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Introduction


If I had known the effort that writing my first book would require in the very hectic year of 1961, I would not have undertaken the project and might never have written a book at all. As luck would have it, I did write it, and it became the first of eight.


The theme of each of the six crises appears in a sentence or two at the beginning of each chapter. The lessons of what I always called my seventh crisis—actually writing the book—can be summed up just as simply. Busy people should never let their hectic schedules prevent them from applying time to far more important creative pursuits that will broaden their outlook and conceivably produce something of lasting value. But by the same token, they should not put their names on the product unless they are willing to put real effort into what goes inside.


After leaving the Vice Presidency, I had moved our family to California and joined a law firm in Los Angeles. I was writing a monthly newspaper column. I had scores of speaking engagements, not only in California but in other parts of the country as well—the inevitable fallout from my campaign for President the year before. It was also in this period that I made the decision to run for governor in 1962, a decision that entailed countless meetings with figures ranging from President Eisenhower to General MacArthur, and hours of study and thought.


In the midst of these distractions, Ken McCormick of Doubleday came to California to propose that I write my memoirs. After I described the demands on my time, he assured me that writing a book would not add to them substantially. He said that the custom for major public figures was to hire a good writer to do the job. I would meet with him on occasion and answer questions, and he would do the rest.


I decided to write the book, but I found the usual practice would not work for me. After fourteen years on the national scene, I had made thousands of speeches, and my style was highly recognizable. Al Moscow and Chuck Lichenstein, who provided invaluable editorial and research assistance, were better writers than I was, but neither could make their writing sound quite like mine.


In this era when the ghostwriter often haunts the cover in type as large as that used for the author’s name, if not larger, public figures who want to write books worth reading should recognize that there is no substitute for hard work by the author himself. Others can do research and make suggestions. The author alone must supply the theme, the structure, the tone—and, perhaps most important, the title.


I developed the organizational approach for this book late one night in the study of the house we had rented in Brentwood. I listed the major events of my career and finally boiled them down to the six that are covered here. At the top of the page, I wrote “Six crises.” A few days later, when the journalist Adela Rogers St. Johns came to visit me, I showed her the outline. She pointed to the heading and said excitedly, “That’s the title.”


I still marvel at how we were able to get the manuscript finished in ten months. This was long before word processors, which permit the author to indulge his desire to see a fresh page, even if he has made only minor corrections in a draft. In 1961, changing a comma required a whole page to be typed over.


I have also found that I produce best under intense pressure and in an environment that poses a minimum of distractions. When it was time to write the chapter on my confrontations with Khrushchev in Moscow in 1959, I rented a room in a Los Angeles hotel and spent six days working fourteen hours a day, reading, outlining, writing, and dictating, until the first draft was finished. I ate all my meals in the room. For the chapter on the 1960 campaign, I went up to the Apple Valley Inn, where Don Hughes got me a room in a quiet villa. For seven straight days I went through exactly the same grueling procedure. I could not do the same thing today. It was a close call then.


Reviewers, probably justifiably, criticized the book for being uneven. Nonetheless it was a national best-seller. Even now, four best-sellers and nearly three decades later, I still consider it to be the best book I have published, because of the simplicity of its organization and the clarity of its writing. But it contains one glaring falsehood. In the introduction of the original edition, after discussing the ordeal of writing books I promised, “I might start another one, but I am sure I will never finish it.” I am pleased that this special Nixon Library and Birthplace Edition gives me the opportunity to set the record straight!


—RN


February 14, 1990


Saddle River, New Jersey





Introduction to the
First Edition


THE last thing I ever intended or expected to do after the 1960 election was to write a book. I had received the usual offers for publication of my memoirs which are tendered to political leaders who have retired—voluntarily or involuntarily. But although anyone who goes through a presidential campaign feels immediately afterward that he has lived enough for a lifetime, I still did not believe I had reached the point in life for memoir-writing. Since I had never kept a diary, I was not in a position even to write a detailed account of my eight years as Vice President. Three people exerted particular influence in changing my mind.


Shortly after the election, I had the honor of sitting by Mrs. Eisenhower at a White House dinner. I told her that one of the reasons I had decided against writing a book was my belief that only the President could write the story of his Administration and that, by comparison, any other account would be incomplete and uninteresting. She answered, “But there are exciting events like your trips to South America and to Russia which only you can tell, and I think people would be interested in reading your account of what really happened.”


In April, I visited President Kennedy for the first time since he had taken office. When I told him I was considering the possibility of joining the “literary” ranks, of which he himself is so distinguished a member, he expressed the thought that every public man should write a book at some time in his life, both for the mental discipline and because it tends to elevate him in popular esteem to the respected status of an “intellectual.”


The one who had the greatest influence on my decision was Adela Rogers St. Johns. From the time I entered public life, as a Congressman in 1947, she has been a close friend and adviser. Through the years she has insisted that I should take time off to write a book. Until January 20, 1961, I could always plead that I was too busy. When I left Washington and returned to California, she took matters into her own hands. I received a phone call from her in April informing me that Ken McCormick of Doubleday and Company was flying to California to see me the next day. I protested, as I had many times before, that I did not have a subject which seemed to me worth writing about. “You let Ken decide that,” was her reply.


The night before McCormick arrived, I tried to jot down some ideas which might form a basis for discussion. I decided that what particularly distinguished my career from that of other public figures was that I had had the good (or bad) fortune to be the central figure in several crisis situations with dimensions far beyond personal consideration. I made notes covering a dozen such situations and then selected six of them—the chapter headings of this book—for presentation to McCormick. He approved the concept, told me how easy and enjoyable I would find writing a book to be, and finally convinced me that I should undertake the venture.


It turned out to be the seventh major crisis of my life, and by far the most difficult from the standpoint of the mental discipline involved. My respect for those who write books, already high, has gone up a hundredfold. But my personal attitude toward undertaking any more such assignments in the future can probably best be described by one of my favorite Eisenhower anecdotes.


President Eisenhower gave up smoking in 1945. I asked him once whether he was ever tempted to resume the habit. “No,” he said, and then added: “I can’t say that I might not start again. But I can tell you one thing for sure: I’ll never quit again!” My attitude toward writing a book runs along somewhat similar lines: I might start another one, but I am sure I will never finish it!


•  •  •


I would like to add a word as to what this book is—or tries to be—and what it is not.


I have not attempted to set forth a complete and detailed account of all the events surrounding each crisis situation. What I have tried to do is describe my personal reactions to each one and then to distill out of my experience a few general principles on the “crisis syndrome.”


On the other hand, I do not presume to suggest that this is a scholarly treatise on conduct in crisis. The experts will have to judge what contribution my observations may make to a better understanding of that intriguing and vitally important subject.


My own limitations in this respect were brought home to me in a letter I received from James A. Robinson and Thomas W. Milburn of Northwestern University, two political scientists now engaged in a study of crisis behavior. Among the questions they suggested I try to answer were these:


Is it possible to be rational at all in crisis situations? Can you separate what were really factual and empirical matters as opposed to emotional reactions?


Do crises seem to have many elements in common?


Does the participant seem to learn from one crisis to another?


Did you feel a sense of exhilaration or enjoyment of any, or all, of the six crises about which you are writing?


Do you feel you have learned anything new about basic strengths in your personality, or did you discover any personal weaknesses about which you were previously unaware?


Have you found that you had extra strength which you had not anticipated when you were confronted by a crisis?


Could you recall your feelings after the crisis had passed? Was there any sense of relief from tension or anxiety?


As a result of these several crises have you formulated any “rules of thumb” to guide your behavior in subsequent crisis situations?


Several of these questions I will try to answer—but, let me emphasize, from a personal rather than a general viewpoint. Because there is one lesson, from my own experience, that seems especially clear: reaction and response to crisis is uniquely personal in the sense that it depends on what the individual brings to bear on the situation—his own traits of personality and character, his training, his moral and religious background, his strengths and weaknesses.


•  •  •


Among my personal conclusions, which will be spelled out in greater detail in the following pages, are these:


One factor common to all six of these crises is that while each was an acute personal problem, each also involved far broader consequences which completely overshadowed my personal fortunes. In one way, the fact that so much more rides on a crisis than personal considerations makes it more difficult to bear. But in another, this very factor may prove to be an asset. We often hear it said that truly “big” men are at their best in handling big affairs, and that they falter and fail when confronted with petty irritations—with crises which are, in other words, essentially personal.


From my own experience, the bigger the problem, the broader its consequences, the less does an individual think of himself. He has to devote his entire concentration to the much larger problem which confronts him. “Selflessness” is the greatest asset an individual can have in a time of crisis. “Selfishness” (in its literal rather than its lay sense) is the greatest liability. The very fact that the crisis is bigger than the man himself takes his mind off his own problems. The natural symptoms of stress in a period of crisis do not become self-destructive as a result of his worrying about himself but, on the other hand, become positive forces for creative action.


A second general point can best be illustrated by an anecdote. Shortly after I returned from South America in 1958, I attended a Washington reception for Congressional Medal of Honor winners. One of the guests of honor came up to me and, pointing to his ribbon, said, “You should be wearing this, not I. I could never have done what you did in Caracas.” I answered: “And I could never have done what you did during the Battle of the Bulge.” Perhaps we were both wrong. No one really knows what he is capable of until he is tested to the full by events over which he may have no control. That is why this book is an account not of great men but rather of great events—and how one man responded to them.


I do not believe, for example, that some men are just “naturally” cool, courageous, and decisive in handling crisis situations, while others are not. “He doesn’t have a nerve in his body” is a popular cliché. Of course some men may be stronger, less emotional, quicker, smarter, bolder than others. But I think these attributes are for the most part acquired and not inherited, and many times acquired suddenly under stress. The public likes to glamorize its leaders, and most leaders like to glamorize themselves. We tend to think of some men as “born leaders.” But I have found that leaders are subject to all the human frailties: they lose their tempers, become depressed, experience the other symptoms of tension. Sometimes even strong men will cry.


•  •  •


I should like finally to list some of the lessons I have learned from the six crises described in this book. I offer them not as inflexible rules, but only as tentative guides.


Confidence in crisis depends in great part on adequacy of preparation—where preparation is possible.


Coolness—or perhaps the better word is “serenity”—in battle is a product of faith. And faith, apart from that which stems from religious heritage and moral training, comes to an individual after he has gone through a necessary period of indecision, of doubt and soul-searching, and resolves that his cause is right and determines that he must fight the battle to the finish.


Courage—or, putting it more accurately, lack of fear—is a result of discipline. Any man who claims never to have known fear is either lying or else he is stupid. But by an act of will, he refuses to think of the reasons for fear and so concentrates entirely on winning the battle.


Experience is a vitally important factor. When a man has been through even a minor crisis, he learns not to worry when his muscles tense up, his breathing comes faster, his nerves tingle, his stomach churns, his temper becomes short, his nights are sleepless. He recognizes such symptoms as the natural and healthy signs that his system is keyed up for battle. Far from worrying when this happens, he should worry when it does not. Because he knows from experience that once the battle is joined, all these symptoms will disappear—unless he insists on thinking primarily of himself rather than the problem he must confront.


A man will look forward to the end of the battle. He thinks, “Just as soon as this is over I’ll feel great.” But except for a brief period of exhilaration if the fight ended in victory, he will then begin to feel the full effects of what he has been through. He may even be physically sore and mentally depressed. What has happened, of course, is that he is just too spent emotionally, physically, and mentally to enjoy the fruits of victory he so eagerly anticipated.


The easiest period in a crisis situation is actually the battle itself. The most difficult is the period of indecision—whether to fight or run away. And the most dangerous period is the aftermath. It is then, with all his resources spent and his guard down, that an individual must watch out for dulled reactions and faulty judgment.


I find it especially difficult to answer the question, does a man “enjoy” crises? I certainly did not enjoy the ones described in this book in the sense that they were “fun.” And yet, life is surely more than simply the search for enjoyment in the popular sense. We are all tempted to stay on the sidelines, to live like vegetables, to concentrate all our efforts on living at greater leisure, living longer, and leaving behind a bigger estate. But meeting crises involves creativity. It engages all a man’s talents. When he looks back on life, he has to answer the question: did he live up to his capabilities as fully as he could? Or were only part of his abilities ever called into action?


One man may have opportunities that others do not. But what counts is whether the individual used what chances he had. Did he risk all when the stakes were such that he might win or lose all? Did he affirmatively seek the opportunities to use his talents to the utmost in causes that went beyond personal and family considerations?


A man who has never lost himself in a cause bigger than himself has missed one of life’s mountaintop experiences. Only in losing himself does he find himself. Only then does he discover all the latent strengths he never knew he had and which otherwise would have remained dormant.


Crisis can indeed be agony. But it is the exquisite agony which a man might not want to experience again—yet would not for the world have missed.


And since we live in an age in which individual reaction to crisis may bear on the fate of mankind for centuries to come, we must spare no effort to learn all we can and thus sharpen our responses. If the record of one man’s experience in meeting crises—including both his failures and his successes—can help in this respect, then this book may serve a useful purpose.





SECTION ONE


The Hiss Case


[image: line]


The ability to be cool, confident, and decisive in crisis is not an inherited characteristic but is the direct result of how well the individual has prepared himself for the battle.


“IF it hadn’t been for the Hiss case, you would have been elected President of the United States.” This was the conclusion of one of my best friends after the election of 1960.


But another good friend told me just as sincerely, “If it hadn’t been for the Hiss case, you never would have been Vice President of the United States or candidate for President.”


Ironically, both of my friends may have been right.


The Hiss case was the first major crisis of my political life. My name, my reputation, and my career were ever to be linked with the decisions I made and the actions I took in that case, as a thirty-five-year-old freshman Congressman in 1948. Yet, when I was telling my fifteen-year-old daughter, Tricia, one day about the subjects I was covering in this book, she interrupted me to ask, “What was the Hiss case?”


I realized for the first time that a whole new generation of Americans was growing up who had not even heard of the Hiss case. And now, in retrospect, I wonder how many of my own generation really knew the facts and implications of that emotional controversy that rocked the nation twelve years ago.


It is not my purpose here to relate the complete story. What I shall try to do in these pages is to tell it as I experienced it—not only as an acute personal crisis but as a vivid case study of the continuing crisis of our times, a crisis with which we shall be confronted as long as aggressive international Communism is on the loose in the world.


The Hiss case began for me personally on a hot, sultry Washington morning—Tuesday, August 3, 1948—in the Ways and Means Committee hearing room of the New House Office Building. David Whittaker Chambers appeared before the House Committee on Un-American Activities to testify on Communist infiltration into the federal government. Never in the stormy history of the Committee was a more sensational investigation started by a less impressive witness.


Chambers did not ask to come before the Committee so that he could single out and attack Alger Hiss, as much of the mythology which has since grown up around the case has implied. The Committee had subpoenaed him in its search for witnesses who might be able to corroborate the testimony of Elizabeth Bentley. Miss Bentley had caused a sensation three days earlier when she named thirty-two government officials who she said had supplied her with classified documents which she, as courier for a Soviet spy ring, had then put on microfilm and passed to Russian agents in New York for transmittal to Moscow. The individuals named by Miss Bentley had been called before the Committee. The majority of them refused to answer questions on the ground that the answers would tend to incriminate them. Others categorically denied having given assistance to any spy ring. The charges were significant and sensational—but unsubstantiated.


We then learned from other sources that Whittaker Chambers, a Senior Editor of Time, had been a Communist functionary in the 1930’s, and we subpoenaed him to testify on August 3. I first saw Chambers in a brief executive session which was held in the Committee office prior to the public hearing. Both in appearance and in what he had to say, he made very little impression on me or the other Committee members. He was short and pudgy. His clothes were unpressed. His shirt collar was curled up over his jacket. He spoke in a rather bored monotone. At first, he seemed an indifferent if not a reluctant witness. But his answers to the few questions we asked him in executive session convinced us that he was no crackpot. And so we decided to save time by going at once into a public session. None of us thought his testimony was going to be especially important. I remember that I considered for a moment the possibility of skipping the public hearing altogether, so that I could return to my office and get out some mail.


There were relatively few in the hearing room when Chambers began his public testimony. The spectator section was less than one-third full and the only reporters present were those who covered the Committee as a regular beat. The public address system was out of order and Chambers constantly had to be reminded to keep his voice up so that the Committee members and the press could hear what he was saying. He identified himself and began reading a prepared statement in a rather detached way, as if he had an unpleasant chore to do which he wanted to get out of the way as quickly as possible. As he droned on, I found my thoughts wandering to other subjects. He was halfway through the statement before I realized that he had some extraordinary quality which raised him far above the run of witnesses who had appeared before our Committee. It was not how he spoke; it was, rather, the sheer, almost stark eloquence of phrases that needed no histrionic embellishment.


He explained that he had joined the Communist Party in 1924 because he had become convinced that Communism was the only sure way to progress, and that he had left the Party in 1937, at the risk of his life, when he became convinced that it was a form of totalitarianism which meant slavery to all mankind.1 And then, speaking with what seemed to me almost a sense of sadness and resignation, he said: “Yet so strong is the hold which the insidious evil of Communism secures upon its disciples that I could still say to [my wife] at the time—‘I know that I am leaving the winning side for the losing side but it is better to die on the losing side than to live under Communism.’” From that moment, I came more and more to realize that despite his unpretentious appearance, Chambers was a man of extraordinary intellectual gifts and one who had inner strength and depth. Here was no headline-seeker but rather a thoughtful, introspective man, careful with his words, speaking with what sounded like the ring of truth.


Chambers went on in his statement to name four members of his underground Communist group whose purpose, he said, was not espionage but rather “Communist infiltration of the American government.” The four were: Nathan Witt, former Secretary of the National Labor Relations Board; John Abt, former Labor Department attorney; Lee Pressman, former Assistant General Counsel for the Agricultural Adjustment Administration, later Counsel for the Works Progress Administration, and later still, General Counsel for the CIO; and Alger Hiss who, as a State Department official, had had the responsibility for organizing the Dumbarton Oaks world monetary conferences, the U. S. side of the Yalta Conference, and the meeting at San Francisco where the UN Charter was written and adopted.


Under further questioning, Chambers also identified two more as Communists: Donald Hiss, Alger’s brother, who had been in the Labor Department; and Henry Collins, who had also been in the Labor Department, and later served with the U. S. Occupation Forces in Germany. He named as a “fellow traveler” Harry Dexter White, who had reached the position of Assistant Secretary of the Treasury before leaving government service. Most of the questioning that day, in fact, pertained to White because Elizabeth Bentley had also named him and because he had held the highest government position of all those she had accused of espionage activity. Chambers said that Mrs. Alger Hiss, too, was a Communist, but just as categorically he stated that Mrs. Donald Hiss was not. This was not a man who was throwing his charges about loosely and recklessly. Still, because his accusations did not involve espionage, they made little impression on me or the other Committee members.


This was the first time I had ever heard of either Alger or Donald Hiss. My attention that morning centered on another phase of Chambers’ testimony, and it was the only point on which I questioned him during the time he was on the stand. What disturbed me was that Chambers testified he had told his story to government officials nine years before—and nothing had happened. Not only that, but Chambers stated that on three other occasions since then he had repeated the story to representatives of the government—at their request—and still, so far as he knew, no action had been taken to investigate his charges.


Chambers testified that he left the Communist Party in 1937 but said nothing to government officials about his past affiliation for two years thereafter. But in 1939 the signing of the Hitler-Stalin pact was so frightening to him that he felt he could no longer keep silent. Even though he was risking his own reputation and safety, he went to Washington as a “simple act of war” and told his story to Adolf A. Berle, Jr., who was then Assistant Secretary of State for Intelligence. Berle, whom Chambers was careful to identify as an anti-Communist, became very distraught by what he heard and took extensive notes on the conversation. But Chambers’ charges were so incredible and the temper in Washington at that time was such that when Berle reported the story to his superiors, he was told in so many words to “go jump in the lake.” Years passed during which Chambers heard nothing whatever about what action, if any, had been taken with regard to his charges.


Then, in 1943, agents from the FBI visited him at his farm in Westminster, Maryland, and Chambers repeated his story in detail. Again, nothing happened. In 1945, and in 1947, he told the same story to FBI agents but, to his knowledge, no action was taken. It should be emphasized that during this period, J. Edgar Hoover, to his eternal credit, was conducting constant investigations of Communist infiltration in the United States generally and the government in particular, despite the fact that the official Administration policy was to “get along with Stalin.” But Hoover had the power only to conduct investigations. He could not follow them up with prosecutions or other required action without the approval of his superiors in the Justice Department and in the White House.


As Chambers testified that morning in his low, rather monotonous voice, most of the Committee members and the reporters at the press table yawned, took sporadic notes, and waited for the “spy stories” which never came.


His testimony made headlines the next day, but they were not nearly as sensational as those Elizabeth Bentley had drawn. For my own part, I gave very little thought to Chambers or his testimony that evening or the following morning, until Robert Stripling, the Committee’s chief investigator, phoned me to say that the Committee had received a telegram from Alger Hiss requesting an opportunity to appear in public session to deny under oath all the allegations made about him by Chambers. Hiss was the only one named by Chambers who volunteered in this way. His request was granted immediately, and his appearance was set for the next day, August 5.


Hiss’s performance before the Committee was as brilliant as Chambers’ had been lackluster. The hearing was held in the caucus room of the Old House Office Building, which was much larger than the room in which Chambers had testified. It was filled to capacity. The press section was crowded with newsmen, many of whom were acquainted with Hiss and had gained respect for the ability he had demonstrated as head of the Secretariat at the San Francisco Conference which set up the UN organization. In this position, one of his jobs had been to brief the press and, in the process, he had earned their respect for his intelligence and over-all competence.


When he appeared on the morning of the fifth, Hiss immediately went on the offensive.


He told the Committee in a clear, well-modulated voice: “I was born in Baltimore, Maryland, on November 11, 1904. I am here at my own request to deny unqualifiedly various statements about me which were made before this Committee by one Whittaker Chambers the day before yesterday.


“I am not and never have been a member of the Communist Party. I do not and never have adhered to the tenets of the Communist Party. I am not and never have been a member of any Communist front organization. I have never followed the Communist Party line directly or indirectly. To the best of my knowledge none of my friends is a Communist.”


Hiss next reviewed his government career, and it was impressive to everyone in the room. After graduating from Johns Hopkins University and the Harvard Law School, he had served for a year as Clerk to Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, a signal honor for any Harvard Law graduate, had practiced law for three years, and then had come to Washington—in 1933—and became Assistant General Counsel (along with Lee Pressman) to the Agricultural Adjustment Administration. In 1934, he became Counsel to the Senate Committee Investigating the Munitions Industry (the Nye Committee). From there, he went to the office of Solicitor General Stanley F. Reed, who was later to be appointed to the U. S. Supreme Court. In September 1936, at the request of Assistant Secretary Francis B. Sayre, he joined the State Department, where he remained until January 1947. He resigned from government to accept the presidency of the Carnegie Endowment, one of the most respected private organizations in the field of foreign affairs. Its Board Chairman was John Foster Dulles.


Dulles, at the time of this hearing, was the chief foreign policy adviser to the Republican nominee for President, Governor Thomas E. Dewey. Hiss told the Committee that it was Dulles who had asked him to take the job at the Carnegie Endowment.2


Hiss described his work in the State Department—including his preparing the draft of the U. S. position for the Yalta Conference and then accompanying former President Roosevelt to the conference. His manner was coldly courteous and, at times, almost condescending.


Had he concluded his testimony at this point—after denying any Communist affiliations or sympathy—he would have been home free. Hundreds of witnesses had denied such charges before the Committee in the past and nothing more had come of it because it was then simply their word against that of their accusers. In fact, this was one of the primary reasons the Committee itself was under such attack in the press at that time.


But here Hiss made his first and what proved to be his irreversible mistake. He was not satisfied with denying Chambers’ charge that he had been a Communist. He went further. He denied ever having heard the name Whittaker Chambers. “The name means absolutely nothing to me,” he said.


When Robert Stripling, the Committee’s chief investigator, handed him a photograph of Chambers, he looked at it with an elaborate air of concentration and said, “If this is a picture of Mr. Chambers, he is not particularly unusual looking.” He paused and then, looking up at Congressman Karl Mundt, the acting Chairman of the Committee, added: “He looks like a lot of people. I might even mistake him for the Chairman of this Committee.”


Hiss’s friends from the State Department, other government agencies, and the Washington social community sitting in the front rows of the spectator section broke into a titter of delighted laughter. Hiss acknowledged this reaction to his sally by turning his back on the Committee, tilting his head in a courtly bow, and smiling graciously at his supporters.


“I hope you are wrong in that,” Mundt shot back quickly.


“I didn’t mean to be facetious,” Hiss replied, “but very seriously I would not want to take oath that I had never seen that man. I would like to see him and then I would be better able to tell whether I had ever seen him. Is he here today?”


He then looked from side to side, giving the impression that he did not have the slightest idea who this mysterious character might be and that he was anxious to see him in the flesh.


“Not to my knowledge,” answered Mundt.


“I hoped he would be,” said Hiss, with an air of apparent disappointment.


It was a virtuoso performance. Without actually saying it, he left the clear impression that he was the innocent victim of a terrible case of mistaken identity, or that a fantastic vendetta had been launched against him for some reason he could not fathom. But even at that time I was beginning to have some doubts. From considerable experience in observing witnesses on the stand, I had learned that those who are lying or trying to cover up something generally make a common mistake—they tend to overact, to overstate their case. When Hiss had gone through the elaborate show of meticulously examining the photograph of Chambers, and then innocently but also somewhat condescendingly saying that he might even mistake him for the Chairman, he had planted in my mind the first doubt about his credibility.


Karl Mundt, an experienced and skillful investigator, came back at Hiss strongly. He said, “You realize that this man whose picture you have just looked at, under sworn testimony before this Committee, where all the laws of perjury apply, testified that he called at your home, conferred at great length, saw your wife pick up the telephone and call somebody who he said must have been a Communist, pleaded with you to divert yourself from Communist activities, and that when he left you, you had tears in your eyes and said, ‘I simply can’t make the sacrifice.’”


“I do know that he said that,” replied Hiss. “I also know that I am testifying under those same laws to the contrary.”


And so it went through the balance of the hearing. He so dominated the proceedings that by the end of his testimony he had several members of the Committee trying to defend the right of a congressional committee to look into charges of Communism in government.


But looking over my notes on his testimony, I saw that he had never once said flatly, “I don’t know Whittaker Chambers.” He had always qualified it carefully to say, “I have never known a man by the name of Whittaker Chambers.” Toward the end of his testimony, I called Ben Mandel, one of the members of our staff, to the rostrum and asked him to telephone Chambers in New York and find out if he might possibly have been known under another name during the period he was a Communist functionary. The answer came back too late. After the hearing was over, Chambers returned the call and said that his Party name was Carl and that Hiss and the other members of the Communist cell with which he had worked had known him by that name.


As the hearing drew to a close, Karl Mundt, speaking for the Committee, said, “The Chair wishes to express the appreciation of the Committee for your very co-operative attitude, for your forthright statements, and for the fact that you were first among those whose names were mentioned by various witnesses to communicate with us, asking for an opportunity to deny the charges.”


John Rankin of Mississippi added, “I want to congratulate the witness that he didn’t refuse to answer the questions on the ground that it might incriminate him. And he didn’t bring a lawyer here to tell him what to say.”


When the hearing adjourned Rankin left his seat to shake hands with Hiss. He had to fight his way through a crowd for, when the gavel came down, many of the spectators and some of the press swarmed around Hiss to congratulate him. He had won the day completely. It would not be an exaggeration to say that probably 90 per cent of the reporters at the press table and most of the Committee members were convinced that a terrible mistake had been made, a case of mistaken identity, and that the Committee owed an apology to Hiss for having allowed Chambers to testify without first checking into the possibility of such a mistake. Most of the news stories the next day and the editorials during the week were to express the same opinion—blasting the Committee for its careless procedures and, for the most part, completely overlooking the possibility that Chambers rather than Hiss might have been telling the truth.


One of the reporters who regularly covered the Committee came up to me afterwards and asked, “How is the Committee going to dig itself out of this hole?” Mary Spargo of the Washington Post, who had been covering the Committee for some time, told me bluntly, “This case is going to kill the Committee unless you can prove Chambers’ story.” I ran into another barrage of questions when I went to the House restaurant after the hearing for lunch. Ed Lahey of the Chicago Daily News, whom I respected as one of the most honest and objective reporters in Washington, walked up to me literally shaking with anger. His eyes blazed as he said, “The Committee on Un-American Activities stands convicted, guilty of calumny in putting Chambers on the stand without first checking the truth of his testimony.”


As I was eating lunch I got the report of President Truman’s opinion of the case. At his press conference he labeled the whole spy investigation a “red herring,” cooked up by a Republican Congress to avoid taking action on price controls, inflation, and other legislation important to the welfare of the people. Later, a Presidential Order directed that no federal agency was to release information on government personnel to committees of Congress, thus blocking that avenue of investigation.


•  •  •


When the Committee reconvened in executive session later that afternoon, it was in a virtual state of shock. Several members berated the staff for not checking Chambers’ veracity before putting him on the stand.


One Republican member lamented, “We’ve been had. We’re ruined.”


Ed Hébert, a Louisiana Democrat, suggested that the only way the Committee could get “off the hook” would be to turn the whole file over to the Department of Justice and hold no more hearings in the case. “Let’s wash our hands of the whole mess,” he said. That appeared to be the majority view, and if Hébert had put his suggestion in the form of a motion, it would have carried overwhelmingly. I was the only member of the Committee who expressed a contrary view, and Bob Stripling backed me up strongly and effectively.


I argued, first, that turning the case over to the Department of Justice, far from rescuing the Committee’s reputation, would probably destroy it for good. It would be a public confession that we were incompetent and even reckless in our procedures. We would never be able to begin another investigation without having someone say, “Why do you amateurs insist on getting into these cases? Why don’t you leave the job where it belongs—to the experts in the Department of Justice?” Beyond that, I insisted that we had a responsibility not to drop the case but rather, now that we had opened up the whole question, to see it through. I reminded the Committee members that Chambers had testified that on four different occasions he had told his story to representatives of government agencies and that no action had ever been taken to check the credibility of his charges. Judging from that record, we could only assume that if we turned the investigation over to the Department of Justice, the case would be dropped. And the truth would never be determined.


I pointed out my suspicions: that while Hiss had seemed to be a completely forthright and truthful witness, he had been careful never to state categorically that he did not know Whittaker Chambers. He had always qualified his answer by saying that he did not know a man “by the name of Whittaker Chambers.” I argued that while it would be virtually impossible to prove that Hiss was or was not a Communist—for that would simply be his word against Chambers’—we should be able to establish by corroborative testimony whether or not the two men knew each other. If Hiss were lying about not knowing Chambers, then he might also be lying about whether or not he was a Communist. And if that were the case, the charges were so serious—in view of the vitally important and sensitive positions Hiss had held—that we had an obligation running to the very security of the nation to dig out the truth.


Bob Stripling, speaking from his years of experience as an investigator of Communist activities, made one very telling argument in support of my position. He reported that before and during the hearing, a calculated whispering campaign had been initiated against Chambers. The rumors were that he was an alcoholic, that he had been in a mental institution, that he was paranoiac. This, of course, did not establish that Chambers was telling the truth or that Hiss was a Communist. But, Stripling pointed out, this was a typical Communist tactic always employed to destroy any witness—and particularly any former Communist—who dared to testify against them.


Finally my arguments prevailed and Karl Mundt, as acting Chairman, appointed me to head a Sub-committee to question Chambers again—this time in executive session, with no spectators or press present. Stripling was directed to subpoena Chambers to a hearing in New York two days later, on August 7.


•  •  •


When I arrived back in my office that afternoon, I had a natural sense of achievement over my success in preventing the Committee from dropping the case prematurely. But as I thought of the problems ahead of me I realized for the first time that I was up against a crisis which transcended any I had been through before.


I had put myself, a freshman Congressman, in the position of defending the reputation of the Un-American Activities Committee. And in so doing, I was opposing the President of the United States and the majority of press corps opinion, which is so important to the career of anyone in elective office. Also, my stand, which was based on my own opinion and judgment, placed me more or less in the corner of a former Communist functionary and against one of the brightest, most respected young men following a public career. Yet I could not go against my own conscience and my conscience told me that, in this case, the rather unsavory-looking Chambers was telling the truth, and the honest-looking Hiss was lying.


Life for everyone is a series of crises. A doctor performing a critically difficult operation involving life and death, a lawyer trying an important case, an athlete playing in a championship contest, a salesman competing for a big order, a worker applying for a job or a promotion, an actor on the first night of a new play, an author writing a book—all these situations involve crises for the individuals concerned. Crisis, by its nature, is usually primarily personal. Whether an individual fails or succeeds in meeting and handling a crisis usually affects only his own future and possibly that of his family and his immediate circle of friends and associates.


Up to this time in my own life, I had been through various crises which had seemed critical at the time. In college, each examination was a minor crisis; I had to get high enough grades to qualify for a scholarship if I were to be able to go on to law school. Passing the California Bar Examinations in which for three days, seven hours a day, of written tests I was in effect putting on the line everything I had learned in four years of college and three years of law school—this had been the most difficult experience of my prepolitical career. My first day in court and my first jury trial seemed to me crucial experiences at the time. But these crises had been primarily personal as far as their outcome was concerned.


Only when I ran for Congress in 1946 did the meaning of crisis take on sharply expanded dimensions. The outcome of the election would naturally have a profound effect on me. If I failed, my family and close friends would share my disappointment. But, in addition, I realized in that campaign that I must not only do the best I could because of my personal stake in the outcome but also that I must call up an even greater effort to meet the responsibility of representing the institution which had nominated me for office, the Republican Party, as well as fulfilling the hopes of literally thousands of people I would never meet, Republicans and Democrats, who were working for my election and would vote for me.


But on that evening of August 5, as I reviewed Hiss’s testimony, I realized that this case presented a crisis infinitely greater and more complex than anything I had faced running for Congress in 1946.


The most immediate consequence of whatever action I took would be its effect on the lives of two individuals, Hiss and Chambers. One of them was lying and therefore guilty of perjury. But on the other hand, one of them was an innocent man who would, in my opinion, never be proved innocent unless someone on the Committee diligently pursued the search for the truth.


Beyond the fate of these two individuals, I recognized that the future of the Committee on Un-American Activities was at stake. The Committee in 1948 was under constant and severe attack from many segments of both press and public. It had been widely condemned as a “Red-baiting” group, habitually unfair and irresponsible, whose investigations had failed to lead to a single conviction of anyone against whom charges had been made at its hearings. It was, the critics said, doing more of a disservice to the country because of its abridgment of civil liberties than any alleged services it might be rendering in uncovering Communist subversives.


The Committee had survived many past attacks for its failure to prove the charges of witnesses appearing before it. But I was convinced that a failure in this case would prove to be fatal. The President of the United States himself, the great majority of the press corps, and even some of the Committee’s own members were mounting an all-out attack on its alleged “sloppy” procedures.


No one was more aware than I that the Committee’s past record had been vulnerable to attack. This was due in part to how it had conducted its investigations, but possibly even more to what it was investigating. The extent to which congressional investigations are generally approved is largely determined by whose ox is gored. If it is a J. P. Morgan, a Jimmy Hoffa, or a Frank Costello being investigated, most of the press and the public couldn’t seem to care less what procedures the Committee uses. But particularly in those years immediately after World War II, a congressional investigation of Communist activities was just like waving a red flag in the face of potential critics. This was not because the critics were pro-Communist—only a small minority could be accurately so designated. It was, rather, because such investigations seemed in that period to involve an attack on the free expression of ideas. The Communist Party, in most intellectual circles, was considered to be “just another political party” and Communism just “an abstract political idea”—a generally unpopular one to be sure, but one that any individual should have the right to express freely without running the risk of investigation or prosecution.


The Hiss case itself and other developments in the period between 1947 and 1951 were to effect a significant change in the national attitude on these issues. But I recognized on that August evening in 1948 that even though a committee investigating Communism followed impeccably correct procedures and proved to be right, it would receive very little credit. Where its procedures were loose and it proved to be wrong, it would be subjected to scathing and merciless attack—and along with it, all its members who participated in the investigation.


Despite its vulnerabilities, I strongly believed that the Committee served several necessary and vital purposes. Woodrow Wilson once said that congressional investigating committees have three legitimate functions: first, to investigate for the purpose of determining what laws should be enacted; second, to serve as a watchdog on the actions of the executive branch of the government, exposing inefficiency and corruption; third, and in Wilson’s view probably most important, to inform the public on great national and international issues. I had served on the Committee long enough to realize that congressional investigations of Communist activities were essential to further all these purposes. I knew that if the Committee failed to follow through on the Hiss case, the effectiveness of all congressional investigations, and particularly those in the field of Communist activities, might be impaired for years.


But more important by far than the fate of the Committee, the national interest required that this investigation go forward. If Chambers were telling the truth, this meant that the Communists had been able to enlist the active support of men like Alger Hiss—in education, background, and intelligence, among the very best the nation could produce. If this were the case, then surely the country should be informed and Congress should determine what legislative action might be taken to deal with the problem.


When I listened to the radio later that evening and saw the next morning’s newspapers, I had some second thoughts about the wisdom of my insisting on continuing the investigation. I knew there was a strong bias against the Committee among the press corps, and I had expected some critical comment. But I was not prepared for an assault on the Committee and its members which, in fury and vehemence, had never even been approached in the Committee’s past history. The overwhelming majority of the reporters seemed to assume that Chambers was an out-and-out liar bent on destroying an innocent man. And almost every one of my Republican colleagues in the House who expressed an opinion the day after Hiss testified voiced doubts as to Chambers’ credibility and as to the wisdom of continuing the investigation.


What particularly disturbed me was a conversation I had with Congressman Christian Herter of Massachusetts, for whom I had developed great respect and admiration. I had served as a member of a special Committee he had headed the year before to study United States foreign aid programs in Europe. Herter had always voted for the appropriations for the Committee on Un-American Activities and I knew he had some good contacts in the Department of State. When I asked him about the Hiss case, he told me that the consensus in the State Department and among people who knew Hiss was that he was not a Communist. “I don’t want to prejudge the case,” said Herter, “but I’m afraid the Committee has been taken in by Chambers.”


I replied that it was too late to turn back now, that I myself honestly did not know which man was telling the truth, but that I thought the Committee had an obligation to see the case through: “If Chambers is lying, he should be exposed. If Hiss is lying, he should be exposed.”


Herter said that he thoroughly approved of this course of action.


That night I read and reread the testimony of both men. I tried to disregard those sections which bore on Chambers’ charge that Hiss had been a Communist. I concentrated my sole attention on one question—had Hiss known Chambers?—because it was obvious from reading Chambers’ testimony that not only did he claim to know Hiss, but that he knew him very well.


What should one man know about another if he knew him as well as Chambers claimed to know Hiss? I worked into the small hours of the morning making notes of literally scores of questions that I might ask Chambers which would bear on this point.


After the experience of the last two days, I was determined never to go into another hearing of the Committee on Un-American Activities without being at least as well prepared as the witnesses themselves.


•  •  •


August 7 was a Saturday and the Committee met in a large empty wood-paneled courtroom on the first floor of the Federal Courthouse in New York’s Foley Square. Chambers sat alone on one side of a long counsel table in the front of the courtroom, with the members of the Sub-committee—Congressmen Hébert, John R. McDowell, Pennsylvania Republican, and myself—across from him. Stripling sat with us and behind us were the Committee’s three other investigators—Louis Russell, Donald Appell, and Charles McKillips—and Ben Mandel, our research director. The only other person present was the Committee’s stenographer, who recorded the official transcript.


After Chambers had taken the oath as a witness, I began the questioning by going straight to the main issue: since he claimed to know Hiss and Hiss denied knowing him, I asked him to tell the Committee everything he knew about Hiss. Then, for almost three hours, I bombarded him with questions covering every fact I could think of which one man should know about another if they were friends. The answers came back one after another, unequivocally, and in the most minute detail.


He had first met Hiss in 1935 and had seen him on scores of occasions through 1937.


He had collected Communist Party dues from him.


He had stayed at the Hiss home on several occasions, once for a week.


Hiss and his wife had a cocker spaniel dog which they had boarded at a kennel on Wisconsin Avenue in Washington when they went on vacations to Maryland’s eastern shore.


Hiss was called “Hilly” by his wife; he called her “Dilly”; friends commonly referred to them as “Hilly” and “Dilly,” but not in their presence.


He described Mrs. Hiss as a short, highly nervous woman with a habit of blushing bright red when she was excited or angry. He told us Mrs. Hiss’s maiden name, her birthplace, her background.


He described Hiss’s stepson.


He told us of Hiss’s boyhood hobby of fetching spring water from Druid Hill Park and selling it in Baltimore.


He described the interiors and exteriors of three different houses the Hisses lived in while he knew them.


All of this information, I realized, he might have obtained by studying Hiss’s life without actually knowing him. But some of the answers had a personal ring of truth about them, beyond the bare facts themselves.3


For instance, when I asked him how the Hiss family lived and about the kind of meals they served, he replied, “I think you get here into something else. Hiss is a man of great simplicity and a great gentleness and sweetness of character, and they lived with extreme simplicity. I had the impression that the furniture in that house [on Twenty-eighth Street in Washington] was kind of pulled together from here or there. Maybe they got it from their mother or something like that, nothing lavish about it whatsoever, quite simple. Their food was in the same pattern, and they cared nothing about food. It was not a primary interest in their lives.”


I got a similar impression when I asked him, “Did he have any hobbies?”


“Yes, he did. They both had the same hobby—amateur ornithologists, bird observers. They used to get up early in the morning and go to Glen Echo out the canal, to observe birds. I recall once they saw, to their great excitement, a prothonotary warbler.”


John McDowell, a bird fancier himself, interrupted to comment, “A very rare specimen.” And Chambers said, “I never saw one. I am also fond of birds.”


But while testimony like this was very convincing, some of the things Chambers told us that day were so close to unbelievable that they raised a doubt in our minds about all the rest.


For example, I asked him, “Did they have a car?”


“Yes, they did,” Chambers replied. He described a 1929 Ford roadster, black and dilapidated, which had windshield wipers that had to be worked by hand. Then he told what seemed to be an unlikely story of how Alger Hiss bought another car in 1936 and wanted to give the old Ford to the Communist Party. “It was against all the rules of the underground organization—and I think this investigation has proved how right the Communists are in such matters. But Hiss insisted. Much against Peters’ [J. Peters was at that time the head of the Communist underground in the United States] better judgment, he finally got us to permit him to do this thing,” Chambers said.


Hiss turned the car over to a Communist in a Washington service station and it was later transferred to another Party member. “I should think the records of that transfer would be traceable,” Chambers concluded.


As he came to the end of his testimony, I asked, “Would you be willing to submit to a lie detector on this testimony?”


“Yes, if necessary,” he answered, without hesitation.


“You have that much confidence?”


“I am telling the truth,” he said quietly.


While listening to Chambers testify that Saturday afternoon, I felt sure that he was telling the truth. But on the train ride back to Washington, some of my doubts began to return.


Could Chambers, by making a careful study of Hiss’s life, have concocted the whole story for the purpose of destroying Hiss—for some motive we did not know?


It was difficult back in 1948, before the scope of the Communist underground movement had become generally known, to believe a man like Chambers over a man like Hiss. Consider Chambers’ background. He had been a City Editor of the Daily Worker, written for the New Masses, and served as a paid functionary of the Communist Party underground, then had repudiated the Party, and for months had slept with a gun under his pillow for fear of assassination. Could such a man be believed? Wasn’t it more plausible to conclude that he was bent on destroying an innocent man?


Hiss, on the other hand, had come from a fine family, had made an outstanding record at Johns Hopkins and Harvard Law, had been honored by being selected for the staff of a great justice of the Supreme Court, had served as Executive Secretary to the big international monetary conference at Dumbarton Oaks in 1944, had accompanied President Roosevelt to Yalta, and had held a key post at the conference establishing the United Nations at San Francisco. Was it possible that a man with this background could have been a Communist whose allegiance was to the Soviet Union, even during the period when the Communists and Nazis had been allies, in 1939–41?


The Committee could not go off half-cocked again, particularly with such great stakes involved. We had a grave responsibility to be sure of our facts before any more charges were aired in public.


In the next nine days, from August 8 to August 16, the Committee staff under Stripling’s direction worked round the clock in a search for documentary or other proof, if it existed, of Chambers’ story. They questioned real estate agents for leases pertaining to the three houses in which Chambers said Hiss lived from 1935 to 1937. They found the dog kennel in Georgetown where the Hisses had left their cocker spaniel when they went on vacation. They searched for anyone who might possibly have seen the two men together in the neighborhoods where Hiss had lived. And in detail after detail, where the Chambers story could be checked with third parties, it proved to be true. But they were unsuccessful in their search for one vitally important piece of documentation: they could not find the Motor Vehicle records to substantiate Chambers’ strange story about Hiss’s giving his car to a Communist Party functionary.


In this same period, I tried to resolve some of my own doubts by reading and rereading Chambers’ testimony and by seeking counsel from men of varying views whose opinions I respected. The question I asked over and over again was whether Chambers’ testimony constituted a prima facie case against Hiss, justifying a further pursuit of the investigation. Or should I agree with the Committee’s original inclination after hearing Hiss testify that we turn the case over to the Justice Department?


I was to learn during this period a lesson about the nature of crisis which would serve me for years to come.


Making the decision to meet a crisis is far more difficult than the test itself. One of the most trying experiences an individual can go through is the period of doubt, of soul-searching, to determine whether to fight the battle or to fly from it. It is in such a period that almost unbearable tensions build up, tensions that can be relieved only by taking action, one way or the other. And significantly, it is this period of crisis conduct that separates the leaders from the followers. A leader is one who has the emotional, mental, and physical strength to withstand the pressures and tensions created by necessary doubts and then, at the critical moment, to make a choice and to act decisively. The men who fail are those who are so overcome by doubts that they either crack under the strain or flee to avoid meeting the problem at all.


On the other hand, if one is to act and to lead responsibly he must necessarily go through this period of soul-searching and testing of alternate courses of action. Otherwise he shoots from the hip, misses the target, and loses the battle through sheer recklessness.


Even in a struggle as clear-cut as that between Communism and freedom, there are gray areas. But there are intrinsic principles which must be adhered to. Anyone who shirks this inner debate in waging this struggle acts irresponsibly. It is this soul-searching and testing which ultimately gives a man the confidence, calmness, and toughness with which to act decisively.


•  •  •


In the period between August 7 and August 16, when Hiss was to testify again, I not only insisted that the Committee staff, by the most intensive possible investigation, try to establish the truth or falsity of Chambers’ testimony by corroborative evidence but, in addition, I tried to check the objectivity of my own judgment against the opinions of men whom I respected.


I asked Bert Andrews, chief Washington correspondent of the New York Herald Tribune, to come to my office. I felt he would be predisposed to believe Hiss rather than Chambers. He had recently won a Pulitzer Prize for a series of articles attacking the fairness of the State Department’s loyalty program. Along with James Reston of the New York Times, he had recommended Hiss to Dulles for the Carnegie post. From my brief acquaintance with Andrews and from his reputation among his colleagues in the press corps, I was convinced he would be objective. He had the rare quality which distinguishes a great reporter from just a good one—he never allowed his prejudices or emotions to get in the way in his search for and reporting of the truth. He once told me, “An editor has the right to write from his heart. But a reporter must never allow his heart to override what his head tells him are the facts. The trouble with too many reporters who cover the State Department, for example, is that they forget that their job is to write about the Secretary of State and they proceed to write as if they were the Secretary of State.”


I asked Andrews to read the testimony, with the understanding that he could write nothing about it until it was released for publication to all papers. When he finished his reading, he turned to me and said, “I wouldn’t have believed it, after hearing Hiss the other day. But there’s no doubt about it. Chambers knew Hiss.”


The next day I asked William P. Rogers, who was then chief counsel for the Senate Internal Security Sub-committee investigating the Bentley charges, to read the testimony. Rogers, who was later to become Attorney General, had made a brilliant record as one of Tom Dewey’s young prosecutors in New York, and I felt that he would be a good judge of Chambers’ credibility. He reached the same conclusion as Andrews.


That night I had dinner with Congressman Charles J. Kersten, Republican of Wisconsin, with whom I served as a member of the Labor Committee and who was a keen analyst of Communist tactics and strategy. After Kersten read the testimony he made a suggestion which was not only to have a great bearing on my own conduct of this case but on the course of my career in the years ahead. He told me he had heard that Hiss was trying to get John Foster Dulles and other members of the Carnegie board to make statements in his behalf. He suggested that I should give Dulles the opportunity to read the testimony.


The following morning, August 11, I telephoned Dulles and he said he would be willing to see me that night at the Roosevelt Hotel in New York, where he was working on the Dewey presidential campaign. Kersten and I took the train to New York that afternoon and met Dulles in his hotel suite. His brother Allen, who later was to become head of the Central Intelligence Agency, was also there. Both men read the testimony. When they had finished, Foster Dulles paced the floor, his hands crossed behind him. It was a characteristic I was to see many times in the years ahead when we discussed important issues. He stopped finally and said, “There’s no question about it. It’s almost impossible to believe, but Chambers knows Hiss.” Allen Dulles reached the same conclusion.


I asked Foster Dulles whether he thought I was justified in going ahead with the investigation. He replied without hesitation, “In view of the facts Chambers has testified to, you’d be derelict in your duty as a Congressman if you did not see the case through to a conclusion.”


I was so wrapped up with the problems of making my own decision that I did not fully realize at the time the political courage and integrity Dulles demonstrated by this statement. He was Dewey’s chief foreign policy adviser in the campaign. If and when Dewey was elected President, which most people thought was pretty certain at that time, it was generally assumed that Foster Dulles would be named Secretary of State. As Chairman of the Board of the Carnegie Endowment he had approved the appointment of Hiss to his present position. It would be acutely embarrassing to him if Hiss should be discredited—or worse, proved to be a Communist. He could have suggested that I delay the proceedings until after the election. But both Foster Dulles and his brother Allen, in this instance and in every case in which I was to work with either of them during my years as Vice President, put the cause of justice and the national interest above any personal or political considerations.


Still I was not satisfied. I decided to see Chambers again, this time alone and informally, not so much to get more information from him as to gain a more intimate impression of what kind of man he really was. I thought that if I could talk to him alone, I would be better able to sense whether or not he was telling the truth. To avoid any publicity, I made the two-hour trip from Washington to his farm by car. We sat on some dilapidated rocking chairs on his front porch overlooking the rolling Maryland countryside. It was the first of many long and rewarding conversations I was to have with him during the period of the Hiss case, and through the years until his death in 1961. Like most men of quality, he made a deeper impression personally than he did in public. Within minutes, the caricature drawn by the rumormongers of the drunkard, the unstable and unsavory character, faded away. Here was a man of extraordinary intelligence, speaking from great depth of understanding; a sensitive, shy man who had turned from complete dedication to Communism to a new religious faith and a kind of fatalism about the future. One thing that especially impressed me was his almost absolute passion for personal privacy. He seemed particularly to want to spare his children any embarrassment from what he had hoped was a closed chapter in his life. His wife, Esther, was exactly like him in this respect.


Why then was he willing to sacrifice this privacy and risk his own financial security by testifying against Hiss and by testifying as he had before our Committee? I told him bluntly that many of those who questioned his credibility believed he must have some personal motive for doing what he had to Hiss.


Chambers replied, “Certainly I wouldn’t have a motive which would involve destroying my own career.” He had come forward out of necessity, he said, as a kind of duty to warn his country of the scope, strength, and danger of the Communist conspiracy in the United States. It would be a great pity if the nation continued to look upon this case as simply a clash of personalities between Hiss and himself. Much more was at stake than what happened to either of them as individuals. Turning to me, he said with great feeling, “This is what you must get the country to realize.”


The visit was not too productive in obtaining any additional information about his relationship with Hiss. But one incident occurred to confirm my conviction that when he spoke of Hiss, he was talking about someone he knew rather than someone whose life he had studied. I happened to mention the fact that I was a member of the Society of Friends. He said that he and his family attended the Friends’ meeting in Westminster. He recalled that Mrs. Hiss, at the time he knew her, also had been a Friend.


Then his eyes lit up, he snapped his fingers, and he said, “That reminds me of something. Priscilla often used the plain speech in talking to Alger at home.”


I knew from personal experience that my mother never used the plain speech in public but did use it in talking with her sisters and her mother in the privacy of our home. Again I recognized that someone else who knew Priscilla Hiss could have informed Chambers of this habit of hers. But the way he told me about it, rather than what he said, again gave me an intuitive feeling that he was speaking from firsthand rather than second-hand knowledge.


Two days later I asked Bert Andrews to drive with me to Chambers’ farm so that I could get his impression as well. Andrews grilled him as only a Washington newspaperman can, and Chambers met the test to Andrews’ complete satisfaction. On this visit another small but somewhat significant item came up which seemed to corroborate Chambers’ story. I asked him if he had anything in the house which Hiss might have given him during the time that he knew him. Chambers brought out a volume of Audubon prints which he said Hiss had given him one Christmas. As we thumbed through it, he pointed to a drawing of a hooded warbler and said, “As I recall, the Hisses had this in the dining room of one of the houses they lived in.”


As a final test, two days before Hiss was to appear on August 16, I asked Bob Stripling to drive to Westminster with me. Stripling had almost a sixth sense in being able to distinguish the professional “Redbaiters” from those who were honestly trying to help the Committee in its work of exposing the Communist conspiracy. He, too, had been convinced by this time that Chambers knew Hiss. But as we drove back to Washington, he made a most perceptive observation: “I don’t think Chambers has yet told us the whole story. He is holding something back. He is trying to protect somebody.”


•  •  •


When our Sub-committee met again in executive session in Washington on August 16, we found a very different Alger Hiss from the confident, poised witness who had appeared before us in public session just ten days before. Then he had succeeded in giving the impression of being completely honest and forthright—trying his best to enlighten some clumsy Congressmen who had either been taken in by a vicious maniac or who were fooled in a terrible case of mistaken identity.


Now he was twisting, turning, evading, and changing his story to fit the evidence he knew we had. Despite our efforts to keep Chambers’ testimony of August 7 secret, Hiss had learned that Chambers had been able to give us intimate details of their association together.


After a few preliminary questions, I had the Committee clerk show Hiss two pictures of Chambers. Then I asked him: “After looking at those pictures, I ask you if you can remember that person, either as Whittaker Chambers or as Carl or as any other individual you have met.”


Ten days before, he had given everyone at the public hearing the distinct impression that the face was completely unfamiliar to him. Now Hiss was to make the first of several subtle but significent changes in his story. He said: “In the public session when I was shown another photograph of Mr. Whittaker Chambers, I testified that I could not swear that I had never seen the man whose picture was shown me. Actually the face has a certain familiarity—I cannot recall any person with distinctness and definiteness whose picture this is, but it is not completely unfamiliar.”


I continued to question him, trying to widen this first tiny crack in his claim that he did not know Chambers. He fought stubbornly and skillfully every inch of the way and his answers became increasingly lengthy and evasive.


He finally began to argue with the Committee. “I have been angered and hurt,” he said to me, “by the attitude you have been taking today that you have a conflict of testimony between two witnesses—one of whom is a confessed former Communist and the other is me—and that you simply have two witnesses saying contradictory things as between whom you find it most difficult to decide on credibility. I do not wish to make it easier for anyone who, for whatever motive I cannot understand, is apparently endeavoring to destroy me. I should not be asked to give details which somehow he may hear and then may be able to use as if he knew them before.”


I replied that the questions I had asked him and Chambers had regard to facts that “could be corroborated by third parties” and that under no circumstances would the Committee use his testimony so that Chambers would be able to “build a web” around him.


Then he attacked on another front. He said: “The issue is not whether this man knew me and I don’t remember him. The issue is whether he had a particular conversation that he said he had with me, and which I have denied, and whether I am a member of the Communist Party or ever was, which he has said and which I have denied.”


But it was Hiss himself who in the public session had deliberately raised the issue of whether Chambers knew him. He had taken a calculated risk in raising that issue, and now he had to pay the price for his bold gamble.


I pressed him on this critical point. “When Mr. Chambers appeared,” I said, “he was instructed that every answer he gave to every question would be material and that answers to a material question would subject him to perjury. Membership in the Communist Party is one thing, because that is a matter which might be and probably would be concealed. But items concerning his alleged relationship with you can be confirmed by third parties, and that is the purpose of these questions.”


Hiss obviously recognized that he had come to the end of the road of detours. “I have written a name on this pad in front of me of a person I knew in 1933 and 1934 who not only spent some time in my home but sublet my apartment,” he said. “I do not recognize the photographs as possibly being this man. I have given the name to two friends of mine before I came to this hearing. I don’t think in my present frame of mind that it is fair to my position that I be asked to put down here a record of personal facts about myself which, if they came to the ears of someone who had for no reason I can understand a desire to injure me, would assist him in that endeavor.”


For fifteen minutes he sparred with me and with Stripling. He kept insisting that if he answered our questions—questions to which Chambers had already replied, on the record and under oath, in great detail—Chambers would somehow learn what his answers had been and use this information against him.


At this point, Ed Hébert burst out with what to Hiss must have felt like a blockbuster. Hébert, a Democrat from Louisiana, was respected by both Republicans and Democrats in the Congress because, while he always fought hard for his party’s positions, he had made it known on several issues in the past that he was no rubber stamp for Democratic administrations. He had been a member of the Sub-committee which had questioned Chambers in New York on August 7. After that hearing, he had made it clear that he still had great doubts about Chambers’ credibility.


But now he had had enough. He said: “Mr. Hiss, let me say this to you now—and this is removed from all technicalities, it’s just a man-to-man impression of the whole situation. . . . I will tell you exactly what I told Mr. Chambers so that it will be a matter of record, too: either you or Mr. Chambers is lying . . . and whichever one of you is lying is the greatest actor that America has ever produced. Now, I have not come to the conclusion yet which one of you is lying and I am trying to find the facts. Up to a few moments ago you have been very open, very co-operative. Now, you have hedged.


“We met Mr. Chambers forty-eight hours after you testified in open session. Mr. Chambers did not know or have any indication as to the questions that we were going to ask him and we probed him for hours . . . and we literally ran out of questions. There wasn’t a thing that came to our minds that we didn’t ask him about, those little details to probe his own testimony or rather to test his own credibility.


“Now if we can get the help from you and, as I say, if I were in your position, I certainly would give all the help I could, because it is a most fantastic story. What motive would Chambers have? You say you are in a bad position, but don’t you think that Chambers destroys himself if he is proven a liar? What motive would he have to pitch a $25,000 position as a respected Senior Editor of Time magazine out the window?”


Hiss was shaken to his toes by this blast. Up to this time he had, not without considerable support from the press and from President Truman himself, tried to imply that the entire hearing was a “Republican plot” to smear the New Deal. Now for the first time, a Democrat had begun to question his story. Hiss reacted by counterattacking Hébert as hard as he could.


“It is difficult for me to control myself,” he exclaimed. “That you can sit there, Mr. Hébert, and say to me casually that you have heard that man and you have heard me and you just have no basis for judging which one is telling the truth. I don’t think a judge determines the credibility of witnesses on that basis.”


But Hébert, not to be cowed, fired back: “I absolutely have an open mind and am trying to give you as fair a hearing as I could possibly give Chambers or yourself. The fact that Mr. Chambers is a self-confessed traitor . . . and a self-confessed former member of the Communist Party—has no bearing at all on the alleged facts that he has told . . .”


“Has no bearing on his credibility?” interrupted Hiss.


“No, because, Mr. Hiss, I recognize the fact that maybe my background is a little different from yours,” replied Hébert, who had been a New Orleans newspaper editor for many years. “But I do know police methods, and you show me a good police force and I will show you the stool pigeon who turned them in. We have to have people like Chambers to come in and tell us. I am not giving Mr. Chambers any great credit for his previous life. I am trying to find out if he is reformed. Some of the greatest saints in history were pretty bad before they were saints. Are you going to take away their sainthood because of their previous lives? Are you not going to believe them after they have reformed? I don’t care who gives the facts to me, whether a confessed liar, thief, or murderer—if it is facts. That is all I’m interested in.”


Hiss had a bear by the tail. He tried to change the subject. “I would like to raise a separate point,” he said. The real issue, he again insisted, was not whether Chambers knew him or he knew Chambers; it was whether he and Chambers had had the one particular conversation to which Chambers had testified.


I answered by saying, “If Chambers’ credibility on the question of whether he knew you or not is destroyed, obviously you can see that this statement that he had a conversation with you and that you were a member of the Communist Party, which was made on the basis of this knowledge, would also be destroyed. And that is exactly the basis upon which this questioning is being conducted. If we prove that he is a perjurer on the basis of his testimony now, the necessity of going into the rest of the matter will be obviated.”


After a few more questions, I asked Chairman J. Parnell Thomas to declare a recess so that Hiss could phone his wife, Priscilla, and make arrangements for her to appear before the Committee.


Five minutes later, when Hiss returned to the Committee room, he was ready to talk. He said: “The name of the man I brought in—and he may have no relation to this whole nightmare—is a man named George Crosley. I met him when I was working for the Nye Committee. He was a writer. He hoped to sell articles to magazines about the munitions industry.”


This man Crosley, he went on, had sublet his apartment on Twenty-eighth Street and had moved in with his wife and “one little baby.” “My recollection is that he spent several nights in my house because his furniture van was delayed. The apartment wasn’t very expensive and I think I let him have it at exact cost.”


“His wife and he and little baby did spend several nights in the house with you?”


“This man Crosley, yes,” Hiss replied.


“Can you describe his wife?” I asked.


“Yes, he answered. “She was a rather strikingly dark person. Very strikingly dark.”


I was the only one in the room to whom that answer was significant. I had seen Esther Chambers and I knew that she was indeed strikingly dark.


Hiss insisted, however, that he could not say that Crosley and Chambers were one and the same person. He described Crosley as a “dead-beat” who stayed in the apartment during the summer months of 1935 and never paid any rent.


“What kind of automobile did that fellow have?” Stripling asked.


“No kind of automobile,” Hiss replied. “I sold him an automobile. I had an old Ford that I threw in with the apartment, that I had been trying to trade in and get rid of. A slightly collegiate model. It wasn’t very fancy, but it had a sassy little trunk on the back.”


“You sold him that car?” I asked.


“I threw it in,” Hiss replied. “He wanted a way to get around and I said, ‘Fine. I want to get rid of it. I have another car. We kept it for sentimental reasons—not worth a damn.’ I let him have it along with the rent.”


“You gave this car to Crosley?” I asked.


“I threw it in along with the apartment—charged the rent and threw the car in at the same time,” Hiss replied.


“In other words, added a little to the rent to cover the car?”


“No, I think I charged him exactly what I was paying for the rent and threw the car in in addition. I don’t think I got any compensation.”


From there I went on with the other questions which I had asked Chambers. In virtually every detail, Hiss’s answers matched those of Chambers. He had a brown cocker spaniel which he boarded at a kennel near Rock Creek Park when he went on vacation to the eastern shore of Maryland. He used to fetch water from the Druid Hills spring as a boy of twelve to sell in Baltimore.


“What hobby, if any, do you have, Mr. Hiss?” I asked.


“Tennis and amateur ornithology,” he replied.


“Did you ever see a prothonotary warbler?” McDowell asked.


“I have, right here on the Potomac. Do you know that place?” Hiss replied. “ . . . They come back and nest in those swamps. Beautiful yellow head. A gorgeous bird.”


The lease on the apartment expired in September 1935, Hiss said. “And I think I saw him several times after that. I think he told me he moved from here to Baltimore.”


“Even though he didn’t pay his rent, you saw him several times?” I asked.


“He was about to pay it and was going to sell his articles. He gave me a payment on it on account once. He brought a rug over which he said some wealthy patron gave him. I have still got the damned thing.”


“Did you ever give him anything?” I asked.


“Never anything but a couple of loans. Never got paid back,” Hiss replied.


“Have you ever heard of him since 1935?” I asked.


“No. Never thought of him again until this morning on the train,” Hiss answered.


Hiss said that to his knowledge Crosley was not a member of the Communist Party and that they had never discussed Communism. Crosley claimed to have written for American Magazine and for Cosmopolitan, but Hiss said he had never seen Crosley’s name on any articles and that he personally had never seen anything Crosley had written. Apart from the rug, he had paid only $15 or $20 on the rent—which would have been $225 for the three-month summer period.


I told Hiss that Chambers had indicated his willingness to take a lie detector test with regard to this testimony and asked him if he would also be willing to do so. Hiss said that he would like to have an opportunity for further consultation as to the accuracy of such tests before he gave his answer.


Just before the end of the session, the Committee voted to hold a public hearing on Wednesday, August 25, in the caucus room of the Old House Office Building—at which time Chambers and Hiss would have the opportunity to confront one another. Hiss agreed to be present.


•  •  •


That evening Stripling and I spent several hours in my office comparing notes on our reactions to Hiss’s testimony. We were convinced that Crosley and Chambers were the same man. Chambers did know Hiss. But the key question remained: which man was telling the truth as to the character of that relationship?


Hiss’s story was plausible. But could an argument over his failure to pay a $200 rent bill cause Chambers—thirteen years later—to risk his reputation, a $25,000-a-year job, and a prison term for perjury, in order to get revenge on Hiss? Where was the motivation?


And then there was the testimony about the car. Why would Hiss, who was not a wealthy man, give even an old car in those depression days to a “deadbeat” free-lance writer with whom he had only a casual acquaintance? I recalled, too, that Hiss had spoken with rather strange and uncharacteristic vehemence when we asked him about the car. “It wasn’t worth a damn,” he had said. And he seemed to have a similar reaction when we spoke of Chambers giving him the rug. “I still have the damn thing,” he had exclaimed. Was there something about the car and the rug that especially worried him? Like Lady Macbeth, was he saying, in effect, “Out, damned spot!”4


But we had not been able to find the records on the car, and Chambers had not even mentioned the rug. Stripling and I decided that every available member of our small Committee staff should concentrate between now and August 25 in trying to find out what had happened to that “slightly collegiate model Ford with the sassy little trunk on the back.”


Stripling left my office shortly before midnight, but I continued to appraise the testimony of both Hiss and Chambers. I knew that we had reached the critical breaking point in the case. Timing now became especially important.


If Hiss’s story about Crosley were true, why had he not disclosed it to the Committee when he first appeared in public session? Why had he first tried so desperately to divert the Committee from questioning him on the facts Chambers had previously testified to? The longer I thought about the evidence, the more I became convinced that if Hiss had concocted the Crosley story, we would be playing into his hands by delaying the public confrontation until August 25, thus giving him nine more days to make his story fit the facts. With his great influence within the Administration and among some of his friends in the press, he might be able to develop an enormous weight of public opinion to back up his story and to obscure the true facts in the case. The more I thought about it, the more I became convinced that we should not delay the confrontation. Only the man who was not telling the truth would gain by having additional time to build up his case.


So, at two in the morning, I called Stripling on the phone. I told him to summon both Chambers and Hiss before the Sub-committee in New York City that same afternoon. Desiring as much privacy as possible, we decided to have the meeting in a suite in the Commodore Hotel.


That afternoon, riding on the train from Washington to New York, we read in the papers that Harry Dexter White, who had denied Chambers’ and Elizabeth Bentley’s testimony that he had participated in Communist activities, had died of a heart attack. The Committee was subsequently to be accused of arranging the Hiss-Chambers confrontation on August 17 in order to divert attention from White’s death. All I can say is that this accusation—like so many others against the Committee—while plausible, is completely untrue. I myself had made the decision on the confrontation well before I learned of White’s death.


•  •  •


At 5:35 P.M. on August 17, John McDowell opened the meeting of our Sub-committee by swearing in Alger Hiss as our first witness.


Room 1400 of the Commodore was an average-size hotel sitting room. Only one feature of it was in keeping with the high drama of the Hiss-Chambers case: the pictures on the wall were Audubon prints.


McDowell and I sat on separate chairs, our backs to the window, with a lamp table to serve as the presiding officer’s rostrum. Parnell Thomas arrived later. We had Hiss sit in a chair about eight or ten feet from the table, facing us. We reserved a place for Chambers on the couch, which was against the wall directly on Hiss’s right. The only others present were four members of the Committee staff and the official reporter recording the proceedings. Hiss entered the room accompanied by Charles Dollard of the Carnegie Corporation staff.


I opened the questioning by informing Hiss that, since he had raised the possibility of a third party who might be involved in the case—I was referring, of course, to “George Crosley”—the Committee had concluded that Hiss and Chambers should confront each other at the earliest possible time. I told him he would have the opportunity to see Chambers at this hearing.


From the beginning, Hiss dropped all previous pretensions of injured innocence. He was on the defensive—edgy, delaying, belligerent, fighting every inch of the way. When he found that the Committee hearing might take longer than fifteen minutes, he complained that he had a six o’clock appointment at the Harvard Club and asked that a call be made explaining his delay. Dollard offered to make the call for him so that we could proceed.


Then Hiss commented, “I would like the record to show that on my way downtown from my uptown office, I learned from the press of the death of Harry White, which came as a great shock to me, and I am not sure that I feel in the best possible mood for testimony. I do not for a moment want to miss the opportunity of seeing Mr. Chambers. I merely wanted the record to show that.”


He then complained that parts of his testimony of the day before had been leaked to the press and implied that the Committee was responsible.


Finally, after about ten minutes of sparring on these collateral issues, I said to one of the staff members: “Mr. Russell, will you bring Mr. Chambers in?”


Russell went to the adjoining bedroom where Chambers was waiting. Minutes seemed to pass as we sat there in silence waiting for him to return. Actually, after only a few seconds, Russell opened the door and re-entered the room with Chambers.


They came through a door at the far end of the room, in back of Hiss, and then had to walk several steps to reach the davenport on his right. But during this period, Hiss did not once turn around to look at his accuser—the man he had said he was so anxious to see “in the flesh.” He just sat in his chair staring straight ahead, looking out the window.


After Chambers reached the davenport, I asked both him and Hiss to stand. I then said, “Mr. Hiss, the man standing here is Mr. Whittaker Chambers. I ask you now if you have ever known that man before.”


“May I ask him to speak?” said Hiss. “Will you ask him to say something?”


I asked Chambers to state his name and business.


Chambers responded: “My name is Whittaker Chambers.”


Hiss walked toward Chambers until he was not more than a foot away and looked down into his mouth. He said, “Would you mind opening your mouth wider?”


Chambers repeated: “My name is Whittaker Chambers.”


Hiss, speaking more loudly, demanded again: “I said, would you open your mouth? You know what I am referring to, Mr. Nixon. Will you go on talking?”


Chambers continued: “I am Senior Editor of Time magazine.”


Hiss then turned to me. “May I ask whether his voice, when he testified before, was comparable to this?”


“His voice?” I asked.


“Or did he talk a little more in a lower key?” Hiss continued.


McDowell commented, “I would say it is about the same now as we have heard.”


Hiss was not yet satisfied. “Would you ask him to talk a little more?”


I handed the Time editor a copy of Newsweek which was on the table and asked him to read from it.


Hiss said: “I think he is George Crosley, but I would like to hear him talk a little longer. Are you George Crosley?” he asked Chambers.


A quizzical smile came to Chambers’ lips as he answered: “Not to my knowledge. You are Alger Hiss, I believe.”


Hiss straightened up as if he had been slapped in the face. “I certainly am,” he said defiantly.


Chambers answered quietly and with a smile, “That was my recollection,” and continued to read from the copy of Newsweek—“since June, Harry S. Truman had been peddling the Labor Secretaryship left vacant by Lewis B. Schwellenbach’s death in hope of gaining the maximum political advantage from the appointment.”


Hiss interrupted: “The voice sounds a little less resonant than the voice that I recall of the man I knew as George Crosley. The teeth look to me as though either they have been improved upon or that there has been considerable dental work done since I knew George Crosley, which was some years ago. I believe I am not prepared without further checking to take an absolute oath that he must be George Crosley.”


I asked Chambers if he had had any work done on his teeth since 1934. He replied that he had had some extractions and some bridge-work in the front of his mouth.


Hiss then said, “Could you ask him the name of the dentist that performed these things?”


I could hardly keep a straight face, but I decided to play the game out.


“What is the name?” I asked Chambers.


He replied, “Dr. Hitchcock, Westminster, Maryland.”


Hiss then said: “That testimony of Mr. Chambers, if it can be believed, would tend to substantiate my feeling that he represented [himself] to me in 1934 or 1935 or thereabouts as George Crosley, a free-lance writer of articles for magazines. I would like to find out from Dr. Hitchcock if what he has just said is true, because I am relying partly, one of my main recollections of Crosley was the poor condition of his teeth.”


I thought the comedy had gone far enough and said, “Before we leave the teeth, Mr. Hiss, do you feel that you would have to have the dentist tell you just what he did to the teeth before you could tell anything about this man?”


Hiss realized he had overplayed the hand. After a long moment of silence, he changed the subject. “I would like a few more questions asked. . . . I feel very strongly that he is Crosley, but he looks very different in girth and in other appearances—hair, forehead, and so on, particularly the jowls.”


Any of our last lingering doubts that Hiss had known Chambers were erased by this incredible, and in some ways almost pitiful, performance. All his poise was gone now. He knew that his daring maneuver of trying to deny that he had ever known Chambers had ended in disaster—but he was not finished. With a look of cold hatred in his eyes, he fought like a caged animal as we tried to get him to make a positive identification for the record.


But with his temper no longer under control, he did not fight as skillfully as he had before. When I asked him about the alleged rental agreement with Crosley, he said that he had not been paid “a single red cent in currency.” He had forgotten that just twenty-four hours earlier he had testified that Crosley had paid him $15 or $20 in cash. He still insisted that he had given the car to Crosley as part of the rental agreement—just thrown it in because he had no use for it—without requiring Crosley, a man he knew so slightly, to pay anything extra.


He recalled now that Crosley, with his wife and child, had spent two or three days with him and Mrs. Hiss in their P Street house before moving into the Twenty-eighth Street apartment, and that on one occasion Crosley had ridden from Washington to New York with him and Mrs. Hiss in their car. He had made some small loans to Crosley, amounting in all to $35 or $40, some even after Crosley had failed to pay the rent. On several occasions, Crosley had stayed overnight in the Hiss home because “he couldn’t get a hotel reservation.”


The longer he testified, the more apparent it became that despite his original protestations, his acquaintance with Crosley was far from casual. On the basis of his own testimony, he had known him very well.


Stripling brought this point home most effectively. He said, “I certainly gathered the impression when Mr. Chambers walked in this room and you walked over and examined him and asked him to open his mouth, that you were basing your identification purely on what his upper teeth might have looked like. Now, here’s a person that you knew for several months at least. You knew him so well that he was a guest in your home, that you gave him an old Ford automobile and permitted him to use, or you leased him, your apartment, and . . . the only thing you have to check on is this denture. . . . There is nothing else about this man’s features which you could definitely say, ‘this is the man I knew as George Crosley’—that you have to rely entirely on this denture. Is that your position?”


Forced into a corner, Hiss again made a damaging admission. “From the time on Wednesday, August 4, 1948, when I was able to get hold of newspapers containing photographs of one Whittaker Chambers, I was struck by a certain familiarity in features. When I . . . was shown a photograph by you, Mr. Stripling [on August fifth], there was again some familiarity [in] features.”


Stripling reminded Hiss that in the public session on August 5, he had left the directly contrary impression with the members of the Committee and the press.


But Hiss still refused to take an oath that Chambers was Crosley. “He may have had his face lifted,” he protested.


Finally, he requested permission to ask Chambers some questions. I told him to proceed.


He asked: “Did you ever sublet an apartment on Twenty-ninth Street from me?”


Chambers replied: “No, I did not.”


“Did you ever spend any time with your wife and child in an apartment on Twenty-ninth Street in Washington when I was not there because I and my family were living on P Street?”5


This time Chambers answered: “I most certainly did.”


Hiss then said: “Would you tell me how you reconcile your negative answers with this affirmative answer?”


Chambers replied quietly: “Very easily, Alger. I was a Communist and you were a Communist. . . . As I have testified before, I came to Washington as a Communist functionary, a functionary of the American Communist Party. I was connected with the underground group of which Mr. Hiss was a member. Mr. Hiss and I became friends. To the best of my knowledge, Mr. Hiss himself suggested that I go there, and I accepted gratefully.”


Hiss finally gave up. “I don’t need to ask Mr. Whittaker Chambers any more questions. I am now perfectly prepared to identify this man as George Crosley.”


Once again, Hiss, not thinking with his usual clarity, had made a misstep. Chambers, according to his own testimony, was a consummate liar, a man who could not be believed on anything. Yet Hiss was identifying him on the basis of one of Chambers’ own statements.


McDowell then asked Chambers, “Is this the man, Alger Hiss, who was also a member of the Communist Party, at whose home you stayed?”


“Positive identification,” Chambers responded.


These words were hardly out of Chambers’ mouth when Hiss arose from his chair and strode over to him, shaking his fist and exclaiming, “May I say for the record at this point that I would like to invite Mr. Whittaker Chambers to make those same statements out of the presence of this Committee, without their being privileged for suit for libel. I challenge you to do it, and I hope you will do it damned quickly.”


Lou Russell, apparently thinking Hiss might strike Chambers, walked up to him and took him by the arm. Hiss recoiled as if he had been pricked with a hot needle and turned on Russell. His voice was shrill now. “I am not going to touch him. You are touching me.”


“Please sit down, Mr. Hiss,” Russell said.


Hiss shot back, “I will sit down when the Chairman asks me.”


McDowell called for order and the questioning resumed. Hiss continued to deny vehemently the rest of Chambers’ testimony. He denied that he was a Communist, that he knew Crosley as a Communist, or that there was anything unusual in giving his car away to a magazine writer he hardly knew.


Stripling again raised the point of his insisting on seeing Chambers’ teeth before he could identify him. Hiss replied, “I wouldn’t have been able to identify him for certain today without his own assistance.”


“You are willing to waive the dentures?”


Hiss answered: “I am, on the basis of his own testimony. That is good enough for me.”


The hearing came to an end with the feeling that a great hurdle had been surmounted: the two men had confronted one another and their pasts were linked. The inextricable chain of events that would ultimately send Alger Hiss to prison had been set in motion and Hiss must have sensed this. McDowell adjourned the hearing, saying, “That is all. Thank you very much.”


“I don’t reciprocate,” Hiss snapped in response.


•  •  •


I should have been elated. The case was broken. The Committee would be vindicated and I personally would receive credit for the part I had played. We had succeeded in preventing injustice being done to a truthful man and were now on the way to bringing an untruthful man to justice. Politically, we would now be able to give the lie to Truman’s contemptuous dismissal of our hearings as a “red herring.”


However, I experienced a sense of letdown which is difficult to describe or even to understand. I had carried great responsibility in the two weeks since August 3, and the battle had been a hard one. Now I began to feel the fatigue of which I had not been aware while the crisis was at its peak. There was also a sense of shock and sadness that a man like Hiss could have fallen so low. I imagined myself in his place and wondered how he would feel when his family and friends learned the true story of his involvement with Chambers and the Communist conspiracy. It is not a pleasant picture to see a whole brilliant career destroyed before your eyes. I realized that Hiss stood before us completely unmasked—our hearing had saved one life, but had ruined another.


But this case involved far more than the personal fortunes of Hiss, Chambers, myself, or the members of our Committee. It involved the security of the whole nation and the cause of free men everywhere. When I thought of the lengths to which Hiss had been willing to go to destroy Chambers and the Committee as well, I knew that he was fighting his battle without regard to its effect on him or anybody else, individually or personally.


The next morning I learned a fundamental rule of conduct in crises. The point of greatest danger is not in preparing to meet the crisis or fighting the battle; it occurs after the crisis of battle is over, regardless of whether it has resulted in victory or defeat. The individual is spent physically, emotionally, and mentally. He lets down. Then if he is confronted with another battle, even a minor skirmish, he is prone to drop his guard and to err in his judgment.


Alger Hiss brought his wife, Priscilla, to the same room in the Commodore Hotel the next day to corroborate his story about Crosley. Thomas and McDowell had returned to Washington, and I was the only member of the Committee present. As I read the record now, thirteen years later, I realize the opportunity I missed in failing to question her as thoroughly as I had Hiss.


There were several reasons for that failure. I was tired. I thought that after our major break-through with Hiss the night before, Mrs. Hiss’s testimony was not too important. I felt, in other words, that the battle was won, that I could afford to relax. Undoubtedly, I subconsciously reacted to the fact that she was a woman, and that the simple rules of courtesy applied.


She played her part with superb skill. When I asked her to take the oath to tell the truth, she inquired demurely if she could “affirm” rather than “swear.” Subtly, she was reminding me of our common Quaker background. When I asked her about Crosley, she said, “I don’t think I can really be said to have been acquainted with him at all.” She remembered hardly anything about Crosley or his wife. “It all seems very long ago and vague.”


Offering her vague impression of Crosley, she said, “I think the polite word for it is probably I think he was a sponger. I don’t know whether you have ever had guests, unwelcome guests, guests that weren’t guests, you know.”


She succeeded completely in convincing me that she was nervous and frightened, and I did not press her further. I should have remembered that Chambers had described her as, if anything, a more fanatical Communist than Hiss. I could have made a devastating record had I also remembered that even a woman who happens to be a Quaker and then turns to Communism must be a Communist first and a Quaker second. But I dropped the ball and was responsible for not exploiting what could have been a second break-through in the case.6


I was never to make that same error again. In the years ahead I would never forget that where the battle against Communism is concerned, victories are never final so long as the Communists are still able to fight. There is never a time when it is safe to relax or let down. When you have won one battle is the time you should step up your effort to win another—until final victory is achieved.


When I arrived back in Washington the afternoon of the eighteenth, the attitude in the Capital with regard to the Hiss-Chambers controversy had changed perceptibly. Hiss’s admission that he had known Chambers, even under another name, had restored some confidence in the Committee and in Chambers, and it had shaken those who had been completely taken in by Hiss’s attempt to create the impression that he was being accused by a man he didn’t even know.


But we were still not out of the woods. When we had taken the train to New York on the afternoon of the seventeenth we had been way behind. Now we were about even. But we still had to prove not simply that Hiss knew Chambers but to determine the truth of Chambers’ charges that Hiss was a Communist. And on this specific issue, all we had was Hiss’s word against Chambers’. In the week between August 18 and the public confrontation on August 25, we drove our staff at an even harder pace in an effort to find corroborative evidence that would prove either Chambers’ or Hiss’s version of their relationship.


We first tried to find witnesses who might be able to corroborate Hiss’s version of the relationship. We tracked down everyone who might possibly have known or seen George Crosley—including the editors of the magazines for which he was supposed to have written; former Senator Gerald Nye; members of his old Committee staff; and three individuals who Hiss had told us on August 17 at the Commodore might have known Crosley at the same time he did. In every case, the answer was the same: they had never heard of a George Crosley. In the entire history of the case, both before the Committee on Un-American Activities and in Hiss’s two trials for perjury, no one could be found who could remember George Crosley—except Priscilla Hiss.


We subpoenaed John Abt and Lee Pressman, whom Chambers had charged were also members of the same Communist group. Both men—like Henry Collins before them—refused to answer questions on grounds of self-incrimination.


The critical piece of evidence in the case, however, was Hiss’s 1929 Ford roadster. Here our staff seemed to have reached a dead end. They searched the records of the Department of Motor Vehicles for all automobile transfers in the District for the year 1935 and came up with a blank. Finally I suggested that they might be checking the wrong year and that they extend their search to include both 1934 and 1936. On August 23, two days before the public confrontation, they hit pay dirt. We had found what we were looking for.


One of our investigators found a Motor Vehicle transfer certificate dated July 23, 1936. It covered a title transfer of a 1929 Ford automobile, signed by Alger Hiss as owner and notarized by a Marvin Smith. The car had been transferred, not to George Crosley or to Whittaker Chambers, but to one William Rosen. We also found a Certificate of Title dated September 7, 1935, assigning a new Plymouth sedan to Alger Hiss.


Now we put the pieces of the puzzle together. We subpoenaed Marvin Smith, the notary, and he swore that Alger Hiss had personally appeared before him and signed the Certificate of Title in his presence. We learned that William Rosen, to whom the car had been transferred that same day, had a long record of membership in the Communist Party. When we called him later to testify before the Committee, he refused to answer questions about his membership in the Communist Party and as to whether he had ever owned a 1929 Ford automobile—although he answered readily enough about his ownership of other automobiles.


We also found that the lease on Hiss’s apartment, in which Chambers and his wife had stayed, had expired on August 1, 1935. Hiss’s story had gaping holes in it. If he had “given” or “sold” the car to Crosley as he had testified, why did Crosley’s name not appear on the Transfer of Title? The theory that Crosley might have taken the car from Hiss and delivered it to Rosen wouldn’t stand up either: Hiss had stated emphatically that he had given away the car as “part of the rental transaction.” Would he, a year after the supposed rental agreement had expired, still have given Crosley a car—and after they had parted “with strong words” because of Crosley’s welshing on the rent?


From the day of the private confrontation on August 17 to the public confrontation on August 25, I put in longer hours and worked harder than I had at any time in my life. I tried to anticipate how Hiss might try to explain the mass of contradictions in his story and I sought to plug up each and every loophole with documentary proof.


As the day for the hearing approached I stepped up my activity until I was spending as much as eighteen to twenty hours a day at my office. I deliberately refused to take time off for relaxation or “a break,” because my experience had been that in preparing to meet a crisis, the more I worked the sharper and quicker my mental reactions became.


I began to notice, however, the inevitable symptoms of tension. I was “mean” to live with at home and with my friends. I was quick-tempered with the members of my staff. I lost interest in eating and skipped meals without even being aware of it. Getting to sleep became more and more difficult.


I suppose some might say that I was “nervous,” but I knew these were simply the evidences of preparing for battle. There is, of course, a fine line to be observed. One must always be keyed up for battle but he must not be jittery. He is jittery only when he worries about the natural symptoms of stress. He is keyed up when he recognizes those symptoms for what they are—the physical evidences that the mind, emotions, and body are ready for action.


There is naturally a physical limitation on how long an individual can sustain activity of this intensity. Age has something to do with it. I found, for example, that at thirty-five my capacity for intense mental work was greater than at any time before or since. But even while the body can take such punishment for days, it cannot do so indefinitely. I recall the afternoon before the big hearing on the twenty-fifth. Bert Andrews stopped by my office. He exclaimed, “You look like hell. You need some sleep.” By that time my case had been prepared and, at Andrews’ insistence and for the first time in my life, I took a sleeping pill before going to bed. I slept for twelve hours and woke up the next morning physically refreshed, ready for the most important test I had had up to that time.


•  •  •


The caucus room, where Hiss had appeared three weeks before, was again jammed. Klieg lights and television cameras were set up for the first major congressional hearing ever to be televised. It was unfortunate that, back in 1948, there were so few television sets in American homes. Had millions of Americans seen Hiss on the stand that day—as was the case, for example, when Estes Kefauver questioned Frank Costello in 1951—there would not have been the lingering doubts over the Hiss case which have continued for so many years.


The Committee pointed up through its questioning the scores of loopholes in the story about George Crosley. We produced source after source to show that George Crosley never existed except in Alger Hiss’s mind. We spent three hours grilling him on his story about the car. He knew that we had found the records on the car and had prepared a line of defense. He changed his story. Now he said he had not “given” or “sold” the car to Crosley but had “given Crosley the use of the car.” But he still insisted he had done so in connection with Crosley’s rental of the apartment.


I asked him how he could have given Crosley the use of a car in 1935, before the lease on the apartment expired, when he himself did not acquire a new car until months later. I reminded him that he had testified that the reason he had given the car to Crosley was that he already had a new car and thus had no need of the old one. He tried to explain this inconsistency by saying that he might have given Crosley “the use of the car” only after he acquired his new one.
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