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PREFACE



THE CAPTURE OF MINDS

He whom a dream hath possessed knoweth no more of doubting.

—Shaemas O’Sheel

HOW DOES AN idealist turn into a willing participant in murder? How does such a person—who is neither poor, nor socially deprived—learn to crush those he loves for the sake of a cause, a promise, and an illusion? Noel Field was such a man—and for that reason his story is relevant for our troubled times. The mystery at the core of Field’s life is how an apparently good man, who started out with noble intentions, could sacrifice his own and his family’s freedom, a promising career, and his country, all for a fatal myth. His is the story of the sometimes terrible consequence of blind faith.
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The power of an idea that promises a final correction of all personal, social, and political injustices—be it a holy crusade, fascism, Communism, or radical Islam—can be compulsive. Some movements add the lure of immortality. They prey on questing, restless, dissatisfied youth who are gradually persuaded to surrender their freedom to a higher cause, an all-knowing master. In this submission, there is relief from soul-searching. At last there is an answer to every question. Once he surrenders, the convert feels a rush of relief: his existence now has meaning beyond himself. With the conversion he gains a fraternal comradeship, a family of the like-minded. For this rapture, he yields moral responsibility, the duty to think for himself. The master—be it the führer, the commisar, or the caliph—knows best.

The submission demands service and sacrifice, a willingness to break society’s rules and laws for the cause. Human lives must sometimes be sacrificed on the road to the Promised Land. Prison, torture, and the abasement of self: all are explained away as necessary for the cause. One’s families are insignificant compared to the new family.

Beyond a certain point, it is hard for the convert to reclaim his moral freedom, his ability to think for himself. Without his faith, life seems empty. Without his comrades, existence looms as a lonely prospect. Then, too, the convert has almost always compromised himself in service to the cause. With the passage of time, return to his old life becomes ever less possible. He also knows that punishment for such defection can be fatal.

Noel Field’s betrayal of his country and his family for the promise of Communism was not motivated merely by his deep longing for a life of significance. Like so many children of the Depression, disillusionment with democracy, capitalism, and the West’s appeasement of Hitler were strong motivations in signing up with Moscow. For them, the dictatorship of the proletariat seemed to offer the only alternative to the West’s breadlines and mass unemployment, as well as the only opposition to the Nazis’ aggression and racism.

But Field’s conversion was not essentially political. He and thousands of others deserted out of far deeper personal needs than politics. They had no way of knowing that their recruitment was managed and manipulated by hard-boiled cynics skilled at spotting society’s vulnerable and promising youth. Nor did they suspect how far the reality of the workers’ state would be from the promised utopia.

    [image: star section break]

Noel Field, a sensitive, self-absorbed idealist and dreamer, was both an unlikely revolutionary and an ideal target for conversion to a powerful faith. In the 1930s, he joined the secret underground of the international Communist movement. It was a time of national collapse: ten million unemployed, rampant racism, and, before Franklin Delano Roosevelt, a Washington parched of ideas. Communism promised the righting of social and political wrongs. To Field, world revolution and the violent overthrow of his own government seemed a necessary price to pay for the ultimate triumph of the proletariat. Strict discipline and sacrifice for a cause beyond his person were expected of Field and his fellow recruits, as they are of today’s Islamist warriors. Noel Field never hoisted an AK-47, or strapped on a suicide vest, because he was never asked to. But his commitment and his submission to his cause were as total, and ultimately as destructive, as those of today’s ISIS recruits.

Field was not one of Stalin’s master spies. He lacked both the steel and the polished performance skills of Kim Philby or Alger Hiss. Field’s betrayals nonetheless led hundreds to the gallows and destroyed scores of lives. Above all, however, Noel Field’s story reveals his master’s boundless cruelty and sinister disregard for human life—including the life of his own faithful. Like thousands of others, Field was used—then, having served his purpose, he was discarded.
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Communism tempted many of Field’s generation. Most, having observed the chasm between the promise and the brutal reality, eventually moderated or abandoned their early zeal. Not Noel Field. Though the dream of a triumphant working class soured and turned murderous, he stayed locked to his faith. He did not die a martyr in battle, but eventually he embraced a form of the martyrdom of innocents—his own among them—because that is what his master, Stalin, ordained.

Field never publicly spoke or wrote candidly about his terrible choices. His only candor is contained in these pages—from letters never before published. As Hungarian journalists working for American wire services in Budapest in the fifties, my parents covered Field’s arrest by Soviet authorities, as well as the show trial that followed. Then my parents were themselves arrested, and my father shared Field’s interrogator before his own fake trial for espionage. Moreover, my father was held in the same cell the American had previously occupied; both had been “Prisoner 410” for a period. Later, during the chaos of the Hungarian Revolution of October 1956, my parents located Field and his wife, and conducted the only known press interview with them. Those are the circumstances that led me to this strange and prophetic tale, which begins in Prague in 1949.

History—and a certain human vulnerability toward messiahs of all stripes—make clear that there will be other waves of fanaticism in the future. They may be as dangerous and hard to control as the movement that now captures fighters for militant Islam, or the one that once held Noel Field.



INTRODUCTION



THE TRAP

I never knew a man who had better motives for all the trouble he caused.

—Graham Greene

Kafka’s images are alive in Prague because they anticipate totalitarian society.

—Milan Kundera

IN MAY 1949 an American of patrician bearing, with the slight stoop of a tall man, walks the streets of Prague. Though Noel Field appears aimless and unhurried, he is not a tourist. Tourists are scarce in Prague during the second year of Soviet rule, and foreigners, especially Americans, even more rare. Czechs passing Field avoid eye contact with a man so obviously from the enemy camp. They have no way of knowing that this elegant man with the long, aquiline features is a Soviet agent. The American is in Prague because he has nowhere else to go. For two decades he has lived a double life. Noel Field is unaware that his life as a traitor is about to be brutally ended—not by the country he betrayed, the United States, but by the one he serves, the Soviet Union.

As always in his life replete with terrible choices, Field is focused on the rightness of the one he has just made. He has come East to escape an FBI subpoena. Field knows and loves the medieval city on the Vltava River, and tries now to let Prague work its timeless magic on his agitated spirit. On the surface, the quiet streets below the immense Hradčany castle seem unchanged. Prague had been spared the bombing that destroyed so many other ancient European cities during the recent world war. Though the great Baroque and Gothic monuments stand undisturbed, Prague’s spirit has been snuffed out. An eerie stillness hangs over the town; people in the streets do their business, then hurry home. No carefree laughter wafts from the cafés off Wenceslas Square to break the quiet. This is not the old Prague. Noel Field, however, has the gift of seeing only what he chooses to see.

As the days pass, Field pays ever less attention to the statues of Baroque saints lined up like sentries on either side of the Charles Bridge. The prematurely gray-haired American shambles unseeing among these architectural wonders. Daily he passes 22 Golden Lane, Franz Kafka’s house in the Old Town. Out of habit, he still pauses before the Gothic tower of the Old Town Hall, but he is no longer mesmerized by the hourly appearance of Death clanging its bell to mark the time.

How strange that so many friends—comrades from the Spanish Civil War and the Communist International, whom he had helped in so many ways—were too busy, or out of town. Yet they had encouraged Field to come to Prague, held out the prospect of a teaching job at the famed Charles University. When he hears nothing more about the job offer that lured him here, does he have a premonition? Some sense that he is about to embark on his own Kafkaesque journey? Did the seasoned spy realize that his every step in the Old Town is shadowed?

The American’s bland, expressionless features do not quite mask his anxiety. Secrecy—from even friends and family—was hardwired into Field. Recently, Field’s secret exploded in articles in his own country’s front pages. Whittaker Chambers, a confessed Soviet spy, named Noel Field in his Senate testimony about Communists in the highest reaches of the US government. Chambers shattered Field’s meticulously compartmentalized life. The New York Times revealed still more details in its coverage of the trial of Noel’s friend and fellow Soviet agent Alger Hiss. With dread mounting, Noel had read those accounts in his home in Geneva. He admired his friend Alger’s smooth deception under oath, but knew he was incapable of such a performance. One step ahead of an FBI subpoena, Noel fled to the presumed safety of Prague.

Field could not know that the Kremlin had chosen him for a key role in the upcoming purge of Stalin’s would-be enemies. The fact that Field was Stalin’s loyal foot soldier was irrelevant. Noel Field, who knew all those targeted by Stalin for liquidation—and was a citizen of the new enemy—would make the perfect witness against them. Starting in 1949, the paranoid Soviet leader prescribed a fresh wave of terror and show trials, with Noel Field—his faithful acolyte—at their center.

Field’s idle stroll through the ancient city would be his last as a free man for many years.

He had served his masters with unflinching loyalty. In the thirties, as a State Department official and later at the League of Nations, and, recently, as head of an American humanitarian relief agency, Field’s loyalty to Moscow never wavered. For a long time, his earnest air of a wide-eyed idealist put most people off the scent.

Five aimless days after checking into the gloomy, tattered splendor of the Palace Hotel near Wenceslas Square, Field got the call he was waiting for. Someone was ready to talk to him about his future. On May 12, 1949, Noel strode calmly through the Palace’s revolving doors and did not reappear for six years. He would never see his own country again.

Minutes after leaving the Palace Hotel, rough hands clapped a chloroform-soaked rag on the American’s face. When, several hours later, Field regained consciousness, he was handcuffed and blindfolded, his head covered by a sack. At the Czech-Hungarian border town of Bratislava, Czech secret police agents turned him over to his new captors. All Field knew was that he was in the hands of people who spoke a language he did not understand. Noel Field’s life as prisoner of the AVO—the Hungarian secret police—had begun. The stage manager of the Hungarians’ every brutal step, however, was the man Field most revered: Josef Stalin. A decade and a half after his conversion to Communism, Field had become Stalin’s latest victim.
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This is the astonishing tale of an American’s journey from pacifist idealist to hard-core Stalinist. The stage, however, is much wider. In the late twenties and early thirties, a disillusioned generation despaired at America’s ability to solve its own problems. Before FDR’s transformative, optimistic activism, the country was on its knees. In the 1930s America stood for hunger, unemployment, broken promises, and smashed hopes. With ten million Americans out of work, it was a failed state. Capitalism—indeed, democracy—seemed to have run out of new ideas. The national mood was sour and self-absorbed. The 1927 executions of Italian immigrants Nicolo Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti revealed corrosive social injustice at the nation’s heart.

A continent away, fascism was surging. Many wondered if the American system was even worth saving. Appalled by the injustices, thirsting to make a difference, they were drawn to a radical ideology that left no room for doubt or skepticism. Communism shone bright in the aftermath of the successful Russian Revolution. Its dogma offered answers to social, political, and personal problems, and promised a radiant future for humanity. To echo Abraham Lincoln’s words, it appeared to many of Field’s generation as “the last best hope of earth.”

It was more than the Depression, and more than Washington’s passivity in the face of fascism that fueled Field’s alienation and led him to work actively for the overthrow of his own government. His was a quest for a life of meaning that went horribly wrong. Such was Communism’s power over him that not even Moscow’s admission that Field’s hero, Stalin, himself betrayed the dream shook his faith.



CHAPTER 1



A SWISS CHILDHOOD

I went to Communism, as one goes to a spring of fresh water.

—Arthur Koestler

NOEL HAVILAND FIELD spent his first eighteen years in the Swiss lakeside town of Zurich. It was a tidy if dull place, where money, science, and Christian values commingled. Here Noel’s father, Dr. Herbert Haviland Field, a Harvard-trained biologist and Quaker pacifist, set up his research and documentation institute. Switzerland, then as now, cherished its neutrality in a sea of fractious neighbors. Beneath its tranquil surface, however, Zurich was a listening post for both sides during the first and second world wars. Both the elder Field and his son Noel would be swept up in Zurich’s web of intrigue—the son more lethally than the father.

A burly, bushy-bearded Victorian paterfamilias, Noel’s father built the Field family’s massive stone house—the very embodiment of their solid, New England values. In the Harvard alumni newsletter of 1938, the elder Field was described by a classmate as “one of the most high minded and pure minded men I have ever known, and I doubt that the Quaker spirit ever produced a finer specimen of mentality or character.” Field family life revolved around this intimidating and remote figure. All Fields addressed each other in the Quaker manner as “Thee” and “Thou.” This earnest, rather austere family was singularly ill prepared for the intrigue in which they would soon be enmeshed.

The Fields first settled in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1644. They were proud of their sturdy Yorkshire roots, and their political nonconformism. Even during the Revolutionary War, the Quaker Fields, referred to as “between the lines,” supported neither colonists nor the colonial power, and were thus harassed by both. Pacifism and service were the family’s core values and, in quest of both, the Fields gradually migrated from Boston to Brooklyn over the next hundred years. In keeping with their Quaker faith during the Civil War, the family actively supported and sheltered slaves in flight from Southern states.

Much later, Noel described himself as a “dreamy, feminine, and withdrawn child, shunning interaction with peers.” From early childhood, Noel was an outsider: an American in a Swiss school; taller, more awkward, and more earnest than other children. Emulating his father’s air of moral superiority did not win him playmates. The boy preferred long, solitary Alpine rambles to the rough-and-tumble of the schoolyard. He had one companion, a classmate, Herta Vieser. The plump, blond daughter of a German civil servant, she, too, was an outsider. With her long blond braids and full figure, Herta was in sharp contrast to the gangly Noel. But in her eyes, the bookish, wistful Noel could do no wrong. Herta’s unshakeable devotion eased the awkward youth’s loneliness—and would for a lifetime.

For the rest of his life, Noel would recall a single childhood event more vividly than any other. Shortly after the end of World War I, Dr. Field took Noel, his eldest child, on a tour of the battlefields. The trip was of such importance to his father that he ordered a car from America to make the drive to the recent killing fields of Verdun and the Marne. The still-smoldering battlefields where not a living thing stirred made a powerful impression on the young Noel. He never forgot the landscape of blackened tree trunks and lunar craters full of stagnant water, where hundreds of thousands of the Continent’s youth had recently been slaughtered—and for what? A few miles of territory. They rested under mounds of still-fresh earth—and left a searing memory. Thanks to the machine gun, automatic rifle, poison gas, airplane, and tank, a thousand soldiers died per square meter in Verdun, Dr. Field explained to his son. And what was achieved by four and a half years of carnage? The trauma suffered by the eleven million soldiers who returned from the front—having experienced poison gas, exploding grenades, and artillery barrages, as well as the deaths of their comrades—was beyond compensation. Noel took his father’s unspoken message to heart: Do something to prevent the next one.

“A Call to the Young Throughout the World” by N. Field, founder of the “Peace League of Youth,” was the young man’s first political engagement and a direct result of that shattering battlefield expedition. “We must not wait any longer,” Noel wrote in a tract that his mother typed and that he distributed to his classmates at his Swiss gymnasium. “If the rising generation of the whole world were to cry with one voice: Enough of slaughter and murder! From now on let there be peace! If they were to set to work and start a real crusade against war, then a world peace will no longer be an idle dream.”

Noel then outlined a ten-part program for the youth of the world, including abolishing war propaganda and military training in schools. “So come and lend a hand!” Noel urged his classmates. “Forget the barriers of country, race, and religion, show that we are brothers! We will not confront might with might, but with the persuasive power of a great idea, the firm conviction of a divine ideal.”

Within a decade, the young man would find both the divine ideal and the brotherhood he hungered for.

“My high school days in Switzerland during World War I,” Noel wrote, “were the determining factor in the choice of my subsequent life. They set up my dual interest . . . to work for international peace, and to help improve the social conditions of my fellow being.” He might have added that they also laid the groundwork for his dual life.
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Wedged among France, Germany, and Italy, Switzerland, haven to fleeing European radicals, was the ideal spot for Allen W. Dulles, a spy operating under diplomatic cover, to set up shop in Berne, the Swiss capital. Shortly after Noel’s field trip with his father in 1918, he met Dulles, whose name would be like a curse on Field’s future. Dulles, two decades from becoming the first director of the Central Intelligence Agency, the brother of future secretary of state John Foster Dulles, was in search of local “assets.”

Dr. Field, who straddled the expatriate and Swiss communities, was known to keep his ear to the ground, a good man to know. During World War I, the elder Field routinely shared high-level local gossip with US officials. In fact, his meddling nearly ruined the career of American consul James C. McNally. Field complained to the State Department about McNally’s too “pro German” attitude. McNally never forgave him, though others admired Field’s zealous patriotism. Another Swiss-based American diplomat, Hugh Wilson, described Noel’s father as having “the gentlest, bluest, most candid pair of eyes that I ever saw on an adult man. They were the eyes of an unsophisticated and lovable child.” His son inherited that candid, childlike aspect and used it to great advantage.

In early 1918, Allen Dulles joined the Field family for lunch in their spacious lakeside home. “What do you plan to do with your life?” Dulles asked the reedy fourteen-year-old Noel. “To bring peace to the world,” the boy answered without hesitation, making his father beam with pride. The lesson of the battlefield had hit its mark. Dulles and Noel Field would meet again, two decades later, and cause each other great trouble.

[image: star section break]

On the morning of April 5, 1921, everything changed for the Field family. Fifty-three-year-old Herbert Field suddenly suffered a massive heart attack and died. The peaceful, well-ordered family life presided over by the aloof father was shattered. The eldest of four children, Noel—the focus of his father’s attention—was hardest hit. Moreover, he felt a personal responsibility for his father’s death. The night before his fatal attack, Dr. Field had fulfilled one of his dreams. A passionate admirer of Richard Wagner, he had talked for years of taking Noel to the first Swiss performance of Parsifal. “In the months and years after his death,” Noel later wrote, “I built up a guilt complex, believing that I had caused [Father’s] death by hurrying him up the stairs at the opera performance to which we arrived late.”

His father had high hopes for his bright, sensitive son. But he left the job unfinished. Noel, emotionally immature and highly sensitive, was suddenly unmoored. Full of outrage at the world’s cruelties and guilt at his privileged status, he was now without direction or guidance. Years later, he wrote his younger brother, Hermann:

You ask for my memories of our beloved father. . . . I loved, revered and stood in awe of him, almost as a distant, unknown and unknowable god. He was often absent and even when at home, always so busy that I was afraid to approach him (I can still hear Mother’s “Hush, Father is busy, don’t disturb him!”).

[After his death] I began a pathological hero worship in which I pictured him as one of the greatest saints of modern times and swore to imitate him as a means of relieving my guilt.

Of one thing I am certain: had he lived longer, there would have been growing conflict between him and his elder son—unless I had simply taken over his ideals and sought to adapt my thinking to his. This I know: his socialism was of the religious kind and in his diary he expressed hostility to the more militant variety that I ultimately found my way to.

At age seventeen, Noel lost the powerful figure who might have moderated his dreams of changing the world. How differently might Field’s tragic life have turned out had his father lived long enough to harness his son’s idealism to a milder faith?

“Not long before his death,” Noel wrote his brother, “Father had a serious talk with me about my future. . . . It was, as I remember, mainly a question of his desire that I should . . . go to America, to study at his beloved Harvard.”

Reeling from the sudden loss of their patriarch, his widow, Nina, and her four children set off for Herbert Haviland Field’s cherished homeland. There, too, Noel Field would be a stranger.



CHAPTER 2



AMERICA

I can sum up the United States in two words: Prohibition and Lindbergh!

—Benito Mussolini

NOEL’S FANTASY AMERICA was a land of boundless opportunity, free from the Old World’s stagnant class system and its savage wars. All Noel knew of this distant land he had heard from his father.

Harvard in September 1922 was a shock to the young man. The most privileged sanctuary of American higher learning, it did not match Noel’s fantasies.

Many undergraduates in those days arrived with trunks containing dinner jackets, tennis rackets, golf clubs, and the swagger of those born to privilege. The sons of the nouveau riche shunned Harvard Yard for the more opulent new dormitories on the “Gold Coast,” Mount Auburn Street. In their sophomore year, the social clubs picked the brightest stars from the new crop—the Crimson’s editors, the Lampoon’s wits, and the man who might score the final, memorable touchdown against Yale. There were still other Harvards—for scholars, for carousers, for those already decided on a Wall Street career. Noel did not fit in with any of these Harvards.

Instead of a dorm, Noel lived at home, in the faded gentility of a Berkeley Street row house. With three younger siblings, and a matriarch presiding, this was not a place the freshman would bring new friends. Filial obligation had brought him to Harvard; he treated it as a place to get through honorably, but as fast as possible. Taking twice as many courses as required, he earned his BA with highest honors in two years.

As awkward outsider in the hail-fellow world of the Yard, Noel’s social conscience deepened. In a 1923 term paper entitled “On the Present Distribution of Property” he submitted for his Social Ethics course, the nineteen-year-old raised issues that still seem strikingly relevant. “There are two very dark spots . . . in the existing system . . . which have led to the crying injustice of the present distribution of wealth. It is not right to pass on to the heir enormous wealth without the latter’s moving a finger for it. Inheritance of property seems to be as old as mankind; and yet I think it is a great evil and must be changed if social injustice is to stop.

“And as for interest on capital,” he wrote, “its injustice appears to me self-evident. If a man can live off this interest, while his capital is increasing without his doing any work, while millions of others have to work for every crumb, it is clear that the fundamental justification of property is completely disregarded.”

Later, he would regret his Harvard years as a missed opportunity. Four years after graduating, he wrote Hermann, “Nobody has ever been interested in the fact that I graduated with distinction . . . whereas the fact that I raced through college without mixing in its life and without learning its practical life lessons has caused me endless embarrassment.” Social embarrassment fueled Noel Field’s alienation from American life.
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Noel’s deepest estrangement from his country occurred outside the classroom. Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, rarely recalled today, in the 1920s came to symbolize the political volatility of the Depression. A shoemaker and a fish peddler, the pair of Italian immigrants were charged with robbery and murder in a Braintree, Massachusetts, payroll holdup in a case that grew from local crime story to an international cri de coeur. Sacco and Vanzetti—names redolent of ethnicity and the immigrant experience—turned into a chant that galvanized the Depression era.

Class resentments that normally simmer below America’s surface exploded in the trial of the two self-declared anarchists. In the witness box, the two immigrants mangled their English and reeked of stubborn unassimilation, a couple of “greasy wops,” in the era’s ugly vernacular. Facing an all-Anglo-Saxon jury and a judge who freely declared his hatred of radicals, Sacco and Vanzetti never had a chance at a fair trial. (“Did you see what I did with those anarchist bastards the other day?” Judge Webster Thayer was heard to remark at a Dartmouth football game, after he had turned down a defense motion for a new trial. “That will hold them for a while!”)

The Boston trial became one of those not-to-be-missed events, a magnet for the day’s celebrities, pundits, poets, and radicals of all shades, some of whom were actually interested in getting Bartolomeo Vanzetti and Nicola Sacco a fair hearing. For much of the population, one and a half years after World War I, pumped by patriotic fever and growing isolationism, love of country was on trial.

“Did you love this country in the last week of May, 1917?” the prosecutor asked Sacco, referring to the week of the crime.

“That is pretty hard for me to say in one word,” the shoemaker answered, sealing his fate. The prosecution never established a motive, nor was the stolen money ever found. A jury not of their peers sentenced the accused to die in the electric chair. The case took seven agonizing years to resolve—seven years during which Sacco and Vanzetti languished in prison and young idealists like Noel Field grew more estranged from their country.

On August 23, 1927, far from the searchlights and machine-gun-wielding guards of Boston’s Charlestown State Prison, Noel huddled by his shortwave radio and waited for the announcement of Sacco and Vanzetti’s death by electrocution. Then he wept.

Field later recalled the moment—and its impact on his life. “From that midnight of the two martyrs in a Boston jail, there is a chain of events leading in an almost straight line to the present,” Field wrote. “I am no Sacco, no Vanzetti. . . . But in my own much smaller way I have remained true to the beliefs that began to take shape . . . during the ghastly wake, when hope changed to despair.”

In 1977, to mark the fiftieth anniversary of their executions, Massachusetts governor Michael S. Dukakis ordered a reexamination of the Sacco and Vanzetti trial. “It is my conclusion,” the governor’s chief legal counsel, Daniel A. Taylor, wrote, “that there are substantial, indeed compelling, grounds for believing that the Sacco and Vanzetti legal proceedings were permeated with unfairness, and that a proclamation issued by you would be appropriate.”

The governor obliged, but no proclamation fifty years later could heal the terrible injury done to America, or its devastating impact on Noel Field’s generation. “America our nation,” wrote John Dos Passos, “has been beaten by strangers who have turned our language inside out who have taken the clean words our fathers spoke and made them slimy and foul.”

For Field, the fact that the president of his own university, A. Lawrence Lowell, was head of a commission to review the death sentence, and affirmed it, made the case even more personal and more deeply disillusioning.
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Across the Atlantic, in Berlin, Willi Münzenberg, a rumpled but brilliant agent of Lenin, the father of the Russian Revolution, saw opportunity and hatched his plan. The Sacco and Vanzetti case was Münzenberg’s unexpected gift from a land he barely knew. Münzenberg—electric with ideas for manipulating global public opinion—had been chosen by Lenin to spread the message of Marxism to Western intellectuals.

Arthur Koestler, the future author of Darkness at Noon, the work that did much to unmask Stalinism’s sinister face, worked for Münzenberg’s Paris-based agitprop machine, and recalled Münzenberg as “short and stocky, a man of proletarian origin, magnetic personality of immense driving power and a hard, seductive charm.” Known as the Red Eminence of the international anti-fascist movement, Münzenberg swiftly organized international committees, congresses, and movements to protest Sacco and Vanzetti’s executions. Though Münzenberg’s name or actual affiliation never appeared anywhere, his was the invisible director’s hand that exploded Sacco and Vanzetti’s executions into a global cause.

For Communism to flourish outside Russia, “the myth of America”—land of opportunity, final sanctuary for the world’s hopeless—had to be destroyed. Supported by a web of agents, Münzenberg’s Comintern—the Communist International—organized “Sacco and Vanzetti Defense Committees” in world capitals. Even before the executions, crowds surged down Paris’s great boulevards, tore lampposts from sidewalks, and hurled them through shop windows. For the first time in history, tanks ringed the American embassy in Paris. Sixty policemen were injured by an angry mob of protesters. Similar scenes played out all over Europe and Asia. None of this was spontaneous. Münzenberg choreographed it all. Blessed with a dream cast of Yankee villains, led by the arch-WASP judge Webster Thayer, Münzenberg galvanized idealists worldwide. Co-opting such Western celebrity intellectuals as Ernest Hemingway, John Dos Passos, Arthur Koestler, Lillian Hellman, and Dorothy Parker, Münzenberg more or less invented the art of the ideological spin. Noel Field may not have heard of Münzenberg, but he made an ideal target for the latter’s campaign.

The executions of Sacco and Vanzetti sparked a generational revulsion, stoked by Münzenberg. With Noel, alienation grew in step with his romantic yearning for a radical transformation of society. He was not alone. Lincoln Steffens, Malcolm Cowley, and Upton Sinclair agreed with Edmund Wilson, who declared that Russia “is the moral top of the world where the light really never goes out.” The lure of a distant and mysterious land that had recently cleansed itself of a tired, corrupt tyranny was powerful. In the Russian Revolution’s aftermath, disaffected youth like Noel Field wondered why their own country couldn’t cast down capitalism and militarism as easily as the Soviets had. Communism seemed on the brink of a worldwide explosion. Russian literature, Russian music, and the Russian sages Lenin and Trotsky were all the rage among liberal intellectuals. Few were aware of the human cost of the “cleansing” that brought the Communists to power, and kept them there.



CHAPTER 3



THE MAKING OF A RADICAL

It is already very hard to remember that, only a generation ago, there were . . . Americans who believed our society was not merely doomed, but undeserving of survival . . . crying out to be exterminated.

—Murray Kempton

GRADUATING FROM HARVARD with full honors after only two years, it was natural for Noel, an international-minded idealist, to take the Foreign Service exam. The written part he passed with flying colors—one of eighteen young men (they were all men) chosen, out of three hundred candidates. The judges of his oral examination, however, found the bright, multilingual youth emotionally immature and not ready for overseas assignment. “Lacking in social experience,” they wrote, “he has good breeding and is distinctly a gentleman.”

On September 1, 1926, the excited newlyweds, Noel and Herta—for she had followed him from Zurich to Cambridge three years earlier—boarded a Washington-bound train. To mark the day, and following the tradition of the times, Noel posed for a formal photograph by a prominent Washington photographer. The handsome young man is looking directly into the camera, a serene smile on his lips, eyes wide with anticipation, eager to begin his life of service.
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In the late 1920s, Washington, DC, kept an unhurried pace. Lights in government offices rarely burned into the night. Seven hundred clanging streetcars ferried Washingtonians from the distant suburbs of Chevy Chase and Silver Spring to the Pennsylvania Avenue hub. Most passengers—gentlemen in straw boaters and ladies in the loose frocks of the Jazz Age—were there because the government was. Foggy Bottom, where the State Department stands today, was a “Negro” slum, and Georgetown had not yet been discovered as a picturesque enclave for the wealthy. Over one-quarter of Washington’s population was black, but African Americans were barred from most department stores, movies, and government cafeterias.

In those pre-air-conditioning days, Washington’s climate was officially deemed “subtropical,” particularly interesting for the study of insects. The Lincoln Memorial and the Washington Monument drew sparse clusters of wilting tourists; there was no Jefferson Memorial, or yet a Supreme Court building. Security was virtually nonexistent in the nation’s capital. The State Department occupied part, not all, of a sprawling architectural monstrosity next door to the White House, sharing space with the War and Navy Departments. During the summer, President Calvin Coolidge—who did not have a telephone on his desk—usually called it a day at lunchtime. The four-hour day was Coolidge’s notion of an effective presidency.

Washington—a provincial outpost in a continent-size country—felt remote from foreign crises. What difference did Japanese aggression against China really make to us? The capital was also cut off from its own nation’s growing distress. News came slowly, mostly on the radio, and the newspapers were largely Republican owned and sluggish in reporting the bad news seeping from the heartland. The town—for it could hardly be called a city—was decades from becoming capital of a world power.

Coolidge—a pro-business, pro–tax cuts, laissez-faire executive—presided over a prosperous, self-satisfied, and self-absorbed nation. The twenties still roared. Coolidge disdained market regulation, almost as much as he discouraged American membership in the League of Nations. “The business of America,” he famously intoned, “is business.” He sought to be and succeeded in being the least interventionist president in American history. When he spoke—a rare event—it was to urge Americans to pour their lifetime savings into the bottomless pit of the stock market. The day his own Treasury Department urged him to take control of the investment market, he turned away and retreated to the White House basement to admire apples sent him by a Vermont farmer. To Will Rogers’s question of how the president kept so fit in a job that had broken Woodrow Wilson, Coolidge answered, “By avoiding the big problems.”

When Wall Street crashed in 1929, “Silent Cal” was as astonished as anyone, but by then he was enjoying a peaceful retirement in Northampton, Massachusetts. His punishment for driving his nation into an iceberg was to witness the closing of his hometown bank, the Northampton Savings Bank—and the daily sight of neighbors, homeless and jobless as local factories, one after another, shuttered.
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For Noel Field, however, the world was still a place of promise. Inside the State Department’s gleaming marble corridors and mahogany-paneled chambers, he shared space with some of his generation’s brightest and most ambitious young men. State was a gentlemen’s club of Ivy League graduates. Having secured a coveted spot in the West European Division, Field quickly earned a reputation as a talented researcher and drafter. “Field was one of the most brilliant men we have ever had in this Division,” wrote one of his superiors. Soon, he was charged with helping prepare for the upcoming naval disarmament conference in London.

Despite his success, Noel still felt an outsider looking in, still in search of a deeper fulfillment than any bureaucracy could offer. “I have been a pacifist,” he wrote his mother on December 19, 1926, “I have been a socialist, I have been a liberal, I have been an atheist—I have espoused many a cause . . . but what do I do? I have believed that I could stand firm to my ideals in the diplomatic service. But can I?” he asked. “Unless I ground myself firmly in some deep and lasting foundation, I will be torn loose and drift in the stream instead of battling with it and guiding its course. I must base my life on an inner, spiritual plan, grounded in high ideals.” Of his job at State, he wrote, “I am dissatisfied. It’s so very different from what I dreamed of as a boy.” Noel still missed and was obsessed with his father. “I know that Father would not be pleased if he saw deep into me. He would find that I am wasting energies.” He yearned for a deeper reward. “If I can’t be a guiding star, a leader of men, as I once dreamed, at least I will try to be a light which will brighten the path for others.”

Noel and Herta settled into a shabby two-story walkup near Union Station, in a seedy neighborhood deemed unsuitable for a State Department official. The Fields liked it that way. They did not join the socially ambitious, young diplomatic set. “We had neither servants, nor even a car,” Noel recalled, “and when we invited colleagues for dinner, my wife was the cook, the maid and the hostess all in one.” They also liked having “Negro” neighbors, with whom they socialized. This, too, was radical behavior for the times. The only African Americans Noel encountered at State were messengers and the waiters who served the secretary of state in his private dining room.

“The race problem interests me more and more,” Noel wrote his mother in the spring of 1927. “It may be my undoing so far as my career is concerned, for it is a crime for a man of my position to talk with colored people more often than with whites. My most pleasant evenings here in Washington have been in their midst.”

Field’s humanitarian instincts were real and ran deep. In 1927, he wrote his mother pleading with her to help save “the great Negro college down South,” Fisk University, from bankruptcy.

On the way to his office each morning, Field passed men in business suits lined up for a handful of menial day jobs. Noel did what he could for the hungry huddled in church doorways. Sometimes he invited “hoboes”—as they were called during the Depression—home for a meal. By night, he found solace and inspiration in John Reed’s account of the Russian Revolution, Ten Days That Shook the World; Karl Marx’s Das Kapital; and Lenin’s The State and Revolution.

Allen Dulles—who had last seen Noel at his father’s home in Zurich—ran into Noel demonstrating with a group of his black friends against a segregated Washington theater. “Come join us, Allen,” Noel urged his friend. Dulles and his wife, Clover, politely declined. They had tickets to the performance Noel was picketing.

“Mother,” Field wrote, “if I don’t make a success in the Foreign Service—don’t be too surprised or too pained,” he said, as if preparing her for his future. “It’s a brilliant career and all that—but brilliant things often have no soul. I remember Father’s admonition . . . not to be deterred from doing what was right simply for fear of what those around me would say. . . . If I lose my job it will be because of my beliefs, and these, I know, Thee would not want me to sacrifice.”

Noel assured his mother, however, that he was no longer that anguished, vacillating youth. “I was different,” he wrote her on January 8, 1927, “when I spent day and night groveling and worrying and self-torturing; that was wrong and useless and there’s no danger of my doing that again. It’s so different now. There’s no self-torturing, no long introspection.” Noel was silent about the source of his new peace of mind. He was clear, however, regarding the government he still served. “I am being rent asunder between loyalty and deep conviction that this same government is wrong, wrong, wrong in its dealings with other nations.” He does not elaborate why Washington was wrong, wrong, wrong.

Though by 1927 Noel had begun to explore a radical new faith, bursts of youthful exuberance—and pride—still occasionally broke through his discontent. “I wish I could send Thee some of the crocuses,” Noel wrote his mother, on March 14, 1927, “that dot the White House lawn,” unmistakably proud of his proximity to the presidential garden—and the seat of power. “A year or two ago,” he wrote, “I would have thought myself a lunatic even to have dreamt of someday being in a position to observe the secret weaving of history while sitting at a desk of the Division of Western European Affairs. . . . It’s rather a nice feeling to see how indispensable I’ve become in the Department and to hear them worrying about what will happen while I’m away at Xmas,” he boasted. “My chief told me I’d probably find my desk snowed under with documents when I get back, because everybody will say, ‘Oh, let’s leave this til Field gets back, he knows all about it anyway.’ ”

In the same letter to his mother, Noel casually mentions, “Sunday night, after the picnic, several of us went to hear William Foster, the Communist candidate for President, speak.”

The secret radical was nonetheless dazzled by a visit from the greatest hero of the day. On June 23, 1927, aviator Charles Lindbergh, “Lucky Lindy,” brought his magic to the State Department and revived Noel’s flagging dreams of greatness. “This morning,” Noel exulted, “when Lindbergh visited the State Department, I stood right next to him—and all I saw was a tired, lovable boy, with bloodshot, exhausted eyes, absolutely unaffected, without a trace of the pride which the spectacular triumphs from city to city would surely have created in most men. . . . Nothing that has happened in recent years has again given me as much faith in humanity and revived my belief that fundamentally every man is good at heart. Napoleon is called great because he slaughtered millions. Pershing is honored because he smashed the Huns. But has the world ever before witnessed mankind worshipping a hero not of war, but of peace—not a bombastic, triumphant giant, but a simple-minded, pure-hearted young boy, who in his whole character represents the very best that is America—to see not only this country but all mankind rejoicing in this symbol of youth and courage and simplicity, is in itself, one of the most marvelous wonders I have experienced.”

In two decades, Charles Lindbergh, like the young man who gushed about him, would make a terrible choice: the former chose friendship with Hitler; the latter, with Stalin.
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Noel Field’s path to an alternate faith was gradual, and tortured. He yearned for a life of meaning—undergirded by a belief system that assuaged all his self-doubt, in ways that his Quaker belief did not. His after hours were spent reading tomes that confirmed his growing dissatisfaction with America. Charles Beard’s sharply critical Rise of American Civilization “is by far the greatest history book I’ve come across,” Noel wrote his brother, Hermann, in early 1927 after reading Beard’s work, which posits economic self-interest as the primary driver in American history. “It’s completely changed my view on this country’s background.” On November 14, 1927, he asked his mother to send him the following books:

The New Theatre and Cinema of Soviet Russia by Huntley Carter

Chains by Henri Barbusse

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels by David Riazanov

The Economic Theory of the Leisure Class by Nikolai Bukharin

He also began to subscribe (secretly) to the Daily Worker, the American Communist Party organ.

“My real life,” Noel wrote his brother, Hermann, on October 23, 1928, “begins in my free hours—in the evenings and in the early morning hours—studying, writing little essays . . . trying to understand the reality behind the mask of things.”

To his mother, who must have complained about all the books he was asking her to send him, in an undated letter from the same period, he wrote, “A number of the works I am studying I can get in the Library; but most of them are socialistic and I therefore prefer not to compromise myself by borrowing them; that is why I want them to keep.” Then, more poignantly, he adds, “Thee sees, Mother dear, I can’t go on indefinitely not knowing exactly where I stand in this world—whether I am a Socialist, or a Liberal, or a Radical or a Democrat—these are all questions that bother me ever stronger, and I’m determined to make up my mind soon; but I can’t do that until I know something definite about all these movements—and my aim is to gain this knowledge before next summer. I think this will explain to Thee the general trend of the books I am seeking.”

It is remarkable that in his midtwenties, Noel still put almost total faith in books. He had lived a sheltered, family-centered life. Herta was an extension of his childhood; they had been together since they met in grade school. A romantic, idealistic young man, Noel shied away from real life experience in favor of dusty tomes by largely failed revolutionaries. There was one exception: Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, whose revolution appeared a shining success. Noel devoured Lenin’s What Is to Be Done?.

“Last week we saw ‘the Fall of St. Petersburg,’ ” Noel wrote his brother in late 1927, “a Bolshevik film which is as great if not greater than Potemkin, in fact I sat through three performances and might have seen a fourth if I had time.” Noel’s fantasy of the workers’ paradise was shaped partly by the same public relations genius who mobilized world outrage after the Sacco and Vanzetti executions. Willi Münzenberg, still operating under cover, mass-produced articles, newsreels, and bestselling books about the rising Soviet phoenix, side by side with “exposés” of capitalism’s decay. Everything beamed to the West about the Soviet state was triumphant: the willing collectivization of the peasantry; five-year plans ahead of schedule; smiling, muscular workers parading beneath the heroic portraits of the icons Marx, Lenin, and Stalin.

It wasn’t only Soviet propaganda that gushed disinformation. The New York Times correspondent in Moscow, Walter Duranty, also spun a pro-Stalinist line. “It is better, no doubt,” Duranty wrote in his arrogantly titled memoir, I Write as I Please, “for a foreign correspondent to stick to the facts as far as he can, and allow the interpretation to be provided editorially by his home office, but if the latter lacks sufficient information, as was the case about Russia . . . it is the duty of the correspondent to fill the gap where he can.” “Fill the gap” the Timesman did, writing with pride, “Stalin himself expressed my attitude rather neatly the last time I saw him. . . . He said, ‘You have done a good job in your reporting of the USSR, although you are not a Marxist, because you tried to tell the truth about our country and to understand it and explain it to your readers.’ ” Rare praise, indeed, from one of the twentieth century’s bloodiest tyrants, who dispatched most of his own country’s truth tellers to the Gulag or to oblivion.

On the eve of 1928, Noel wrote his resolutions for the coming year:

Remember that self-control is the first requisite for self-fulfillment. Practice self-control of the body as well as of thought and emotion.

How unworthy that wish not to meet your colored friends while walking along with your business colleagues. And you a socialist!

Have the courage to be yourself. There is no need to flaunt your views to those who do not understand.

Let your voice express the harmony of personality toward which you are striving; let it be quiet, gentle, slow, expressive, confidence awakening—like Father’s.

If you must wear a mask to the world remove it at least to your wife. Let her know the truth about you.

The days’ events continued to fuel Field’s radicalization. Following the 1928 election of Herbert Hoover, he wrote his mother, “I was thoroughly disappointed with the result. But there is one good thing in it: the breaking up of the ‘Solid South’—and I’m hoping that it will mean the end of the Democratic Party—founded on race hatred—and the formation of a new, progressive party to oppose the present dictatorship of Big Business—for Hoover means little else, to my mind.”

By July 18, 1929, his dissatisfaction with the lack of real reform had hardened into cynicism.

“I have lying before me on my desk,” he wrote his mother, “a voluminous letter to Hoover from Paul Otlet, seeking support for his perennial World City Scheme. The poor old man, if he only realized the guffaws such a letter must cause here. Naturally, the answer is in the most routine form, drafted by one of the clerks in our office and all the many documents he sent will never get anywhere near Mr. Hoover. It make me heartsick to think of all these idealists riding their own particular little hobby to salvation and believing that someday surely the world must recognize them for their great ideas. And to think that once I was on the way to becoming one of them! Every day I get more impressed with the immeasurable and yet inevitable cruelty of the world.”

The young idealist who, seven years earlier, founded the “Peace League of Youth,” calling for “young men and women of every land to make a new beginning,” now discovered that the world was a colder, tougher place than the one for which his father had prepared him. In 1929, the rest of the country, too, was stripped of its optimism.
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They were called Hoovervilles: corrugated tin, cardboard, discarded oil barrels, and scraps of lumber rigged up to shelter humans who had hit rock bottom, shrines to another failed president. In New York City, a Hooverville stretched along Riverside Drive’s magnificent mansions. Yet Herbert Hoover had a proud record for humanitarian intervention and was credited with the rescue of starving Belgians in the aftermath of World War I. But now, with factories quiet and banks closing, twenty million of his countrymen were out of work as the Depression blazed across the land. Hoover was as parched of fresh ideas as the Dust Bowl of rain.
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