial achievement, that he missed in his own sons? Or did he hope that something of Evans’s appetites would somehow be communicated to Larry, who was so quietly contemptuous of his father’s business achievements and associates? Whatever the reason, Will Mellon invited Evans to join Larry for regular weekend visits to the Pittsburgh mansion on Forbes Road and for longer summer visits to Lake Muskoka.

The two boys were only two months apart in age and, in hindsight, there seems to be an almost Dickensian quality to the arrangement: the modest but wellborn distant relative recruited to serve as a steady and practical influence on a discontented and unpredictable young heir. It was not always a comfortable arrangement for young Tom. Years later, Larry’s older sister Peggy would recall teasing the young man mercilessly. “Tommy was very shy and very thin, and his head looked too big for his body. We liked to make fun of Tommy, he didn’t look too bright.” But she also recalled that her father invariably defended the young visitor, saying “He’s got ability, he’ll go beyond all of you.”25

Despite that awkward beginning—and despite the obvious differences in their temperaments—Tom Evans and Larry Mellon became real friends.They shared a caustic wit and perhaps an unspoken loneliness for the mothering that death and illness had denied both of them. In any case, their relationship survived Larry’s departure from Pittsburgh each fall, when he returned to the Choate Academy while Tom remained at Shady Side. It was a friendship across a great economic gulf, of course. Larry Mellon was born to comfort and splendor, and “Buddy” Evans merely visited that world when invited, returning to the stolid middle-class Rodman home after each foray. But Larry Mellon scorned the pretensions of his world, and perhaps that was what drew him to the young Evans, who was cobbling together a life from the shattered pieces of his childhood. Late in life, Larry Mellon told his biographer that he “came to despise that jaded group of remittance people [in Pittsburgh] who lived on trust accounts and did little else. It was my feeling that a man should try to do something on his own. He could be a professional baseball player or a carpenter. It didn’t matter what, just so long as a man was using his own talents.”26

Tom Evans was “using his own talents” and he somehow made himself welcome in the Mellon empire—or, at least, in the duchy controlled by the unpretentious Will Mellon. Some Mellon family members would later brand Evans an outright pretender, insisting to one family historian that he wasn’t a real Mellon relative at all but had simply been endowed with that potent middle name by a father who admired the famous family.27 This ignores the geneological evidence, of course, but perhaps it underscores the young man’s achievement in obtaining even temporary admittance to such jealously guarded gates. Once inside, Tom Evans—so smart, so fiercely observant from the emotional safety of his inner fortress—was ideally situated to study the social manners of that world and absorb its values.

It would not be surprising if the young man built his lifelong ideas about how the very rich behaved from his forays into Mellon society in Pittsburgh during the prosperous years between World War I and the stock market crash in 1929. What did he see? Stylish European travel each summer and expensive and cultivated hobbies like art-collecting and horse-breeding. Andrew Mellon, lonely and cold, had already begun to fill his ugly Gothic mansion in Pittsburgh with the splendid artwork that would ultimately become the endowment of the National Gallery in Washington, D.C. Like many in the family, Tom’s friend Larry Mellon was an accomplished horseman and Andrew Mellon’s son Paul, just three years older than Tom Evans, was developing an avid interest in raising thoroughbred racehorses. Larry Mellon’s great-uncle Richard B. Mellon, Andrew’s partner in business, had a racecourse and stables at Rolling Rock, a vast forested estate near Ligonier that he had developed into a private country club for the Mellons and their friends. Tom Evans was sometimes a guest there, with Larry Mellon; once or twice Johnny Foster was included in their party. It was commonplace in the Mellon family to escape the Pittsburgh smog at farmlike retreats in Ligonier and Sewickley, each several dozen miles west of the city, and to take extended trips to the cool, clean air of Canada each summer.

The young Evans might also have observed among the Mellons a serene, almost smug contempt for the opinions of the outside world. Andrew Mellon had a positive abhorence of the public, cringing at the approach of even a sidewalk newsboy. His only confidant was his brother Richard, his partner at the bank and in countless business ventures. Secure in the superiority of his own views, he seemed to care nothing for how his various business or political decisions would be viewed by the general population. In defiance of middle-class values, he and his English-born wife had divorced after waging a bitter public battle for custody of young Paul and his older sister. Will and May Mellon were more happily matched, and May Mellon carefully avoided any interference in her husband’s business life. But in a sort of reverse snobbery, they both blithely refused to engage in the formal entertaining and ostentatious display of fashion and jewelry that was enjoyed by their wealthy friends and expected of others in the Mellon circle. Society’s rules, society’s expectations—these simply did not seem to exist for the Mellons.

What did exist, at least for Will Mellon and his uncles Andrew and Richard, was a complete and lifelong absorption in the fascinating process of building new businesses. Business was the preferred topic of conversation at every family gathering they attended. In a Fortune magazine profile of the family in 1967,28 Richard B. Mellon’s son recalled that his uncle Andrew regularly visited his father on Sunday mornings to talk business before church, and would frequently bring top executives of the family corporations to dinner. “I would be invited to sit and listen to their talk, which almost always was concerned with business,” he recalled. Larry Mellon, too, recalled less cheerfully how business seemed to form the four corners of his family life. His mother, he once observed, had always found the Mellons “very absorbed in business, a totally different set of values” from those she had been taught among her own more broadly educated and cultivated family.29 Will Mellon simply adored the daily drama of business life—and Tom Evans simply adored Will Mellon.

His frequent excursions into the world of Mellon-sized wealth had prepared him well for his stealthy visits to the elegant first-class quarters of the opulent new Statendam, where there was a lounge “extending through two decks, paneled with exquisitely carved oak embellishments and hung with Gobelin tapestries and period paintings.” 30 And the playful, irreverent attitude of Betty Parker certainly helped make him feel welcome. Late one afternoon, she and John Foster were waiting in the first-class elevator lobby. Foster was wearing his best suit with a high starched collar holding his tie, and Betty was a vision in white satin, her silky blond hair gleaming in the chandelier light. Suddenly, the elevator door opened to reveal Tom Evans, clad in red Bermuda shorts and his white knit undershirt, with garters holding up his socks. He had taken the wrong elevator at the wrong moment. But before he could even blush, Betty had clapped her hands with glee and laughed as if his appearance was a deliberate joke staged for her personal delight. The friends waved as the mystified elevator attendant pulled the door shut.31

The weather remained clear and fine, and most afternoons found Betty and John nestled in neighboring deck chairs, sipping bouillon brought by solicitous stewards and sharing the shipboard conversations of people who, as Foster later recalled, never expected to see one another again. But Tom Evans intended to see the Parkers again—he refused to let them just drift out of his life. His ancient Mellon grandmother lived in the Los Angeles area. There would be occasions to visit, he explained. Could he come and pay his respects to the Parkers when next he was out West? Mrs. Parker was gracious—the two boys were always welcome. The teenaged Betty smiled happily; the two young Ivy League graduates seemed like men of the world, and she was flattered at their apparently platonic attention. Addresses were exchanged, and the happy party said their farewells in New York, where John Foster’s mother was waiting to take him home.

Tom Evans made his own way from New York City to Pittsburgh, each mile along the train tracks pushing him closer to his future. Although he might have noticed the scenes of deepening hardship along his route—idle factories, anxious unemployed men on city street corners, Pennsylvania farmland looking ragged and unkempt—he had no fears about finding work. His friend Larry Mellon’s father had promised him a job at the Gulf Oil Corporation. To be sure, his post was a modest one: a spot in the statistical department, later known as market research, where he would work side-by-side with his friend Larry. But it was his first job, at a company captained by his hero W. L. Mellon, and he no doubt faced it with all the optimism his scarred and isolated heart could hold. At Yale, he had been an excellent but hard-working student, pursuing his economics major with energy but growing a bit impatient with the theoretical tone of his studies. Now, he was ready to put theory into practice, and he was confident that working in W. L. Mellon’s world would give him the chance to do that.

His new employer was known in Pittsburgh simply as “the Gulf,” already a local institution although it was only a few years older than Evans himself. As Pittsburgh and the nation sank into the trough of the depression, Gulf seemed to be defying the bad news, building new storage tanks and a pipeline to connect its Oklahoma oil fields to refineries being built in Cincinnati and Pittsburgh. Its assets—oil wells, pipelines, and refineries around the country—had more than doubled in the previous decade and were now worth nearly a half-billion dollars. In Pittsburgh, builders were putting the finishing touches on Gulf’s new headquarters building, a powerful soaring ziggurat on a newly broadened stretch of Grant Street, which Mellon money had transformed into the heart of Pittsburgh’s business district.

As Tom Evans approached the old Gulf offices under a bridge spanning an industrial hollow, he could see, through the smog generated by thousands of smokestacks, monuments to the power of the Mellons—banks, hotels, corporate office buildings, clanging factories. Unseen, but far more potent, were the mortgages, the corporate directorships, the political campaign contributions, and the bank credit decisions that gave such enormous muscle to the Mellon wealth. And Tom, fresh out of college, was about to take his small place in that vast money-making machinery. Unlike most junior trainees, however, he would occasionally be able to discuss Gulf’s business with the company chairman, over lunch at Ben Elm or during vacation visits to Lake Muskoka.

His relationship with this uncomplicated capitalist had already exposed him to the Mellon family’s unsentimental business principles, rooted firmly in the peculiar experiences of the late nineteenth century. They were the views of men that history would later brand as “robber barons.” But they were the views that shaped and ruled the entrepreneurial world in Pittsburgh, and in much of America, in the years when the alert Tom Evans was coming of age and dreaming of a career in business.

Much has been written about the founding of the Mellon empire, but each account was colored by the attitudes about wealth and business that prevailed at the time.32 The facts are simple: the story began on a family farm outside Pittsburgh, where Thomas Mellon’s father had settled after emigrating from Ireland. Thomas Mellon moved into the city in 1832 to study law. He was a frugal and humorless young man, who seemed almost obsessively determined to be wealthy. As he built his law practice, he invested every spare nickel in mortgages and liens, and his fortune grew. Enriched by the prosperity that accompanied the Civil War, he opened the T. Mellon and Sons Bank in 1870. In 1880, he turned a solid, profitable institution over to his son Andrew, a solemn young bachelor who lived with his parents. Andrew had only a patchwork education and no apparent ambitions or interests beyond entering the family business. Over the next two decades, by making loans and well-placed investments in burgeoning new industries, Andrew Mellon and his brother Richard transformed the family bank into a corporate portfolio of almost unimaginable wealth.

There was a dark side to the construction of this fortune. The muckrakers of the Depression era saw the Mellons as a greedy and ambitious family willing to seize on someone else’s discovery—the famed Spindletop oil field, the patented process for making aluminum, the pioneering coke ovens developed in Germany—and manipulate it into a monopoly that could milk wealth from the rest of American industry. There were other bones of contention dug up from the muck: antitrust violations that allowed the Mellons to preserve their aluminum monopoly, special tax breaks obtained through the use of political influence, sharp practices used to obtain a robust flow of oil for the Mellon pipeline or cheap energy for the Mellon aluminum mills.

Defenders of the Mellons saw the family in a different light, of course. One political supporter, Republican Senator Philander Knox of Pennsylvania, offered this assessment of Andrew Mellon in 1921, as part of his campaign to persuade President Warren G. Harding to add the Pittsburgh banker to the Cabinet: “His is one of a few cases where his wealth is an accurate measure of his ability. He has never financially debauched any enterprise with which he has been concerned . . . With marvelous vision and imagination he has spent his life developing new fields for American energy and opportunity and in my deliberate judgment he is the greatest constructive economist of his generation.”33

Another view of this family’s values emerged in the early 1950s, when Stewart H. Holbrook reflected on the Mellons’ methods in his book The Age of the Moguls: “They liked to find a man both honest and capable who had started a business and was in need of capital. They gave him the money—if he passed their thoroughly competent investigation. They took shares in the business and left the man to run it as he would, except that when and if he got into difficulties, the Mellons were ready to offer advice, and possibly more than advice.”34 The advice, or whatever exceeded advice, would almost certainly be accepted simply because the Mellons typically would demand all but a sliver of the honest and capable man’s company in exchange for their financial support. It was, after all, their capital that had been wagered to turn the entrepreneur’s dream into profit. So it was only fair to them, as shareholders, that most of those profits should flow into their own pockets.

But perhaps the most balanced perspective on the business practices at the turn of the last century can be drawn from Frederick Lewis Allen’s classic, The Lords of Creation. Men like Andrew Mellon and his nephew, William Larimer Mellon, had come of age at a time when American enterprise was outgrowing its citizens’ simple faith in free competition, individualism, and self-reliance. Unrestrained competition among the railroads in the 1880s, Allen pointed out, had been chaotic and utterly ruinous. If the legitimate goal of business was to maximize profits, some limitation on such costly competition had to be found—and it was, in the form of trusts and other business combinations that ultimately took the orderly shape of monopolies. Moreover, as railroads knitted the country together, America was moving toward a national economy, and business had to develop a national reach as well. As historian Olivier Zunz explains, “Large business organizations in the late nineteenth century stitched regional networks together to create a national market” but in the process they reshaped the smaller local marketplaces that were so familiar to small-town Americans. “The towns that composed the industrial belt of the East and expanding Midwest . . . experienced an extraordinary rate of population turnover and exchange. Each place became more readily identified as part of a network of places and relied increasingly on the network’s existence for its life.”35 Local merchants no longer dominated their consumer markets. National manufacturers were reaching into those markets with brand-name products and national distribution patterns. A growing middle class whose members were willing to work for a paycheck began to branch off from the earlier middle class, comprised largely of small-town merchants, manufacturers, and professionals such as lawyers, ministers, doctors, and educators. A new science of business was emerging, and corporations grew up along hierarchical, bureaucratic lines. “Early in the twentieth century,” Zunz writes, “keen observers contended that corporate capitalism had split the educated middle class into two groups—the independent entrepreneurs and the salaried professionals.”36 The men that Tom Evans admired—men like his mentor Will Mellon and his surrogate father Hugh Rodman—stood firmly and proudly in the former group; their views of the salaried classes ranged from benign paternalism to outright contempt.

The salaried professionals managed the wage-earning laborers, who were seen by managers and entrepreneurs alike as little more than another raw material, like oil or rubber. Leading businessmen at the turn of the century had no tolerance for organized labor, and their views were shared by many middle-class Americans, nowhere more staunchly than in Pittsburgh. There, steelworkers recruited from the poverty of Eastern Europe worked twelve-hour days, seven days a week, in mills that were dirty and dangerous. Wages were low, living conditions were bleak, and injuries were common. Unions were firmly resisted, and union organizers were sometimes dangerously unwelcome. Strikes were quickly and brutally suppressed, most notably the disastrous strike in the summer of 1892 by Carnegie Steel Company workers in Homestead, Pennsylvania. Their organizing effort failed, in part because of class and ethnic divisions among the workers and in part because of the raw force of the steel industry’s private guards. The defeat of the Homestead strikers reflected forces that would effectively eliminate organized industrial labor as a meaningful factor in the Pittsburgh region’s economy for more than three decades.

As a result, a young middle-class man like Tom Evans would almost certainly have opposed unions on principle. “Most of the people we knew expected their friends to take a dim view of organized labor, much as a preacher’s colleagues are expected to take a dim view of Satan,” one cousin said. “It never occurred to me, as a young man, that any respectable people thought otherwise, and Tom probably grew up the same way.”37

Even the simple rights of citizenship were affected by the power of the industrial rulers. The Mellons and other business owners throughout the region dominated the local politics in virtually every factory town, and thus controlled the local court system and the police. Workers were expected to vote the company ticket; independent political activism was as dangerous to a working man’s tenure as unionism. The Mellons’ political power stretched across Pennsylvania. And since 1922, that influence had been wielded personally by Tom Evans’s mentor, Will Mellon. In the cynical backroom deals that were routine in those days, he helped select senators, governors, and mayors who would be protective of the family’s financial and industrial interests. Tom Evans once told a historian of an occasion when a telephone call came in for Will Mellon while Evans was visiting with Larry Mellon at Lake Muskoka in Canada; hanging up, the senior Mellon explained that the caller was the governor of Pennsylvania. “He has to make a speech and wants to know what to say,” he told them.38

To one historian, the Pittsburgh that bred Tom Evans was “synonymous with the spectacular advance of American industry, and the byproducts: labor unrest, poverty, assimilation of a heterogeneous immigrant working force, and disruption of community cohesion.”39 The editor of the remarkable Pittsburgh Survey, a sweeping assessment of the civic and economic life of the region begun in 1907, saw the city as a paradigm for the industrializing nation. It “is not merely a scapegoat city,” he wrote. “It is the capital of a district representative of untrammeled industrial development, but of a district which, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, for vigor, waste and optimism, is rampantly American.”40

Life in the steel industry in Pittsburgh had become so harsh by the early 1900s that an early sociologist, writing the year before Tom Evans was born, felt he needed to explain why the workers had remained so passive. “The men believed in the existence of corporation secret service departments, whose agents were ‘working shoulder to shoulder at the rolls or furnaces with honest workmen, ready to record any “disloyal” utterances.’ ”41 Conditions were little different in the other basic industries that dominated the unusually lopsided Pittsburgh economy. Mellon-owned aluminum mills and bauxite mines were the scenes of numerous violent, largely unsuccessful labor actions in the second decade of the century, when Tom Evans was a child. Participants were blacklisted, strike breakers were recruited among southern blacks or Mexicans, and the workers’ efforts to improve their conditions almost always failed.

The pattern of labor relations was very similar at Gulf under Will Mellon’s leadership. One Depression-era muckraker believed that only the demand for American oil during World War I had prompted the company to settle a skilled mechanics’ strike in 1917 by recognizing the workers’ union. “But this meddling came to naught in the depression of 1920 and the unions were no more. . . . By 1925 hardly a vestige of unionism was left in any Mellon industry, save coal and construction. In a broader sense that was also true of American industry as a whole.”42

By the late 1920s, the miners’ union had come under attack by the mine owners, who included the Pittsburgh Coal Company, in which the Mellon brothers had a substantial stake. The battles were long and bloody, with casualties continuing into the early years of the Depression. In 1931, as Tom Evans was reporting for work at Gulf, radical union leaders were organizing a strike in the coal industry in western Pennsylvania. By that winter, a particularly severe one, hundreds of strikers would be evicted from their company-owned houses and would live in tents scattered across the acid-scoured landscape. The strike was resisted “with the barbarity usual to such incidents in the Pittsburgh district,” muckraker Harvey O’Connor wrote.43 Even less polemical historians agreed that the captains of Pittsburgh industry were unusually harsh in their militant opposition to union organizing efforts.

Low-level Gulf workers were struggling even before the depression hit. Said O’Connor: “At the Port Arthur refinery, largest in the world . . . Mexicans and Negroes did the dirty work at rates averaging around 25 cents an hour in good times. Their families lived in company shacks renting for $7 a month: two rooms, a kerosene stove, and water at central wash sheds. In the field the seven-day week was common.”44 But even though labor was cheap, Gulf had laid off an estimated 5,000 workers by 1930, as hard times began to squeeze.

One may question the fairness of O’Connor’s condemnation of business leaders of an earlier age for attitudes that were deeply embedded and largely unquestioned in the culture of their day. But what is evident, apart from moral judgments, is that the balance of power between labor and owners had been so profoundly skewed for so long that Pittsburgh’s industrial leaders simply could not imagine any other way of life. As one historian observed, “The destruction of unionism, company political influence, and ethnic fragmentation produced an enlightened despotism, at best, and a ruthless suppression of dissent, at worst.” He continued, “In the absence of any significant countervailing power, the business leadership was free to shape the life of the region. This had led, by the early twentieth century, to the mutilation and pollution of the physical environment, and to a low priority for housing, health, and social welfare institutions.”45

Visitors to Pittsburgh during the years that Tom Evans was growing up there were regularly appalled by the sheer ugliness of the place. “It looked like hell, literally,” wrote Lincoln Steffens.46 To be sure, there were some grand monuments to the local wealth, among them H. H. Richardson’s magnificent Allegheny County Courthouse. And the intricately folded hills sliced by broad rivers had once been a beautiful cradle for the growing city. But the soft coal that fueled the regional economy was a dirty fuel, producing tons of black soot that had settled on the city year in and year out. White houses turned gray; women wore veils to keep the grit off their skin, and professional men went through two white shirts a day. Children climbed trees whose bark, furry with soot, blackened their hands and knees. Window curtains, open to the gritty breezes, had to be washed and ironed weekly. The rivers that had carved the magnificent valleys of the area were little more than industrial sewers plied by oily barges. Even trees and grass ultimately were blighted by the filthy, acidic air and the sour wastes that seeped into the soil. Well into the 1930s, it was not unusual for Pittsburgh’s street lamps to be lighted at midday to lift the grim twilight that the hovering ceiling of soot and fog created. Recalling the widespread pollution of that era, John Foster spoke for countless comfortable Pittsburghers of his vintage when he said, “I never minded it. To me, it meant the mills were running, and that meant prosperity.” A writer in Harper’s Monthly Magazine in 1930 captured his own reaction to Tom Evans’s hometown with his title: “Is Pittsburgh Civilized?” He concluded, “Pittsburgh has the wealth to buy a high degree of civilization. It remains, on the whole, barbaric.”47

The overarching cultural value was ceaseless, productive work; everything else—art, learning, the stimulating conversation of intellectual life—was just a frill, a luxury for the idle. The bleak and blighted life faced by most working-class citizens of the region was not seriously questioned by Will Mellon and the other proud citizens who owned or financed the mills and mines and factories that were literally poisoning the world in which they and their families lived. And yet these men all considered themselves to be good, industrious, God-fearing people who were living lives of great accomplishment. As Frederick Lewis Allen saw it, their peculiar religion was woven from more than just the simple strands of Christian teachings. “There was the Benjamin Franklin philosophy of frugality. There was the Puritan philosophy of sobriety, continence, and Sabbath observance. There was the laissez-faire tradition of business competition as a hard-fought battle without fear or favor.”48 There was, too, the wide-spread belief that one’s private affairs were nobody’s business, even if those affairs affected the lives of thousands of workers or consumers or citizens. “The belief had almost inevitably grown up that government interference into economic operations was the beginning of tyranny,” Allen explained. “The law of supply and demand offered all the regulation which an American would tolerate.”49

Allen’s final conclusion about what motivated these business titans cannot be improved upon: “Through the story of these men’s adventures and exploits there runs the thrill of conflict, of immense tasks boldly accomplished and emergencies boldly met, of a continent subdued to the needs of industry; yet . . . the dollar is omnipresent, and its smell pervades every episode.”50

This was certainly true of the founder of the Mellon dynasty. Judge Thomas Mellon was “a cultivated man, endowed with a formidable intellect and a will as hard as the finest Pittsburgh steel,” a later historian noted. “His fault was to overvalue money and so in the end he failed himself. But he was a genius all the same . . . a man who set for his ambition the singular goal of raising a family of millionaire businessmen and brought it off.”51

He did rather more than that. He founded a dynasty that, almost within his own lifetime, had become America’s richest family, seemingly untouched by the economic fears that haunted America in that anxious autumn of 1931. As Tom Evans reported for his first day of work at Gulf, his boss’s uncle, the gray and feeble-looking Andrew Mellon, was ruling the nation’s finances, as he had for a decade, as Secretary of the Treasury. He had resigned from more than fifty corporate boards to take the Cabinet post first offered to him by President Harding in 1921. At that time, the assets under his family’s control were estimated to be worth more than $2 billion. The publicity-shy Mellons were known as bankers, where they were known at all. But the family also held a patent-based monopoly on the increasingly important American aluminum industry. They controlled gas companies, railroad car companies, chemical companies, electrical utilities. As one Depression-era biographer noted, “The Mellons were masters of Pittsburgh. Substantial businessmen professed to believe that they could be ruined by the Mellons’ displeasure.”52

The slice of Mellon interests that Will Mellon personally oversaw had grown to immense size by the end of the 1920s. Gulf Oil, worth $272 million in 1921, was estimated to be worth nearly $800 million by 1928. By then, the enterprise was the “mightiest of Mellon corporations,” O’Connor observed.53 Indeed, he calculated that if the Mellons had been stripped of all their assets except their ownership of Gulf, they still would have been among the richest dozen people in the nation. With 5,400 wells in production, Gulf was pumping out 65 million barrels of oil a day by 1931. Added to that were thousands of miles of pipelines, dozens of tankers, and 3,000 company-owned service stations all across the country.

From the public’s perception, not even the deepening recession settling across the continent in 1931 seemed to affect this marvelous money machine. “In good times their profits would be gigantic—Gulf’s ran to $44,500,000 in 1929—and in hard times they could call on their enormous reserves to buy out distressed properties for a song,” O’Connor explained in confident hindsight.54

But O’Connor’s confidence in the Gulf was uninformed. In reality, on the day Tom Evans showed up for work in the fall of 1931, the corporation—and the entire Mellon family—were beginning to feel the first pangs of real economic anxiety.

The cause of the Mellon family’s growing concern was a peculiar debt the Gulf Oil Corporation had incurred in the earliest months of the Depression. In June 1930, the company had gone to the bond market to borrow $60 million to build a pipeline to carry its petroleum from the southern oil fields to refineries in Ohio. In the unsettled market conditions after the Crash of 1929, money was expensive to borrow unless investors were given some collateral to reassure them. The collateral in this case was a “sinking fund,” into which was deposited a portfolio of securities owned by the three wealthiest Mellons—Andrew, his brother Richard, and their nephew W. L. Mellon. The three Mellons collectively pledged to bondholders that they would maintain sufficient securities in the sinking fund to cover 130 percent of the face value of the bonds, or about $78 million. When the bonds were issued, this collateral arrangement seemed sensible—when would those three Mellons ever lack for $78 million? But as the stock market continued to cut a long, deep gouge in the nation’s wealth in 1931, the pledged securities shrank to a fraction of their 1930 values. Additional stocks had to be added to the sinking fund to avoid a default on the Gulf bonds.55

The shrinking stock market, of course, was just one symptom of the profound economic illness that had gripped the nation—and that would soon hit Gulf. The declining economy meant less consumption of oil, and yet taxes on gasoline and other oil products were increasing as local governments struggled to raise money for basic services and expanded relief efforts. Through the 1920s, oil had gushed out of the Texas and Louisiana rigs with a careless abundance. Tanks had to be built to hold it, pipelines had to be built to carry it, and refineries had to be expanded to process it. But in 1931, the state of Texas imposed mandatory conservation measures on the oil industry, requiring Gulf to cut its output. The flood of oil to the expensive new refineries shrank to a trickle. A Gulf company history quoted Will Mellon’s assessment of the damage: “The expense of maintaining and operating properties was not reduced by the restrictions upon production,” he said.56

Then, with demand already weak, an ocean of new, high-quality oil was discovered in east Texas. To stay competitive, Gulf had to move into the new east Texas fields, spending money at a time when the price of crude oil was dropping precipitously. Indeed, in 1931, Gulf faced an unendurable paradox: it was selling more gasoline than ever before, but was actually losing money in the process. At the same time, the amount of cash it needed to service its debt had nearly doubled, in part because of those troublesome pipeline bonds.

Thus, the situation inside the fabled corporation as Tom Evans began his working career there was as bleak as it had ever been. As a Gulf corporate history put it, “in 1931, the roof fell in on Gulf.”57





CHAPTER TWO


A POCKETFUL OF

DREAMS



T he roof had already fallen in for much of Pittsburgh. With its one-note economy, the city was especially vulnerable to the Depression’s impact on basic industries. Most of its citizens worked in factories or mining operations and were already struggling to make ends meet, with no savings and few skills beyond those demanded by their foremen. As tenants of company-owned housing, many of them did not even have a roof over their heads when the mills shut down.

The city’s suffering outstripped the traditional charitable impulses of its prosperous elite. Some citizens looked for inspiration to Philadelphia, where a partner in Drexel and Company, affiliated with the famed House of Morgan, had organized a drive in November 1930 that had raised $7 million to support charitable relief organizations. By the fall of 1931, the money was gone but the needs were as severe as ever. In Pittsburgh, voluntary relief efforts were even less successful. In late 1930, business leaders there set up “the Pittsburgh Plan,” a voluntary fund to which companies were urged to donate the equivalent of one day’s payroll. Those still employed were urged to chip in a day’s pay—a substantial sacrifice—and other voluntary donations were sought. The fund, which raised just $2 million, was to be used to pay unemployed workers to maintain parks and other public facilities, which was considered far healthier for their character than a demeaning dole.1

But by late 1931, as Tom Evans settled into his duties at Gulf, the Pittsburgh Plan was exhausted. Companies could no longer afford to contribute, although the need was growing daily. Efforts to augment the fund with donations from the city’s wealthiest citizens faltered, despite Andrew Mellon’s kick-off appeal: “It is an opportunity for service such as may not come to us again in our lifetime,” he said. “The men and women who temporarily find themselves in difficulties . . . are not strangers but our own people who work in our shops and in our industries.”2 He and his brother Richard announced gifts to the fund of $300,000, and Will Mellon gave $40,000. But for many in Pittsburgh, unaware of the increasing problems the family was facing, the Mellons’ donations seemed far too small compared to their fabled wealth.3 When other wealthy donors were even less generous, critics somewhat unfairly blamed the Mellons for setting a poor example. “An editorial commented on the coldness of certain rich men,” the critical Harvey O’Connor wrote.4

To inspire greater generosity, the Mellon family announced that it would match gifts of up to $750,000 if others in the city could raise that amount. When the gifts still did not materialize, the Mellons gave their matching gift anyway. But it was nowhere near enough, as more families sought help. John Foster, who was in law school that bitter winter, recalled that on visits home he would pass half a dozen out-of-work people in each downtown block, all trying to sell a few gadgets to raise money.

In late 1931, the Bank of Pittsburgh failed. According to Harvey O’Connor, Will Mellon and his uncle Richard Mellon had favored a rescue plan organized among other Pittsburgh bankers, but Andrew Mellon had rejected the deal on the principle that propping up unhealthy banks was foolhardy. “Within the month a score of smaller banks closed their doors. Tens of thousands of Pittsburghers, most of them workers and small-business people, found their savings and reserve funds tied up in the bitterest winter in the city’s memory,” O’Connor wrote.5 But banks were failing all across the state, all across the nation. The Mellons could not have saved them all.

They could not even save their own employees. The lucky ones were working short weeks; the unlucky had no work at all. Thus, by the standards of most middle-class people in Pittsburgh in that winter of 1931, Tom Evans was certainly among the lucky; among the laboring classes, he probably looked rich. He had an Ivy League education. He had a place to live, even if it was only a small dingy apartment on an ugly uphill street. He had a car, even if it was one he had patched together. He had a job, even if it was some lowly assignment in the market research department at Gulf. And he had a lovely young college girl waiting to see him on his increasingly frequent visits to his grandmother in California. And best of all, for an ambitious young man, he occasionally had the ear of Will Mellon, the chairman of the company, at a time when the company was experiencing the most remarkable overhaul in its history. It was a time, Evans said later, that made the economic and business theories he’d studied so ardently at Yale come alive, each morning. The possibilities of life took root in his imagination and began to grow.

Will Mellon decided at the age of seventy-two that he wanted to lessen his workload and spend more time on his immense yacht. He recruited Colonel James Frank Drake to take on the presidency of Gulf. Drake was the obvious choice. As Mellon biographer Burton Hersh put it, Drake “had a well-organized, methodical mind. Will Mellon was a wildcatter, and Andrew Mellon had always understood that Will needed someone to be the bean-counter.”6 Drake was far more than that. He was a graduate of Dartmouth College and had a degree from the college’s Amos Tuck School of Administration and Finance. After serving in the Army Ordnance Service in World War I, he had joined Gulf as a personal assistant to Will Mellon. He had overseen the enormous task of preparing the oil company’s first depletion schedules, required by the federal government. When Andrew Mellon went to Washington as Treasury Secretary, Drake went with him as “an unofficial, trouble-shooting assistant,” according to a Gulf corporate history.7 There, he was trusted with some of the Secretary’s most sensitive assignments, including evaluating various candidates for the politically sensitive job of Commissioner of Internal Revenue. An intuitive and gifted manager, Drake later worked for the Mellons at the Standard Steel Car Company, and after it was sold to the Pullman Company, he became chairman of the combined companies.8

Drake himself recalled, years later, the bleak mood he found when he arrived at Gulf that spring, just months before Tom Evans arrived. “Can you imagine a worse time? Even the Gulf company was losing money, they were cutting off their dividends. That is the baptism I got.”9 It was a baptism of fire for the company, too. Payrolls were slashed, entire departments were overhauled. Drake believed firmly in decentralization, and he quickly reorganized the sprawling operation that Will Mellon had created. Oil production, transportation, refining, and marketing, where Evans worked, were all put in separate departments each with its own accounting system, bolstered by the modernized accounting methods that Drake insisted on. There were layoffs, as excessive overhead was reduced. “What Drake did was to infuse order,” the corporate history noted. “Under him the company became more closely knit, more aggressive in its pursuit of earnings and more careful in its spending.”10 These were lessons that Tom Evans would follow closely.

Scholars who have studied the company agree that while its financial fortunes may have been uncertain on the day Tom Evans arrived for work, it was in the hands of two of corporate America’s most talented executives—each with distinctive skills, but each outstanding. Will Mellon was a visionary, an acute judge of human potential and a father figure who inspired respect, affection, and intense loyalty from those he recruited. Drake, while perhaps less loved, was a superb general who could marshal all the muscle and money of the corporation and get it marching efficiently in a profitable direction. As Tom Evans made himself useful, eventually serving Will Mellon in the same jack-of-all-trades role that Drake had originally filled, he was actually participating in a daily tutorial in the profitable art of turning a troubled but promising business around. And he loved every minute of it.

It was, in fact, his whole life. John Foster, who had finished law school and returned to Pittsburgh, lived just a few blocks away from his childhood friend. He remembers that when others in their group were heading out to a movie or some other entertainment in the evening after work, Tom Evans would stay home hunched over books, brought home from the office, that contained the balance sheets of various publicly traded companies. “He would spend the evenings going through those books, looking for promising companies. He would be so excited when he would find one that he could buy for less than its assets were worth in liquidation.” He found such companies by calculating their “net quick assets,” which is the term accountants use for the value of a company’s cash and other liquid assets minus any outstanding debt. His friends teased him about his obsession and gave him a nickname: “Net Quick” Evans, after the tool he relied on to find his imaginary takeover targets.

Of course, such takeovers were just dreams. Tom Evans made about $25 a week and was so careful with his pennies that he patronized a dry cleaner who gave him a 25 percent discount for returning the hanger with his dirty suits.11 The stock market crash and the ensuing depression had made penny-pinchers not only out of young clerks but also out of bank loan officers. Those who had survived the Crash without ruin, suicide, or prison were unlikely to risk lending to a twenty-one-year-old dreamer who wanted to buy some undervalued company that he believed could be liquidated at a profit.

But that didn’t deter Evans from doing his dream shopping. It filled the empty evenings at home between visits to California. Usually his long courtship of Betty Parker was disguised as dutiful visits to his grandmother, Rebecca Stotler Evans, whom he knew as “Gangie.” But occasionally, business would take him to the West Coast. Once he and Larry Mellon spent several days in Los Angeles looking for new locations for Gulf filling stations. Laughing and soaking up the scented, soot-free sunshine, Tom and Larry drove Betty to several promising intersections and asked her to help them count the passing vehicles. As the outing suggests, there was more camaraderie than romance in Betty’s early relationship with her regular Pittsburgh visitors. Tom and John Foster were simply her best friends, she later recalled.

John Foster also found a few excuses to stay at the beautiful Parker home in Pasadena, including the 1932 Olympics in Los Angeles. But soon, his heart had wandered elsewhere, to a young Sewickley neighbor, and Tom’s intentions toward Betty had become clearer. Their courtship continued under the California sun, with occasional mornings spent swimming in the surf near the Parker family beach house. The zest for life and the easy laughter were still there—“Tom had a wonderful sense of humor,” Betty recalled—but the two young friends were growing up. One Easter, Betty was visiting New York City with her father while Tom was also in the city on business. As they walked arm in arm across the newly built George Washington Bridge, Tom asked Betty to marry him. Startled, she turned to look at him—and realized she loved him. “I’ll have to ask my father,” she answered him, with an uncharacteristic shyness.12 Her father said yes, and on June 26, 1935, shortly after her college graduation, Elizabeth Parker became the wife of Thomas Mellon Evans. Larry Mellon, an impressive link to the Mellons of legend, was the best man. John Foster and his wife, Ann, newly married themselves, came out on the train so that John could serve as one of the ushers.

Tom and Betty Evans spent their honeymoon in Hawaii, a largely unspoiled paradise where Betty had vacationed since childhood. They returned by ship to Los Angeles and boarded the train for the long trip to Pittsburgh. The dirty, factory-ringed city was nothing like her southern California home, but Betty approached her new life with the happiness of most new brides. From the train station, Tom took her to the tiny upstairs apartment, next to a grocery store, that had been his bachelor home. “I had never seen such a mess,” she recalled with a laugh. There was a scratchy horsehair sofa, and two ugly iron beds with straw mattresses—and a small gin-still in the bathtub. Also in residence was the elderly black man who had served the Evans family in earlier prosperous years and who stayed on with Tom in lieu of a pension.

Slowly, Betty adjusted—although she later recalled her early years in Pittsburgh as a time when she was “perplexed and troubled by black smog in the air and lack of sunshine.”13
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