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PROLOGUE
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 THE CUSTOM OF THE COUNTRY


PRESIDENT HARRY S. TRUMAN knew he was a discredited man. On the day after the congressional elections of 1946, his party suffered its worst defeat since 1928, losing both the House and Senate to Republicans. Under his leadership, Democrats lost badly in New York, California, Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Illinois and did poorly in the border states. The New Deal coalition that FDR had put together appeared shattered. Arriving from Kansas City at Washington’s Union Station on a depressingly gray November morning, Truman walked off the train, silent but smiling, and found no one there to greet him.1

Politics is an unsentimental business, and the president understood that politicians could not afford to be tainted by too close proximity to failures. It was therefore with some astonishment that he saw there was, after all, someone standing on the platform to meet him. In his elegantly tailored topcoat and homburg was his under secretary of state, Dean Gooderham Acheson. The president was absolutely delighted to see him and asked him back to the White House for a drink.

Dean Acheson, on the other hand, was perplexed and deeply distressed at the absence of any high official from the government save himself. As he later recalled, “It had for years been a Cabinet custom to meet President Roosevelt’s private car on his return from happier elections and escort him to the White House. It never occurred to me that after defeat the President would be left to creep unnoticed back to the capital. So I met his train. To my surprise and horror, I was alone on the platform where his car was brought in, except for the stationmaster and a reporter or two.”2

For Truman, the greatest political value was loyalty. Acheson’s uncomplicated display of fealty to his chief was a loyalty as much to the office of the presidency as to the man. But it helped to forge an iron bond between the two men over the next seven years that led to the creation of new institutions so powerful that they came to define—for Americans at home, for allies and adversaries, for good and for ill—an American international order.3

Both men were products of small-town life, both were men of action, filled with vitality and endowed with a strong sense of humor, and both were without guile or self-importance. Harry Truman, self-educated, devoted to his wife and daughter, easy with his poker-playing cronies, never really had a close male friend, until, toward the end of his life, he found one in Dean Acheson, who on the surface seemed the most unlikely of choices.4

Improbable friends, Truman the bookworm and Acheson the rebel. For Acheson was rarely at peace with the world: he was quick, often impatient, too much at odds with superficial codes of conduct. Tall, slim, dashing, and seemingly remote, the personification of the American notion of a British diplomat, Acheson was, in fact, a gregarious and outspoken man who could easily wound those who he felt were inauthentic. He was said not to suffer fools gladly; in fact, he suffered them scarcely at all.

Like Truman, Acheson believed that most problems could be solved “with a little ingenuity and without inconvenience to the folks at large.”5 Like Truman, Acheson was also something of a stoic, who came to believe what his father, an Episcopal clergyman, taught him: that “much in life could not be affected or mitigated, and, hence, must be borne. Borne without complaint, because complaints were a bore and nuisance to others and undermined the serenity essential to endurance.”6

When Acheson accompanied the president back to the White House, he seemed to bring a change to the Truman presidency. In a sense he came to the White House to stay. That very afternoon he met with members of Truman’s personal staff and urged them not to let the president call a special session of Congress in order to confirm petty political appointments before the new Congress could take over.7

The incorruptible figure of Acheson in some sense symbolized the transition from the first phase of the Truman presidency, with all its parochialism and tacking, to the second, more heroic period.

It was Acheson, first as under secretary, then as secretary of state, who was a prime architect of the Marshall Plan to restore economic health to Western Europe, who refashioned a peacetime alliance of nations under the rubric of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, who crafted the Truman Doctrine to contain any Soviet advance into the Middle East and the Mediterranean. It was Acheson who had already been instrumental in creating the international financial institutions at Bretton Woods that helped ensure global American economic predominance. And it was Acheson who stood by Truman in deciding that the United States must respond to the North Korean invasion of South Korea, who urged the firing of General Douglas MacArthur for insubordination, and who stood up to the vilifications of Senator Joseph McCarthy.

Above all else, it was Acheson who created the intellectual concepts that undergirded Truman’s decisions, who had the clearest view of the role America might play in the postwar world, and who possessed the willpower to accomplish these ends. Not long after Acheson joined Truman at the White House on that bleak November day in 1946, the administration finally found its footing in the international arena. With Acheson at or near the helm, its policies started to show a breadth of conception, a buoyancy, and a boldness of action that had not been seen in foreign affairs in peacetime in this century.

Although Acheson was a convinced anti-Communist, he rejected extremes and was far from being a Cold Warrior at the end of World War II. On the contrary, he sought cooperative agreements with the Soviet Union as a great power that had shared in the victory over the Axis with the United States and Great Britain.

But when he determined that it was imperative to contain an expansionist Soviet Union, he was prone at times to employ a rhetoric of anticommunism that, in his own words, made his arguments “clearer than truth” in order to get them accepted by the Congress. These were Faustian bargains, however, and during his last years in office Acheson would be savagely attacked by the conservatives as an appeaser of an ideologically threatening Soviet Union.

In his essence, Acheson was a realist. He never intended, as he testified later, that the United States should embark on a “crusade against any ideology.”8 But he was committed to the defense and to the economic and social construction of Western Europe. An intensely pragmatic man, impatient with abstractions, he saw that American interests required such a policy, one that inevitably entailed the political, and hence military, containment of the Soviet Union. While he did not come to high office with an elaborate plan to establish an American imperium, more than any of his contemporaries, more than Roosevelt, Truman, or General Marshall, he perceived what the interests of the United States and its allies required. In this respect, he did the most to create the world that endured from the outset of the Cold War to the collapse of communism almost half a century later, and beyond.

Nor did Acheson’s influence end with the Truman presidency. Out of office, Acheson sat as a member of President John E Kennedy’s executive committee during the Cuban missile crisis. Then, in the twilight of his career, he was asked by President Lyndon B. Johnson to head a group of senior statesmen, the so-called wise men, to see how the United States could extricate itself from the Vietnam quagmire. Although other senior statesmen and military leaders had earlier urged Johnson to avoid a land war in Asia, it was only when Acheson turned against the Vietnam War and told the president that it was time to “take steps to disengage” that Johnson knew it was all over. Later, even President Richard Nixon sought Acheson’s counsel, and Acheson reiterated his policy recommendation for Vietnam—to move steadily out; he then broke with Nixon when he extended the war into Cambodia.

The most important figure in American foreign policy since John Quincy Adams, Dean Acheson was the quintessential American realist who most fully understood and mastered the exercise of American power in the American era.


PART ONE
A BOY’S LIFE
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CHAPTER ONE
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 ET IN ARCADIA EGO


DESPITE LATER APPEARANCES, Dean Acheson was not an American patrician. Nor was he born to great wealth. To him, his childhood seemed golden, but its pleasures were the ordinary ones of an American boy allowed to roam free in the safe and seemingly uncomplicated world of a small town in the late nineteenth century. No matter what his studies were during the day, or his scraped knee, or a scuffling argument with his sister at supper, each day at twilight he could anticipate two major events: first of all, the boys and girls would race down to the firehouse, “where every evening,” as he recalled years later, “the shining wagon and the well-brushed horses were brought into the street.” Firemen slid down poles. Then the horses and wagons were put back into the fire-house. That was all, but this enormous pleasure was followed hard upon by another race to the wharf to watch the arrival of the boat from the state capital at Hartford to pick up passengers en route to New York. To young Dean Acheson, “it seemed that the ladies and gentlemen promenading the deck of that ship were the most fortunate people on earth, and watching them night after night, I imagined myself plowing across the open sea, some nights to Europe, some nights to China, some nights to darkest Africa.”1

This golden age of childhood, Acheson believed, was able to be fixed quite accurately in the Connecticut valley, in a town in the exact center of the state and “appropriately called Middletown.” The Middletown of young Dean Acheson still bore the marks of prosperity because it had once been the head of navigation of the Connecticut River, flowering briefly when clipper ships of the China trade dropped anchor there to service trade to the northern frontier. It was also the site of Wesleyan University. One of the “juicy thrills” of Dean’s boyhood was to make for the Wesleyan ball field and hang around the outfield for an hour or so during batting practice. “Sometimes,” he said, “if you hung around long enough, a fly ball might come your way and you were allowed to catch it and toss it back to some big boy with a ‘W’ on his sweater, who could actually say, ‘Thanks, kid.’ A rather impressive moment.”2 The pattern of one’s life seemed to have an “ordered regularity.” Life, Acheson believed, “flowed easily and pretty democratically.”3

At the turn of the century Middletown was a market town with a few small factories—textile, silver, marine hardware. Its great wealth was behind it, but at one time Middletown had promised to be the most important city in Connecticut. Townsfolk prospered by their eager participation in the “triangle trade”—exchanging rum and farm products in the West Indies for slaves, sugar, and molasses, then returning to England for manufactured goods to sell to the colonies. But this trade largely evaporated after the War of 1812, and Middletown turned its energies to manufacturing.4

The town remained dominated by sea captains, merchants, and traders, such as the powerful Russell family, which established a merchant house in Canton from 1818 to 1831, importing opium and exporting tea and silk. Perhaps for this reason the ruling families emphasized river and sea over land routes, and Middle-town lost out to cities such as Hartford and New Haven that were on the main rail lines. Had Middletown not been bypassed by the railroads, it would have doubtless grown into a large city. Instead it remained a small town of about fifteen thousand when Dean Acheson was born on April 11, 1893, in the brick rectory of Holy Trinity Church, where his father had arrived as pastor a year earlier.

Holy Trinity rose up on Main Street, at the bottom of the hill, which was dominated by the great mansions of the Alsops and the Russells. The rector and his family moved to a more rural part of town and built a large white stucco house, whose door was framed by Ionic pillars and whose bay windows overlooked a flagstone terrace and inviting woods.

In this atmosphere of genteel living, nothing presented any visible hazard to the children. “No one was run over,” Acheson recalled. “No one was kidnapped. No one had his teeth straightened. No one worried about the children, except occasionally my mother, when she saw us riding on the back step of the ice wagon and believed, fleetingly, that one of the great blocks of Pamecha Pond ice would fall on us. But none ever did. Unharmed, in hot weather we sucked gallons of ice chips from what was doubtless polluted ice.”5

As the son of an Episcopal clergyman, Dean Acheson would appear to have adjusted to a world where values were fixed and unquestioned. He was even the proud owner of a pony that did not share its master’s passion for imaginative games. “Mean, as well as lazy, and uncooperative,” Acheson wrote of the animal, “he knew who was afraid and who would fight back. The timid did well to feed him sugar on a tennis racquet; but he was gentle as a lamb if one had one’s fist cocked for a fast punch in the nose.”6 The lesson stayed with Acheson throughout his life.

[image: Image]

The life of a middle-class American was something to which Dean Acheson’s father, had he known of it in his early youth, might well have aspired. An Englishman of Scotch-Irish descent, Edward Campion Acheson was born in Woolwich, Kent, in 1857. The Acheson family had apparently lived for centuries in Edinburgh, Scotland, and then migrated to Armagh in Ulster (northern Ireland) in the early seventeenth century, and finally to England. A master sergeant, Edward’s father, Alexander Acheson, married Mary Campion, a south Irish woman from Cork, served in the Crimean War, and fought in the battle of Balaclava.7 There are no family records, but after Edward and his three brothers were born, Mary Campion died, and Alexander married again. Edward was apparently unhappy with his new stepmother and in his teens escaped his unhappy fate and emigrated alone to Canada.

In 1881 this strikingly handsome young man had secured a job in a dry goods company in Toronto as an elevator boy. But soon he found a way to enter University College of the University of Toronto, where he also seems to have inherited his father’s bent for military action; while still a student, he enlisted in the Queen’s Own Rifles, a militia regiment.8

In 1885 his service was in the Northwest Territories to put down a settler-Indian rebellion organized by Louis Riel, a Canadian partially of Indian descent who wanted to establish a separate nation. At the battle of Cut Knife Creek, Acheson was wounded. It appears that the battalion had been ambushed in a clearing and pulled back to seek cover. Edward, seeing that a fellow soldier had been hit and was lying in no-man’s-land, ran out to pick him up. After shouldering back the dead man, he then returned to rescue another rifleman who was also wounded. For this he received the Victoria Medal for Bravery.9

Perhaps it was his wartime exploits that convinced him to enter divinity school, for he reputedly conducted the first church service at Fort Qu’Appelle west of Winnipeg.10 In any case, upon returning to the university, he completed his education by studying for the Anglican ministry at a theological seminary, Wycliffe College of the University of Toronto, from which he graduated in 1889, and was made a curate at All Saints’ Church in that city.11 Edward Acheson’s sense of order and discipline may well have been reinforced by his military service and his own undoubted self-control and ambition.

Wycliffe College had been founded in 1877 by a local Anglican evangelical movement that had rebelled against the powerful “high-church” Anglicanism that then prevailed at Toronto’s Trinity College. Out of this tradition, emphasizing the supremacy of the Scripture accompanied by evangelical fervor, Edward Acheson practiced a Christianity that stressed moral imperatives within a “low-church” ritual.12

It was through Wycliffe that he met the Gooderham family, which had long been involved in the Anglican evangelical movement. Soon the handsome young curate was courting Eleanor Gooderham, and in 1892, three years after he was appointed assistant rector of Saint George’s Church in New York City, he married her.

Eleanor was the daughter of George Gooderham, one of thirteen children. The Gooderhams had also emigrated from England, but in their case early in 1832, and had become in due course prosperous millers, which had been their calling in England. The processing of grain as a drink soon took the place of the milling of flour, and distilling became the main source of the family’s money in the firm of Gooderham and Worts. Only two years before Eleanor’s marriage to Edward Acheson, George Gooderham had built a massive red-stone-and-granite house at 135 St. George Street, a mere few blocks from Wycliffe College.13

Eleanor herself had been sent to England for schooling. “My mother’s enthusiasm for the Empire and the Monarch,” Acheson wrote, “was not diluted by any corrupting contact with Canadian nationalism.”14 Eleanor’s family was not prepared to have her live as poorly as a clergyman’s wife might be expected to. Her father provided her with enough to lead a comfortable existence, and then in 1904, a considerable sum was settled on her, so that the Achesons lived a fairly prosperous life among the gentry of Middletown, where the young couple relocated after less than a year at Saint George’s. Their first son, Dean, was born on April 11, 1893.

Despite the Achesons’ financial security, they were hardly in the same class as the Alsops and the Russells. They were neither considered, nor considered themselves, part of an American aristocracy. Mrs. Acheson, however, dressed in a stylish manner, rode horseback, and was one of the first in town to own a car. She was also an accomplished sportswoman: her father had taught her to shoot and ride and fish during her childhood summers spent camping in rural Canada. She also got to be a very good shot by practicing at shooting galleries on the Atlantic City boardwalk. The story is told that at dinner Mrs. Acheson, although characteristically dressed in her “long, swishy silks,” would spy a squirrel on the terrace, leap from her chair, seize a shotgun from inside the door of the verandah, and bag the importunate intruder who scared birds and broke up their nests. As Dean’s wife described it, “on her high heels and her pearls on—always real ones—she’d take a shot and drop the body of the squirrel.”15

She was an often intimidating woman and became a kind of social arbiter in Middletown.16 She tended to dominate groups, and, as her granddaughter characterized her, “with her imposing air, she became something of a grande dame.” Her friends were “slightly obsequious” and were easily given to flattering her.17 From a wealthy, relatively cosmopolitan background, she may well have found life in Middletown too confining for her talents, too provincial for someone of her education and upbringing.

Two more children were born to Edward and Eleanor Acheson—Margaret, two years younger than Dean and who was known as Margo, and, a few years later, Edward, who was called Ted. The father’s temperament, what Dean called his “wild Ulster streak,” was reflected in the children, all of whom seemed determined to avoid conformity.18 Dean was especially close to his mother, with whom he shared a vivid sense of humor. A boyhood companion remembers the delight in their repartee, and Dean’s wife recalled that the first time she visited the Achesons on a college vacation she came up the walk with his sister to see Dean “standing just behind his mother in the open doorway, the two of them laughing over some mutually shared joke.”19 Dean inherited from his mother her forceful character and that somewhat theatrical part of her nature that made her want to stand out from the crowd, to organize things, and to dominate.

Relations with his father were more formal. His father maintained an “Olympian detachment” from the ordinary details of raising children. In the evenings he would retire to his study immediately after dinner, and his most direct influence on the formation of his children tended to come on summer vacations, first on Long Island Sound at Indian Neck not far from New Haven, later at Round Mountain Lake in west-central Maine.

It was a long, rough journey to the north, though it began peacefully enough on the night train, as Acheson later described it, “the rhythm of the clicking wheels beneath, the window curtain raised a cautious inch on the kaleidoscope of dark shapes outside punctuated by a flash of play from lights, the shiver at the lonely, lost-soul wail of the engine ahead.”20 The train dropped off a rail car that took the family to the town of Farmington, and then a short ride to the end of a narrow-gauge logging railroad, where the “buckboards waited for the last excruciating trek to camp.” The final few miles were tough ones—“when the forests closed in and the mountains began in earnest, only the luggage rode.”21

The rector was at ease with his family in the woods. He taught the children canoeing, fly casting, and backpacking, and his stoical attitude was imparted on these camping trips. For he was a man who, though widely read in theology and Christian doctrine, rarely spoke of either. Reflecting his evangelical background, he dealt with ethics and conduct rather than revelation and redemption. “If his goal was the salvation of his soul, it was salvation by works, performed with charity and humor as well as zeal,” his son wrote. His code of conduct was “instilled on the trails of our camping trips.” Any tendency “to whine or grouse resulted in ignominious dismissal to the end of the line.”22

Like his father, Acheson was not given to abstract thinking. Like his father, he preferred a code of conduct “based on the perceptions of what was decent and civilized.”23 His father, he said in later years, did not burden him with a guilty conscience; rather, when the boy misbehaved the rector’s discipline appeared as “a force of nature.” Acheson characterized this aspect of his relationship with his more demanding parent as follows: “The penalty for falling out of a tree was to get hurt. The penalty for falling out with my father was apt to be the same thing. Result followed cause in a rational, and hence predictable, way but left no spiritual wound. The judgment of nature upon error is harsh and painful, but it is not a lecture or a verdict of moral and social obloquy.”24

While Dean Acheson came to believe that his father’s punishment left no “spiritual wound,” he was nonetheless deeply hurt when he sought his father’s approval and found it lacking. Time and again he would search for affirmation where he could find it—if not in his family, then within the larger circle of friends whose applause he craved.25

In the years immediately ahead, however, at school and at college, Dean almost willfully challenged authority. He seemed to flaunt his rebellious temperament, that “wild Ulster streak” he believed he had inherited from his accomplished father—who in 1915 rose to Episcopal heights as bishop of Connecticut.


CHAPTER TWO
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 A WORLD APART


“AFTER THE GOLDEN AGE, life lost this pristine, unorganized, amoral freedom,” Acheson wrote years later. “The organization of the boarding school, like the wolf, in Icelandic saga, which ran up the sky and devoured the sun, devoured my early freedom.”1 First formally educated at a local private school, Dean continued to enjoy the “amoral freedom” of life in Middletown. It was especially the freedom of “wild things” that he enjoyed, “whose discipline came from pains and penalties externally and impersonally imposed, not penalties devised and inflicted by one’s own kind with connotations of personal disapproval.”2 At nine years old, however, he was sent to a nearby boarding school, Hamlet Lodge, in Pomfret, Connecticut; this nonetheless permitted weekend visits from his parents, and he was not yet expelled from the valley that had seemed to him another Eden.

His close boyhood friend, Joe Lawton, remembered driving out with Dean’s father to visit the boy. When they reached the top of the steps that led down to the school, they ran into another boy who was walking back and forth. When the minister asked him what he was doing, he explained that he was being punished. Dean’s father admonished him to mend his ways and then asked where he might find his son. The boy answered: “He’s over there being punished, too.” As Law-ton recalled it, Dean “did everything that came into his head. He was a good mixer, but very, very independent.”3

It was an independence that would cost him most dearly in the years ahead, for in 1905, at the age of twelve, he was sent to Groton School northwest of Boston, and the dream of his lost freedom intensified in an atmosphere in which, as a former Grotonian described it, “obedience and conformity were commended by one’s teachers as well as by one’s peers. Independence, in almost any form, was punished.”4

Groton was the creation of Endicott Peabody, “the Rector,” whose powerful presence was inescapable. He could inspire fear, love, hatred, and loathing, but always respect. As the thirteen-year-old Averell Harriman wrote to his father, “You know he would be an awful bully if he wasn’t such a terrible Christian.”5 A man of absolute integrity, from a wealthy and distinguished New England family, Peabody was determined to make Groton New England’s new Winchester, and to a remarkable degree he succeeded.

From the outset, Groton School attracted the children of the rich from New York as well as the more patrician offspring of Boston. Peabody saw himself, unlike most headmasters of similar church schools, as the equal of the rich and wellborn, not as their servant. He was eager to enroll the children of American capitalism, in no small part because he believed that certain moral careers, such as public service, were less available to those who had to make money.6

Dedicated to service—both to God and to society—Peabody devised as the motto of the school Cui Servire Est Regnare. “To Serve Him Is to Rule” is the literal translation, but what Peabody intended was the translation from the Book of Common Prayer: “Whose service is perfect freedom.” To Peabody, public service was, above all, the worldly analogue to his rather muscular Christianity. “If some Groton boys do not enter public life and do something for our land,” he said, “it will not be because they have not been urged.”7

Along with his unshakable rectitude, Peabody’s imposing height and strength could easily overwhelm those with whom he came in contact. To a boy who was in the wrong, Peabody could be a truly terrifying figure, not because the Rector would harm the boy personally, but because any transgressions on the boy’s part would be seen as a violation of right and justice, and Peabody had clearly designed the life of the school to reflect these virtues.

Although Peabody admired the English public school system, he was careful to modify its traditions to American ways. There was no “fagging,” whereby older boys held the younger ones as virtual slaves and were allowed to cane miscreants. But Peabody did institute a system of prefects, older boys who were expected to set standards for the younger ones. More important, boys were given “black marks” for misconduct. To receive a black mark, however, did not mean boys were beaten; instead Peabody’s system required a boy to work off each black mark with some assigned task, such as shoveling snow or mowing the lawn. The most severe punishment, six black marks, meant a visit to the Rector’s study. This subjected the youth to the Rector’s Jovian wrath, and that may well have been more daunting than corporal punishment.8

There was, however, a method of punishment that was not officially sanctioned but was nonetheless permitted. When younger boys were deemed to have broken the Groton code—by cheating, for example—or were considered too “fresh,” physical punishment was inflicted. There were two ways of doing so: the less severe, “boot boxing,” consisted of being put into a basement locker assigned to each boy for the boots he wore outdoors. While in the box, the culprit would be painfully doubled up for as long a time as he was forced to remain in his tiny prison.

The second and more terrifying punishment was “pumping.” This consisted of having one’s face shoved under an open spigot in the lavatory for as long a time as it took to induce a sensation of drowning. If a boy was consistently out of line, two or three pumpings usually sufficed to curb any outward expression of his rebellion.9

The hierarchical nature of the system, coupled with the Rector’s uncompromising moral stance, produced in Groton a rigid discipline whose effect, as the artist George Biddle (Groton 1904) described it, was “to stifle the creative impulse. Its code could tolerate a feeling of shame for one’s brother, and by and large, in many small ways, it was intellectually dishonest.”10

The curriculum reflected the classical training of the English public school system. Latin was required, Greek optional with a choice between it and extra mathematics, physics, or chemistry. In history, Greece held two and a half years, Rome one year, western Europe and England each one year; the United States was restricted to half a year. French was not taught after the sophomore year (or fourth form), and German was taught the last two years. English was required throughout, but there was no geography, no biology, no music or art, no manual training. There was, of course, sacred studies, taught by the Rector, whose cry “Nails and notebook, boy!” traditionally opened the class.11

The true measure of achievement at Groton, however, was athletic prowess. Everyone was expected to play football and baseball no matter how much a boy might dislike them or how indifferently one played. Although scholarship was important to the Rector because the boys had to be prepared properly to enter Harvard or Yale, athletics was believed to build character and excessive bookishness seen as a flaw. When Joseph Alsop, later a globe-trotting columnist, was brought to the school for the first time, his mother started to boast of her son’s bookish habits, at which point the Rector told her not to worry, “We’ll soon knock all that out of him.”12

While most Grotonians spent their lives serving Mammon rather than God, a remarkable number entered public service—Groton’s first thousand graduates included one president, two secretaries of state, two governors, three senators, and nine ambassadors; few indeed were those who either entered the ministry or pursued the arts.13

It was a spartan world that greeted young Acheson as he entered the first form. Bedrooms were six-by-ten cubicles with bare walls, save for the hooks on which suits could be hung. There was no privacy, no door, walls just seven feet high, and only a curtain to be drawn across the entrance to the corridor. Furnishings were minimal: a plain bureau, a table, a chair, a rug, and a narrow bed. At the end of the dormitory was a lavatory with showers and long sinks of black soapstone with tin basins in them.

The regimen began a little before seven in the morning, when the boys were marched to the lavatory, where, under the uncompromising supervision of a prefect, they took a cold shower. After that ordeal, the boys were served breakfast at seven-thirty, followed by morning chapel at eight. Classes began at eight-thirty and continued without interruption until noon, when the main meal of the day was served. In the afternoon were two forty-five-minute sessions, followed in fall and spring by sports. Then, before supper, the boys donned a stiff collar and dress shoes. Evening chapel followed supper, and that was followed by a study period.

At the close of each day every boy lined up to say good night to the Rector and Mrs. Peabody. The Peabodys shook hands with them, and the Rector would often add some personal word. It was a moment when boys would be cast down, should the Rector proffer an unsmiling handshake or a curt “Good night”; on the other hand, should the Rector add a special word of praise and give an especially warm handshake, the boy would be extremely pleased. It was the headmaster’s notion of the school as a Victorian family, and even for those boys who never fitted in, it was virtually impossible to rid oneself of the moral shadow of Endicott Peabody.14

“We knew that we moved in a world apart—and always of course in a world above,” one graduate, who did become an artist, wrote years later.15 It was this world that Dean Acheson became a part of in the fall of 1905, and it was one that he never accepted. Not only was the regimentation anathema to a boy who had enjoyed an unusual degree of freedom, but also the style of his dress was that of a country boy, as compared with the swells from New York. Schoolboy snobbishness flourished at Groton, and Acheson was hardly in a class with an Auchincloss or a Harriman, yet these were the boys who now attended Groton School. Perhaps the very slights that he may have suffered over his clothes contributed to his later concern with what he wore.

He was doubtless “fresh” and, unlike Franklin Roosevelt a decade earlier, unwilling to bend easily to the rules of the game. Above all, he was unwilling to accept the guidance of Peabody. Not surprisingly his grades suffered, and he was held in low esteem by both the Rector and the masters. Early on, Peabody wrote, “I find [Acheson] a very unexpected sort of person. Irresponsible. Forgets books. Does not remember lessons. Makes excuses. Not quite straightforward. Black marks show conduct not satisfactory. Should have stiff reprimand from home.” By spring, Peabody was exasperated and simply noted, “Immature.” Four years later, things were no better. “The masters find him disagreeable to teach at times.” And a year later, “He is full of immature prejudices.”16

While there were notations of some improvement from time to time, the overall evaluation was highly unfavorable. At one point the Rector wrote to his parents to ask them to come up and talk with him about their son because he was having such a difficult time with him. His mother took the journey north, and when she was with the Rector, he reputedly said, “Mrs. Acheson, I think it is clear that we will never be able to make a Groton boy out of Dean, and he would do well to go to another school.” In her version Mrs. Acheson replied, “Dr. Peabody, I didn’t send Dean here to have you make a ‘Groton boy’ out of him. I sent him here to be educated.” “Oh, we can educate him.” “Then I suggest you do it. I will leave him here as long as I think you can succeed, though you give me considerable doubt.”17

The story is indicative not only of the Rector’s view of Dean, but of his mother’s willingness to defend him at all times, something the boy never doubted. He wrote to her at thirteen, “How dearly I love you and how necessary you are to my happiness.”18

Acheson graduated at the very bottom of his class of twenty-four, with a sixty-eight average on his final report card. He did, however, make the first crew in his final year. One classmate remembered that “among his schoolmates at Groton Dean was conspicuous for his nimble wit, the independence of his opinions and his courage in declaring them. When the monthly marks were announced by the Rector, his name was seldom, if ever, among the first; because in those days Dean’s agile and versatile intelligence was not focused on his classroom assignments to a notable extent, but was spent diffusely, if not capriciously, often to amuse, shock, dazzle, or discomfort.”19

“At Groton I didn’t feel like conforming,” Acheson wrote years later. “And to my surprise and astonishment, I discovered not only that an independent judgment might be the right one, but that a man was actually alive and breathing once he had made it.”20 Reflecting on his experience at Groton, Acheson concluded: “The authoritarianism of the English ‘public’ school, upon which ours was modeled, was not for all temperaments. To adapt oneself to so sudden and considerable a change required what is now called a ‘Well-adjusted’ personality. Mine apparently was not. At first, through surprise, ignorance, and awkwardness, later on and increasingly through willfulness, I bucked the Establishment and the system. One who does this fights against the odds. The result was predictable, painful, and clear.”21

In his last year he published an essay in the school magazine, the Grotonian, called “The Snob in America.” In it he spelled out his attachment to democratic values and, one presumes, his implicit criticism of the snobbery that was rampant at Groton and from which he had suffered. He opened his piece by defending the ideal of self-respect and urged the reader not to confuse this with snobbishness. Moreover, “in America especially, the institution of snobbery finds its lot a hard one [for] there is something in the ideal of democracy which is the death knell of snobbery…. [T]he essence of democracy is belief in the common people, and the essence of snobbery is contempt of them.”22

Following his “belief in the common people,” and his contempt for the “idle rich,” a “class [which] is not American,” Acheson, upon graduation, sought out the world of the workingman. Through family connections he obtained a job with the work crew of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway (now the Canadian National), then being pushed westward across northern Canada. This was to be the great adventure of his youth, and it came none too soon for a boy who felt more than “a measure of self-doubt.”23

Acheson’s eagerness to work on the railroad under conditions of severe hardship reflected what the social historian Nelson Aldrich has called “the ordeal.” Working in the wild becomes an occasion for testing oneself in the “rough mercies of the wilderness.” There was in the West—whether American or Canadian—a hint of romance and a sense, as Aldrich describes it, “that through a willing exposure of the self to the forces of luck, good and bad, [you] will be led to develop a sense of personal power and consequence, and thereby acquire pride, but not overweening pride.”24 In Acheson’s case the summer ordeal was to give him back, as he later recalled, “a priceless possession, joy in life.”25

On a June day in 1911, Dean set out for the wilderness called James Bay, about 160 miles south of the southern tip of Hudson Bay. From a town called Cochrane, a railroad camp and supply depot, a transcontinental line was being built east and west. This was “Indian country,” and after a night spent at the “Four Macs Hotel,” he was sent off by construction freight train yet another 160 miles to work at the lowest job available at the residency of the engineer in charge—an axman. Riding in a caboose, Dean was assaulted by smoke, mosquitoes, and blackflies, but, as he later wrote, “Smoke, crying eyes and ravenous insects were as nothing compared to the intoxication of knowing that this was ‘life.’”

Summers in the Maine woods proved a boon for the young axman, and within a few days he was sent farther west to the absolute wilderness, where four or five log cabins housed the second group of workmen. There he learned to smoke a pipe and in due course was sent farther into the forest primeval. In a swamp clearing, four or five structures were joined together by a boardwalk. Three or four feet of the walls were made of log; the rest and the ceiling, of canvas: “To have been told that I would become fond of this dreary spot would have been unbelievable. But so it was to be.”

Together, Dean and a “French-Indian lad,” in addition to working as axmen, took over the jobs of rodman and force accountant—Dean walking over ten miles every day to check off the condition of the thousand or so men working on the railroad.

Life at the residency in the swamp was filled with “songs and talk” that were “noisy, bawdy, often vulgar in the extreme.” Dean thrived in this atmosphere of digging latrines, splitting wood, dealing with drunken knife fights—even death “from causes unknown.” When he left the camp at the end of the summer to enter Yale College, he was filled with sadness. “These men,” he wrote, “had done more for me than they would ever know and, in doing it, had become a part of me. They had given me a new eagerness for experience. The simple, extroverted pattern of their lives had revived a sense of freedom amidst uncoerced order, extinguishing the memory of ‘pain as exquisite as any,’ in John Adams’s words, from suffocating discipline and arbitrary values.”26

With the money he earned, he bought in Toronto a small gold-filigree brooch studded with pearls for his mother, who wore it until her death. Six months later, on the occasion of her birthday, the eighteen-year-old wrote her a note (which she valued “above all my other treasures”) in which he referred to himself in the third person as returning “from his first argosy, bringing his first golden fleece.” He goes on to say that “it was not an easy argosy; it was not an easy golden fleece, and it taught him many things. But in one respect he has never changed, that feeling in his heart is the same now as it was in the child’s heart over a decade ago. Perhaps there is not the same blindness about it which there was in the child. While to him the mother meant a great, comforting, all-understanding being, now he sees in her all love, patience, goodness, purity.”27

Through his ordeal in the wilderness, Dean was freed from the unhappiness of Groton, the unremitting discipline, and the Rector’s moral strictures. But after graduating from Yale and while a student at Harvard Law School, he came to recognize that he had frittered away too much of his time at the school and tried to make up for it in a letter to Endicott Peabody. This began by apologizing for neglecting his “associations with the school.” Yet “I do not want you to think that my attitude has been one of piqued hostility…. It was entirely one of shrinking from a place where I knew that I had been a failure and where I felt that the masters and the boys who knew me had an opinion of me far less charitable than the present one of the world at large…. All such feeling on my part is quite gone. Of course, I can’t deceive myself about my career in school or the memory that everyone has of it. But there was an open mindedness, or rather an eagerness, on the part of every one to find the signs of a redemption which I appreciated a great deal.”28

A few years later, after the birth of his son, David, he wrote Peabody to ask that the boy be put down for Groton, and years later, in response to an inquiry from Peabody about David’s impending admission, Acheson wrote: “I may be wrong about this, but it seemed to me in my own case that being pressed too fast to accept ideas, standards and activities which were foreign to me, led me for many years to take a dissenting point of view—which included dissent from many things which later on I found thoroughly acceptable.”29

While the mature Acheson admitted the blemishes of a misspent youth, he never became the rebel fully tamed. If anything, he had learned that his refusal to adopt values imposed on him only strengthened his desire for independence. His years at Yale would reveal a temperament that was still far from ready to accept imposed discipline.


CHAPTER THREE
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 THE MOST DASHING OF YALE MEN


“YOU COME TO YALE—what is said to you? ‘Be natural, be spontaneous, revel in a certain freedom, enjoy a leisure you’ll never get again, browse around, give your imagination a chance, see everyone, rub wits with everyone, get to know yourself.’”

This was the advice given to Dink Stover in Owen Johnson’s classic tale of Yale life at the turn of the century. This was certainly what Dean Acheson intended to do and, to large extent, did. But for most Yalies, the college was a highly competitive institution, and the goal was success. As Owen Johnson remarked of Dink Stover, “What completely surprised him was the lack of careless, indolent camaraderie he had known at school and had expected in larger scope at college. Every one was busy, working with a dogged persistence along some line of ambition.”1

So demanding was the constant competition among undergraduates that even Henry Stimson, that quintessential Yale man, confessed years later that “the idea of a struggle for prizes, so to speak, has always been one of the fundamental elements of my mind, and I can hardly conceive of what my feelings would be if I ever was put in a position or situation in life where there are no prizes to struggle for.”2 Ambition at Yale, however, did not generally run to scholarship. As a faculty committee described the college a few years before Acheson entered, “Hard study has become unfashionable at Yale.”3

Organizations abounded, on the other hand, and athletic teams were held in the highest esteem. As freshmen, the members of the Class of 1915 entered the college at the end of the greatest era in Yale football. From 1882 to 1898 Yale produced nine undefeated teams. In 1909 the Yale football team went undefeated, untied, and unscored upon. The Yale competitive spirit was also evident in the proliferation of clubs: between 1900 and 1911 the Yale Dramatic Association was formed, as well as the singing group, the Whiffenpoofs, and the literary society, the Elizabethan Club.

While athletes continued to be held in great esteem, young men who wrote poetry and fiction emerged into what was later called the Yale Literary Renaissance. Between 1911 and 1920 Yale produced poets Archibald MacLeish (1915) and Stephen Vincent Benét (1919); playwrights Donald Ogden Stewart (1916), Philip Barry (1918), and Thornton Wilder (1920); publishers John Farrar (1918), Briton Hadden (1920), and Henry Luce (1920). These young men seemed to embrace the Yale ethos. So prevalent was the organizational impulse that Stephen Vincent Benét and his roommate composed a poem that began

Do you want to be successful
 Form a club!
 Are your chances quite distressful?
 Form a club!4

In theory all this activity was made possible because of what was termed “Yale Democracy.” It did not matter, it was said, who you were or where you came from or how much money you had. Yet, as W. S. Lewis (1918) wrote in his autobiography, One Man’s Education, “At Yale (as elsewhere, for that matter), it helped to have the right clothes and to know how to wear them…. More important than clothes was the air of ‘belonging.’ The swift appraising eyes of adepts in the art of social intercourse recognized a fellow initiate on sight, the rest might as well not exist, but acquirement of an acceptable appearance was not in itself enough to ensure success. You had to prove your worth, a fact subsumed under the concept of ‘Yale Democracy.’

“To the Western boys [like Lewis] who came to Yale … without a year or two in a good Eastern prep school, the talk about Yale democracy was ironical. Although it made no difference whether you had money or not (few knew who were rich unless they had famous names) and there was no Harvard Gold Coast into which the jeunesse dorée withdrew, by Western standards Yale was anything but ‘democratic.’”5

Basic to Yale undergraduate life was the institution of the senior society, which was supposed to be reconciled to Yale Democracy by the notion that Yale stood for equality of opportunity but not equality of reward. In Acheson’s day there were three senior societies: Wolf’s Head, Scroll and Key, and the most prestigious, Skull and Bones. On the second Thursday in May, the junior class, or at least those who thought they had a reasonable chance of being selected, assembled under the “Tap Day Oak” on the campus at five in the afternoon. A few minutes before the hour, members of the secret societies strolled through the Berkeley oval and stood at attention behind the juniors whom they were going to tap. As W. S. Lewis describes the scene: “At the first stroke of five the expressionless Seniors banged the Juniors’ shoulders shouting, ‘Go to your room!’ The crowd burst into nervous applause. This went on for nearly an hour while the excitement grew as the three societies filled up their number of fifteen each and it became evident that some prominent Juniors were going to miss out.”6

Forty-five men out of 380, or 1 in 8, were selected. They were then expected to spend every Thursday and every Sunday evening meeting with the other members of their society in a “tomb,” so-called because of its windowless building. They were not like the social—or “final”—clubs, which flourished at Harvard and were largely given over to dissipation. Yale’s senior societies were devoted primarily to self-improvement. They were shrines to good fellowship, minischools of success.

The president of Yale, Arthur Hadley, believed that the “prime necessity” of a course of study was character building, and, in the words of one Yale historian, “after this character was formed it was to be used in public service.”7 The curriculum was devised for the average student, and electives were not encouraged. Yale’s president admitted that Oxford and Harvard probably did a better job “in developing independent intellectual activity,” but Yale was determined to maintain an educational program that would provide a basic liberal education, which required freshmen and sophomores to take certain core studies in a modern foreign language, history or English literature, mathematics or a modern science, and Greek and Latin (unless a student took both math and a science).8

As W. S. Lewis, who later became Acheson’s close friend and his colleague on the Yale Corporation, wrote, “What Yale believed was painted on the proscenium over the stage in Lapson Lyceum: Non Studiis sed Vitae Discimus. At Yale we learned life, not studies. ‘Life’ was primarily finding out how to get on with one’s fellows and to advance in the never-to-be-relaxed struggle for the first prize, which was not in the minds of most undergraduates the acquirement of bookish knowledge, but an election to a Senior Society.”9 Dean Acheson seems to have shared this belief.

Six feet two, tanned, and healthy after his summer working on the railroad, Dean Acheson came to Yale with the likely belief that he would fit in. Four of his twenty-three classmates at Groton were destined to join him in New Haven (the overwhelming majority of the class went to Harvard). Two of them, Willie Crocker and Joe Walker, were especially good friends and roomed with him his first three years. He was no longer the country lad who had journeyed north to Groton but instead became rather splendid in his dress and possessed of a comfortable allowance. Later he acquired a roadster.

He soon concluded that studying hard at Yale was unnecessary and became a committed bon vivant, so that his grades rarely rose above a C average. He joined a number of clubs, including the Turtles, the Hogans, the Mohicans, and the Grill Room Grizzlies, whose members preferred to drink, sing songs, and tell rather poor jokes, and he became a member of Delta Kappa Epsilon fraternity. Most important of all, he was tapped for Scroll and Key, second only to Skull and Bones in prestige.10

Determined to put aside the strictures of Groton, Acheson strove for achievements at Yale that were therefore wholly social, but they were considerable; in essence, Acheson attained the very pinnacle of success by being the wittiest, the cleverest, the most dashing of Yale men. He was known throughout the college for his scintillating wit and was certainly perceived by underclassmen as one of the leading seniors, along with the poet-athlete Archibald MacLeish and the composer Douglas Moore. “Dean moved in a fast circle and seemed to have a great deal more money than he actually had,” a former classmate recalled. “He was refreshingly bright, and intent upon enjoying himself. He shunned the abstractions, for example, and kept far from the literary life on the campus, or anything that might have smacked of culture with a capital C.”11

It is instructive in this respect to compare Acheson’s career at Yale with Archibald MacLeish’s, for MacLeish became Acheson’s closest friend after they encountered each other again at Harvard Law School. At Yale, however, MacLeish seemed to embody everything Acheson detested. A varsity football player, MacLeish was also chairman of the Lit., one of twenty-eight juniors elected to Phi Beta Kappa, and a writer whose poem “Grief” was published in the widely circulated Yale Review, the first time the Review had ever published verse by an undergraduate.

Acheson, of course, knew MacLeish, whose exploits made the class vote him Most Brilliant and Most Versatile. He was perhaps jealous, but certainly contemptuous, of the image of the striver that MacLeish embodied. When Acheson’s future wife, looking over the class book and coming across numerous references to Archibald MacLeish—scholar, athlete, poet—asked, “Just who is this MacLeish fellow?” Acheson replied, “Oh, you wouldn’t like him.”12 MacLeish’s view of Acheson was no less hostile: “He was the typical son of an Episcopal bishop—gay, graceful, gallant—he was also socially snobby with qualities of arrogance and superciliousness. Dean led a charming social existence at Yale.”13

The only serious extracurricular activity Acheson permitted himself was to row on the freshman crew, as he had at school. His coach was Averell Harriman, who had been two years ahead of him at Groton and was the son of the railroad baron E. H. Harriman, who had built the Union Pacific.

When Acheson entered Yale, the Harvard oarsmen had defeated the Blues for six straight years. In 1911 even an inexperienced Princeton eight had beaten the varsity. With both alumni and undergraduates favoring amateur coaching by Yale graduates and student assistants, Harriman had volunteered to coach the freshman crew. He also believed that the key to Yale’s success might well lie in adapting the Oxford University style of rowing—a long and steady pull. To study Oxford’s method, he sailed for England in January 1912 and spent the winter and spring watching the young Oxonians practice each afternoon and taking notes on the way their oars caught the water, how their long strokes swept them forward until their bodies ran almost parallel to the river. He went to Henley on the Thames to observe them as they prepared for their race against Cambridge, and when he returned to Yale in April, he was ready to teach the freshmen new tricks.

At the Harvard-Yale race that June, the Yale varsity lost again, but Harriman’s freshmen eight, while also losing, challenged the Harvard boat right up to the finish line. With lanky Dean Acheson rowing number seven, the Yale boat lost by only two and a half seconds. As a result, Harriman was named to coach the varsity.14

Although as a sophomore Acheson was not quite big enough to make the varsity crew, Harriman appointed him freshman coach. In the summer of 1913 he asked Acheson to accompany him to England for the crew races at Henley on the Thames and then to Oxford University to pick up some further pointers for the Yale crew. Acheson’s first trip to England was filled with rowdy undergraduate parties, exactly the kind of entertainment a twenty-year-old Yale blade reveled in.

Acheson recalled many decades later the dinner following the Grand Challenge Cup at Henley: “All crews entered for the Grand Challenge Cup were present—foreign and domestic. The great Cup was in the center of a long table, beautiful to see, and rendered even more admirable by being filled with champagne.” Early in the evening, “someone conceived the happy thought of shaking his bottle, and, as he loosened the wire, pointing it at a fellow guest…. The casualties from hostile fire and overrapid consumption of agitated champagne were both heavy and disorganizing—so disorganizing, in fact, that many speeches carefully prepared in English, French, and German perished unspoken.”15

That fall, Harriman and Acheson returned to New Haven, “as full as Ulysses of esoteric learning about rowing—shell construction, rigging, stroke and training—and with more confidence in our learning than I think I have since felt about anything.” Put in charge of coaching at Yale, they arranged a fall race with Princeton University. Yale was soundly beaten, and the following week Harriman and Acheson were dismissed from the coaching staff. In reflecting over the experience of being fired on this occasion, Acheson said that he discovered then that the “sweetest way of being relieved of responsibility without self-reproach is to be unjustly fired.”16
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While the years at Yale were being “squandered in learning things that were meaningless,” as Acheson himself described it years later,17 there was a troubling episode that Acheson never referred to in any of his reminiscences. During the 1912 campaign for the presidency, Acheson was very much taken by Theodore Roosevelt’s Bull Moose campaign against incumbent William Howard Taft and the Democratic challenger, Woodrow Wilson. “I thrilled to every bugle call to action blown by the ‘Young Turks,’ the ‘Progressives,’ and most of all by ‘T.R.,’ the most ebullient of them all,” he wrote, “in the revolt against the ‘Old Guard,’ the ‘malefactors of great wealth,’ against ‘reaction’ in the person of Uncle Joe Cannon [the Speaker of the House] and inaction in the benign and ineffective figure of President William Howard Taft. It was springtime and ‘T.R.’ rode again.”18

But during a heated discussion with his father about the merits of the candidates, the young sophomore called the minister “a fool.” The result was banishment. His father instructed him to pack his bags and not return home for a year. Nonetheless, he was allowed to continue at Yale and to spend his vacations as he chose, which meant rather grand visits to his friends Bayne Denegre in New Orleans and Willie Crocker in San Francisco. Part of the summer of 1913 was spent at Arden House, the Harriman mansion up the Hudson.

Yet the experience was deeply wounding, not only to Dean and to his father, but also, and especially, to his mother. A year to the day after the expulsion, both parents were discussing whether Dean would appear. His mother was especially fearful that he would shun them, but his father maintained that he would be home for dinner. And so he was.19

As always when Dean defied his father, the punishment was as swift as it had been in his boyhood. He had disappointed the clergyman both at school and at college and seemed almost determined to stand up to authority. At the same time, while hotly challenging his father whenever he disagreed with him, he very much desired his approval—and, in his view, never got it. Even when he attained high rank in the government in 1933, shortly before his father’s death, and acted on moral principles when he stood up to the president himself, he found that his father refused to condone his behavior.20

Despite the memory of the banishment, Dean was eager to go home on a given weekend, and his classmates were happy to ride up with him in his Knox roadster for a decent meal. On Thanksgiving Day in his junior year, he arrived for the customary four-day holiday, happy to reconnect with his younger sister, Margo, who was then a freshman at Wellesley College. With her was her roommate, Alice Stanley, from Detroit, a willowy, strikingly beautiful woman, rather shy but with a strong temperament. She was certainly firm enough in her opinions not to be too intimidated by a dashing Yale upperclassman two years her senior. She was also far more interested in art studies and painting than in a classical Wellesley education, but her father had nonetheless insisted that she finish what she was doing.

The following weekend Dean went to visit her at Wellesley and also asked her to a dance over the Christmas holidays. Unfortunately she had to go home to visit her parents, and after that the courtship lapsed until Dean graduated and stopped off to see her in Detroit en route to Japan on an Asian version of the European Grand Tour.

Alice Stanley’s family had originally emigrated from England to Connecticut in the seventeenth century. In 1840 her grandfather, John Mix Stanley, went west, ostensibly as a surveyor but determined to paint portraits and action paintings of Native Americans. He lived among the Indians for ten years and then moved to Washington, D.C., where he tried to persuade the government to buy his pictures of the Plains Indians. In 1868 an exhibition of these works of art was to open in Washington, but it was destroyed by two fires before opening, and Stanley went back to the West to do it all over again.

By this time he had married Alice English, who had come to Washington from New Jersey to help her aunt run a ladies’ seminary. Her father engaged the painter to do her portrait; the artist and his subject fell in love, married, and produced a son, Louis. In the 1860s they moved to Detroit, where the painter maintained a studio and where he died in 1872. Among his paintings that now hang in the National Museum of American Art in Washington, D.C., are five that escaped the fire, one of which is the highly naturalistic Buffalo Hunt on the Southwestern Plains (1845).

Louis Stanley became a lawyer for the Grand Trunk Railroad, but he was not unmarked by his father’s artistic temperament, at least insofar as he chose to marry Jane Caroline Mahon, who played the piano and the violin. They met in Charlevoix, Michigan, a summer resort that fronts on three lakes, where she was playing in a music hall. Louis and Jane were wed in 1890, and six years later Alice Stanley was born. As a girl, Alice spent her summers in Charlevoix or traveling through the Great Lakes on the free passes her father obtained because of his position with the railroad. She painted from an early age, along with her mother, who had become a serious painter.21

However much Acheson was attracted to Alice Stanley, he was uncertain of his feelings for her and hers for him when he graduated from college in 1915. Deemed by his classmates to be among the “wittiest” and “sportiest,” he was determined to have a last adventure before journeying north to Harvard Law School, where he probably assumed that he would have to work hard. Therefore, with the war in Europe raging on the Western Front, six Yale graduates headed west during the summer of 1915 on their journey to Japan.
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The anonymous log that was kept jointly by the six Wanderers (as they termed themselves) reveals a boyish innocence. They dutifully visited the temples of Kyoto and caught a glimpse of Mount Fujiyama, played bridge interminably on their voyages between San Francisco and Yokohama, and were suitably embarrassed upon entering a Japanese communal bath to find it full of naked men, women, and children. Even their description of a trip to the red-light district of Yokohama concludes with a quintessentially American evaluation of the scene: “We passed down little narrow streets lined on both sides with rows of little Japanese girls all powdered and painted squatting behind bars. They were wonderfully dressed in all sorts of colors and their hair was done up in beautiful and various shapes. Some of them were quite pretty and all of them smiled and waved to us. Dean was by far the greatest favorite…. The most extraordinary part of the whole district was the orderliness and total absence of any atmosphere of vice. The pity of it was what struck us most.”22

In his letters home, Acheson’s vivid descriptions of the sights of Japan display a heightened sensitivity to the changes in a country that was undergoing rapid modernization. Sailing up the harbor of Yokohama, he writes: “The glorious green hills and funny twisted trees were symbolic of the way in which nature has put all that is delicate and vari-colored and lovely in these islands. And the forts along the shore which it is said could defy the combined navies of the world are an indication that with all this beauty the new Japan has been sitting at the feet of Germany with very attentive ears.”23

Acheson seems to have had a shipboard dalliance, but it was of little consequence, for his mind was on Alice Stanley, whom he had seen in Detroit en route to joining his companions in Chicago for the train trip west. In his letters to his mother, he is very direct about his growing feelings for the “Lady Alicia” and very much wants her to approve of her. Arriving in Yokohama, he was keenly disappointed not to find a letter from Alice; finally her letters did reach him, which encouraged him to change his travel plans and return via Detroit. His only apparent care was to make sure that Alice Stanley understood the depth of his feelings for her and, by stopping off in Michigan, to ensure that she would be returning to Wellesley. In a few days he would be entering Harvard Law School.

It is difficult to know exactly what prompted Acheson to study law; he seems to have had no particular calling in this regard. But the law was an honorable profession that doubtless would please his father. Yet it was at the law school that he found for the first time that “excellence counted, a sloppy try wasn’t enough.”24 That discovery would change his life.


CHAPTER FOUR
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 “THIS WONDERFUL MECHANISM, THE BRAIN”


ALTHOUGH ACHESON was now seriously courting Alice Stanley at Wellesley College, only a few miles away, he began his career at Harvard Law School with the same rather carefree and debonair tone he had adopted at Yale.

Nine students roomed together in a rambling wooden house at One Mercer Circle.1 One was Cole Porter, who had graduated from Yale two years before Dean, where he was also a member of Scroll and Key. A reluctant law student, Porter, in time, transferred to the graduate school of arts and sciences to take courses in music theory. He was also writing and staging musical skits in Boston and New Haven. One after-the-show celebration in the house at Mercer Circle went on until early the next morning; neighbors complained to the dean of the law school, and all were threatened with suspension. As the story goes, Porter told the authorities that the only reason he had entered Harvard was to please his family, so why not expel him and reprimand the others? The solution seemed to please everyone: Acheson was kept on while Porter happily escaped Cambridge for New York, where he staged his first Broadway musical, See America First, in 1916.2

While America’s involvement in the First World War did not come about until the spring of 1917, rumors of war were pervasive. Moreover, Woodrow Wilson realized that the United States had no substantial army. Improvising, the president called out the National Guard by 1916 and mustered it into federal service. Acheson, who had become engaged to Alice Stanley that spring, had no particular plans for the summer after his first year in law school. A devoted believer in “preparedness,” he was therefore vulnerable to pressures from his friends to join them for three months in the so-called Yale Battery, Battery D of the Connecticut National Guard’s Regiment of Field Artillery.3

Armed with his federal warrant, Acheson was shipped off to Tobyhanna, Pennsylvania, for field artillery training. As Acheson described it, it was a classically comic experience of military service. Horses sent to drag the caissons over the Pennsylvania hills turned out to be sick with colds and started to die. Soon, Acheson writes, “we were all pleading with the sufferers to be of good heart, not to give up the battle for life; we put slings under them to keep them on their feet; tenderly gave them the veterinarians’ doses; manned round-the-clock watches at the stables.”4

Promoted to the rank of sergeant and put in charge of the mess, Acheson struggled to keep the cook sober, while hoping that the quality of the food would improve. After spending a few more weeks setting off salvos of gunfire that “blew the hell out of an opposing cardboard artillery position,”5 Acheson was discharged and returned to Cambridge for his second year at law school.

While Acheson’s first year there seemed like an extension of his undergraduate insouciance, at the beginning of his second year he took a class taught by Felix Frankfurter and discovered “the power of thought.” Not only did he become aware of “this wonderful mechanism, the brain,” but he also became aware of “an unlimited mass of material that was lying about the world waiting to be stuffed into the brain.”6

Acheson was enamored of Frankfurter’s cascade of ideas, his commitment to social justice, his bursts of activity as he scurried about Harvard Square, a peppery little man who was determined to make his views known to the government in power and did not hesitate to take an independent stance on any issue. An intensely loyal man, Frankfurter saw people in hues of black and white—as one friend described it: “The black were of an unrelieved blackness, the white—apart from the gods, [Oliver Wendell] Holmes and [Henry] Stimson—were not exempt from humorous and affectionate discrimination.”7

As a professor, Frankfurter was dedicated to his students, no matter how busy his life in the great world beyond Cambridge. Legal issues, as he taught them, “were not problems the answers to which are to be found in law books.” Like Holmes, who believed “the life of the law has not been logic; it has been experience,”8 Frankfurter insisted that the “law derives from facts, facts of industry and facts of life….”9

Acheson would echo these words: “It was just one step further to the philosophic approach to matters—to learning that you need not make up your mind in advance, that there is no set solution to a problem, and that decisions are the result of analyzing the facts, of tussling and grappling with them.”10

At the end of his second year Acheson was near the top of his class and was elected to the editorial board of the Harvard Law Review. He had also married Alice on May 5, 1917. It was a hasty marriage. Although they had been engaged for well over a year, they were fearful that he would be called up for regular military service. America had entered the war against Germany on April 6,1917, and even though Alice was to graduate from college in June, they decided not to wait. With less than two weeks’ notice, they were married in Detroit. The regulations at Wellesley College at that time did not permit undergraduates to marry, but this was wartime, and Alice received a special dispensation to be able to wed Acheson and still receive her degree. There were few friends as witnesses; while Alice’s sister was maid of honor, Acheson chose as “best man” his sister, Margo, who had introduced them at Thanksgiving in Middletown three and a half years earlier.

For the remaining six weeks of Alice’s schooling, she and Dean lived in the Waban Hotel in Wellesley. There was still one more year for Dean at the law school, and after finding an apartment in Cambridge, Alice took art classes at the Boston School of Design, near the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston. At last, she would follow her bent and make a serious career as a painter even while attending to the novelties of marriage.

Encouraged by Frankfurter and Dean Roscoe Pound, Acheson began a short book, which he completed after the war, proposing a new basis for jurisprudence that would govern labor relations. In defending the interests of the “closed” union shop, Acheson contended that the facts dictated the need for new rules to render justice in industrial relations. He wrote: “If we are passing… ‘from the day of the individual to the day of the group,’ if the press of population, the centralization of power, the intricacies of a highly developed culture are forcing the individual to secure his interests through group rather than solitary action, it is inevitable that the group as an entity should develop interests as real as any with which the law has to deal.”11 Here, Acheson was responding to the spirit of his times, and in Frankfurter he had found an invaluable mentor.

On graduation in June 1918 he would be ranked fifth, which surprised his old classmate Archibald MacLeish, who encountered Acheson on MacLeish’s return to the law school from France in January 1919: “The Acheson who had been scornful of zeal, was now full of zeal—zeal for the law.”12

No longer a student and faced with the imminent prospect of the draft, Acheson felt he had little choice but to enlist in one of the services. Perhaps because of his experience with the artillery, Acheson decided that the navy was a better bet. In any case, he received his commission as an ensign in the naval auxiliary reserve and left for duty with the Naval Overseas Transportation Service, where he was assigned to the operation of navy cargo transports at the Brooklyn Navy Yard. But before he could be sent overseas, the armistice was signed and he was discharged by the end of the year. During his navy service, Alice, who was pregnant, had remained in Connecticut with his parents.

As an expectant father uncertain of his future, Acheson thought it seemed the wisest course to mark time by returning to Cambridge in January 1919 to finish the book on labor law that he hoped to get published. But after a few months working on the manuscript, he found that his decision about what to do with his life was suddenly resolved by Felix Frankfurter, who suggested to Louis D. Brandeis, then associate justice on the Supreme Court, that Acheson go to Washington as his law clerk.

There would be no more “blind alleys,” as Acheson put it in a letter to Frankfurter, for a young man with a wife and baby, Jane Stanley Acheson, born on February 27, 1919.13 The Achesons were to go to Washington, where Dean would spend two years with Brandeis.


PART TWO
THE IMPERATIVES OF ACTION
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CHAPTER FIVE
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 THE HEROES


AT SIXTY-THREE YEARS OF AGE, Mr. Justice Louis Brandeis was an arresting figure. As Dean Acheson described him, his head was “of Lincolnian cast and grandeur, the same boldness and ruggedness of features, the same untamed hair, the eyes of infinite depth under bushy eyebrows.” In later years, law clerks would refer to him as Isaiah, the stern moralist, the Old Testament prophet.1 With Brandeis, “perfection was the norm and you went up from there.” He possessed, as Acheson correctly perceived, “an almost stultifying sense of perfection.”2

Brandeis had come to the Supreme Court from his law practice in Boston as an acknowledged champion of the people against entrenched economic interests. For Brandeis, bigness was always the enemy, and in business bigness was symbolized by the trusts, those giant machines that would engulf small companies, resources, and individual workers while producing enormous profits for the stockholders.

The problem, of course, was to find a middle way between the trusts at one end and the unemployed and bankrupt on the other. The businessmen, not surprisingly, wanted no government regulation of basic industries. Most Americans, on the other hand, seemed to want neither complete government control nor untrammeled laissez-faire. Brandeis understood this. Although an enemy of bigness he realized that trusts could not be completely destroyed and therefore there was a need for government action to ensure competition. This was the basic course Americans have followed for the rest of this century.3

Woodrow Wilson initially considered appointing Brandeis attorney general but bowed before the pressure from New Englanders who had suffered from Brandeis’s uncompromising legal battles and who may have also opposed him as a Jew. Brandeis nonetheless remained a close adviser to the president from his law office in Boston. During Wilson’s first term, he was instrumental in drafting the Clayton Antitrust Act, which dealt with business practices that threatened competition, and in drawing up proposals to establish the Federal Trade Commission. The creation of the Federal Reserve Board also reflected Brandeis’s views.

His eminence was such that on Independence Day 1915 he was asked to deliver the Fourth of July oration at Boston’s Faneuil Hall; previous speakers had included John Quincy Adams, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and Edward Everett Hale. Brandeis spoke of the need to become “our brother’s keepers,” of the need for each individual to have “some degree of financial independence” for his old age.4

Later that year he gave a speech before the Chicago Bar Association, in which he spoke of a man who was an eminent jurist sent to Montenegro to establish a code of law, and “for two years [he] literally made his home with the people—studying everywhere their customs, their practices, their needs, their beliefs, their points of view. Then he embodied in law the life which the Montenegrins lived. They respected that law; because it expressed the will of the people.”5

On January 28, 1916, Woodrow Wilson nominated Brandeis for the United States Supreme Court.

Dean Acheson became Brandeis’s law clerk in 1919. The custom of the time was for each Supreme Court justice to have a “stenographer-secretary” and a messenger. But both Holmes and Brandeis dropped the stenographer and used Harvard Law School graduates (chosen, not surprisingly, by Felix Frankfurter) as clerks. They believed, as Acheson explained it, that “these young men, fresh from the intellectual stimulation of the law school, brought them constant refreshment and challenge, perhaps more useful in their work than the usual office aides.”6 As far as the dictation was concerned, the two justices answered their own mail by hand.

Brandeis took hard work for granted, and he expected the same of his clerks. He was not given to praise in any form, and when he laid blame on a subordinate, the culprit would remember exactly what happened. Acheson’s first—and last—experience of his chief’s displeasure came early on in his clerkship. As was Brandeis’s custom, his brief bulged with footnotes. But when Brandeis went over the case, he noted that two footnotes were not relevant to the case. It had been Ache-son’s duty to read all the cases cited in the footnotes. Unfortunately, Acheson had checked the wrong notes. When the impetuous young clerk apologized, Brandeis dismissed the matter in a sentence—“Please remember that your function is to correct my errors, not to introduce errors of your own.”7

Work began on Monday mornings following a Saturday conference of the Court, at which time it was decided what cases were assigned to whom. From the assignment slip, Brandeis would indicate the case on which he was to start drafting his opinion, and he would compose in longhand, while Acheson used the typewriter. When he reached a point in his opinion where he wanted his draft checked, he would give it to Acheson and take Acheson’s work, sometimes using parts of it, sometimes not. As Acheson described it, “My instructions regarding his work were to look with suspicion on every statement of fact until it was proved from the record of the case, and on every statement of law until I had exhausted the authorities.” Finally, when the time came for a fair copy, “the court printer made it from the nearly indecipherable manuscript put together with the aid of scissors and paste.” What Acheson called “a touching part of our relationship” was Brandeis’s insistence that “nothing should go out unless we were both satisfied with the product.”8

While Brandeis believed that laws had to reflect the changing attitudes of society, he also believed, as did Acheson, that there were certain transcendent moral principles that always prevailed. By confining his analysis of a case to the effects of prior decisions on the controlling facts involved, Brandeis sometimes misled his admirers. As an instance of this, in the twenties, Acheson took Professor Manley Hudson of Harvard Law School (who later became a judge of the World Court) to meet Brandeis. In discussing the political consequences of Prohibition, Hudson asserted that moral principles were little more than generalizations from the accepted mores and notions of a particular time and place. Acheson writes: “The eruption was even more spectacular than I had anticipated. The Justice wrapped the mantle of Isaiah around himself, dropped his voice a fall octave, jutted his eyebrows forward in a most menacing way, and began to prophesy. Morality was truth; and truth had been revealed to man in an unbroken, continuous, and consistent flow by the great prophets and poets of all time.”9

In his dissents Brandeis was always trying to fulfill his educative purpose and was careful to lessen wounds and to narrow, whenever possible, the gap between the majority and the minority. There would, after all, be other cases. As Acheson concluded, “He was free to look to the future and point out to a wider audience than the Court or the bar the nature of the issue, where its roots lay, future trends which would affect its later manifestations, the possible course of legislation, and so on.” It was with this larger audience in mind that he discussed with his law clerk on November 22, 1919, a series of dissenting opinions they were preparing in the Espionage Act cases—that is, prosecuting individuals for publication of views said to impede the conduct of World War I.

“The whole purpose is to educate the country,” Brandeis declared. “We may be able to fill the people with shame, after the passion cools, by preserving some of it on the record. The only hope is the people; you cannot educate the Court [on this subject].”10 He was, he admitted, an incurable optimist.

In a lengthy letter to Felix Frankfurter at the beginning of his second year as clerk, Acheson analyzed Brandeis. He pointed out that the great justice was very wary of “great stupid institutions” that grow larger and larger and “crowd into the little space which the individual has.” Above all, Acheson did not believe that the justice put “the slightest faith” in universalistic schemes for mass salvation.11 This was a sentiment that Acheson himself fully shared.

The Brandeises’ weekly “at homes” were purposeful and austere. As Acheson described it, Mrs. Brandeis, “erect on a black horsehair sofa, presided at the tea table.” Alice Acheson was expected to assist her in pouring the tea and offering the cucumber sandwiches. The current law clerk presented any new guests. Once this was accomplished, the disciples gathered in a semicircle around the justice. Generally these were young people and their spouses—government lawyers, writers, conservationists, frustrated regulators of utilities and monopolies, and, often, just “pilgrims at the shrine.” Other visitors, usually older, were definitely not disciples, and “they were inclined to create a rival center around Mrs. Brandeis.”12

Acheson’s wife was never comfortable at the Brandeises’. A woman who was studying painting while caring for a small child, she was nonetheless seen by the justice only as a wife with no life of her own except that of a mother. The frugal life of the Brandeises—who were quite well-off after years of a lucrative law practice—seemed often absurd. “All that you’d get would be a cup of tea and a sort of ginger snap,” said James M. Landis, one of Brandeis’s clerks in the twenties. The justice was very much an ascetic. Another clerk commented: “The bed he slept in looked like a camp bed, and the furniture showed distinct signs of wear.”13 This was the way the Brandeises had lived in Boston, and this was how they would live in Stoneleigh Court on Connecticut Avenue. At one point, when a friend asked Mrs. Brandeis if she had something to donate to a thrift shop, Mrs. Brandeis took out a pair of shoes to give her, then removed the laces from the shoes, because “I think these laces are still pretty good.” In Alice Acheson’s eyes the Brandeises carried pretension to the “simple life” to the “extreme.”14

In later years, when Mrs. Brandeis was often ill and the justice was alone much of the time, he would welcome a visit from Acheson, who was by then a practicing lawyer. “Being lonely,” Acheson wrote, “he would send word that, if convenient, he would welcome an evening call on him in the office. There, with no work to stand between us, and all alone, he would say conspiratorially, ‘Dean, what is the latest dirt?’”15

Acheson was that rare clerk who became a friend, and it was therefore appropriate that he speak at Brandeis’s funeral in 1941. “These were years,” he recalled, “during which we were with the Justice and saw in action his burning faith that the verities to which men had clung through the ages were verities; that evil never could be good; that falsehood was not truth, not even if all the ingenuity of science reiterated it in waves that encircled the earth.”16
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But it was Acheson’s relationship with Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, an almost legendary figure who had fought in the Civil War, that was the last truly formative influence in Acheson’s life.

The style of Holmes could not have been more different from that of Louis Brandeis. The great justice was born in 1841 and was sixty-one years old when he ascended to the Supreme Court in 1902. By the time Acheson encountered him in 1919 he was an Olympian figure, a man from the past whose bearing was from another era.17

Acheson adored Holmes. In 1960 he could write of Holmes that he “was and is my chalice.” He went on to say, “One of the slipperiest words I know is ‘great.’ But I think the ‘greatest’ man I have ever known, that is, the essence of man living, man thinking, man baring himself to the lonely emptiness—or the reverse—of the universe, was Holmes. Brandeis was eminent, but not his equal. [General] George Marshall was a peer and in some ways—in transfiguration through duty, for instance—their superior. But there the class closes.”18

As Holmes lived only a block from Justice Brandeis and neither man would use a telephone, Acheson was able to find many opportunities to encounter Holmes. One rarely got away from 17201 Street without “a chin,” and Acheson invariably made notes of his conversations with Holmes. To the end of his days he would quote Holmes on almost any occasion, often making entries in a notebook reflecting Holmes’s wisdom:

Nov. 29 [1919]—Conversation at 17201 Street. [Holmes speaking]

“Man is the leader of the whole pageant of the universe! Yes, he is the leader just as small boys lead a circus parade when they walk ahead of it. But if they turn down a side street, the parade goes on.

“I remember once taking an essay I had written on Plato to [Ralph Waldo] Emerson—I was then nineteen. The sage read it and then, ‘When you strike at a king, you must kill him!’ Rather fine for an old fellow to young man.”19

As Acheson described him, Holmes was “of a grandeur and beauty rarely met among men. Like General Marshall, his presence entered a room with him as a pervading force; and left with him, too, like a strong light put out. Handsome, and aware of it, with thick white hair, intense eyes under heavy brows, and sweeping white moustache, he had style and dash.”20

If Holmes seemed a model for Acheson’s behavior, Holmes was also emblematic of the pragmatism that Acheson believed was the essence of the law. To Holmes, the “felt necessities of the time, the prevalent moral and political theories, institutions of public policy, avowed or unconscious, even the prejudices which judges share with their fellow men” have the most influence “in determining the rules by which men should be governed.”21

It was judge-made common law to which Holmes was devoted.22 Absent some specific constitutional provision, Holmes never doubted that the U.S. Congress and the state legislatures had the supreme right to legislate as they pleased.

Acheson, too, strongly embraced the ideal of judicial restraint. What especially disturbed Acheson late in his life, as it would have Brandeis and Holmes, was “self-conscious activism,” which he defined as an acknowledged desire for change in the law in accordance with the decider’s own conception of right.”23 He would quote Holmes often to this effect: “General principles do not decide concrete cases.”24

Acheson admitted that he had “no defense to the charge often made that from the first moment I saw Justice Holmes I succumbed to hero worship.”25 Neither Frankfurter nor Brandeis seemed to embody Holmes’s rare combination of style and intellect. Most important of all, Acheson encountered with Holmes that shock of recognition that a young person undergoes when one’s own intellectual and moral inclinations are ratified by a mentor of exceptional eminence.

Acheson’s development was also stimulated by the new liberalism, wedded to a pragmatic use of the powers of the federal government to restrain the strong from dominating and exploiting weaker groups. At the time of the great coal strike of 1919 and of Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer’s anti-Red drive, when Acheson was introduced to some union officials who were visiting a crusading newspaperman, he was moved by the tales of union busting. Company stores had stopped credit. Union benefits provided only a starvation diet. Evictions from company houses by the state police—whom Acheson termed “Cossacks”—were increasing. Government policy was rigged against the unions, and the Supreme Court was distant and hostile. After this meeting, Acheson concluded that the “essential role of labor unions in the scheme of our times was to me no longer a purely intellectual conclusion. I had passed the first test of a liberal; it was a conviction.”26

If commitment to the labor movement was one tenet of liberalism, another was the issue of civil rights. The hysteria that swept the United States in 1919 rivaled the McCarthyite madness that terrorized many honest citizens in the early 1950s and deeply wounded Acheson as secretary of state. In words reminiscent of Senator Joseph McCarthy a generation later, Attorney General Palmer told the House Judiciary Committee: “There is a condition of revolutionary intent in the country of sufficiently widespread a character … to destroy or overthrow the government of the United States by physical force.”27 As a result of Palmer’s anti-Red raids, a new wave of persecution for expressing minority views through the mails, and even for expressing personal opinions, swept the country.

Again and again, Holmes and Brandeis dissented from the Court, which upheld the savage sentences inflicted on those who had exercised their freedom of speech. The most famous of these cases, which Acheson witnessed, was the 1919 Abrams case. In this instance, a small group of about twenty anarchists, recent immigrants from Russia who had welcomed the Bolshevik revolution, protested Wilson’s dispatch of about ten thousand troops to Bolshevik Russia in 1918. On an August morning of that same year, they had thrown leaflets out of an open window from a third-floor hatmaker’s shop on Broadway, condemning Wilson for his expeditionary force and calling on American workers to resist. All of these anarchists were in their twenties; the oldest, Jacob Abrams, a bookbinder, was thirty-one.

Five were arrested, tried, and convicted of violating the new Sedition Act by making false and derogatory statements about the form of the American government and by their leaflets of trying to obstruct the war effort. They were sentenced to terms of twenty years in prison.

When the case was brought before the Supreme Court in October 1919, Holmes was convinced that the anarchists had opposed not the war against Germany, but the intervention in Russia, and, moreover, that no reasonable person could believe that their statements and leaflets could interfere with the war effort.28

The majority of justices tried to persuade Holmes to change his mind, or at least remain silent. Three of them came to visit him in his study to try to dissuade him from doing his duty, and even his wife, Fanny, joined them in urging him not to publish his dissent. But Holmes refused, and in November 1919 he read his dissent:

But when men have realized that time has upset many fighting faiths, they may come to believe… that the ultimate good desired is better reached by free trade in ideas—that the best test of truth is the power of the thought to get itself accepted in the competition of the market, and that truth is the only ground upon which their wishes safely can be carried out. That at any rate is the theory of our Constitution. It is an experiment, as all life is an experiment.29

Acheson commented in the 1960s, after the tide of McCarthyism had receded, “Such gallant men as these [Holmes and Brandeis] kept alive faith in the Republic’s great traditions of rationalism and restraint. Soon the hysteria passed. But those who had been infected by it were not cured. Distressingly soon they and their spiritual descendants were in its grip again.”30


CHAPTER SIX
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 “THE REGULAR CONNECTION OF IDEAS”


AS JUNE 1920 APPROACHED, Brandeis asked his law clerk about his plans. He had none. He was thinking “vaguely” of teaching law, was considering an offer from the University of Michigan Law School, and had asked his friend Archibald MacLeish “to look into Chicago while he is at home.” But Acheson was wary of relocating to the Midwest. “What are these places like?” he asked an old friend from the law school. “I mean are they dominated by sparkplug manufacturers and oily Baptists … ?”1 When Brandeis asked him to stay on for an additional year, Acheson saw the offer as providential. It was highly unusual for a clerk to be asked to remain for more than one year, and this would give Acheson more time to look for a job in the East.

He had already approached Yale Law School for a teaching position, but Thomas W. Swan, dean of the law school, was reluctant to employ Acheson before checking on the book Acheson had now completed on labor relations and the law. He seemed to think that the manuscript might be too liberal and wanted to find out, as Acheson put it, “whether my book was to be published in Moscow.” Although Acheson was in contact with both the Harvard and Yale University Presses, neither was prepared to publish his monograph on his terms. As Acheson described it in a letter to the editor of the Yale Press, it had been read by both Frankfurter and Roscoe Pound, dean of Harvard Law School, and Pound had actually accepted it for the Harvard Studies in Jurisprudence.

Acheson, however, became impatient with Harvard because of a delay, which, he believed, “would impair the usefulness of the book.” It is unclear what Yale University Press finally decided, but, in any case, the book was never published, and Acheson’s impatience with the pace of university book publishing may have sunk it.2

The quest for the right job went on throughout most of Acheson’s second year with Brandeis. At one point he contacted a lawyer who was counsel for District No. 12 of the United Mine Workers in Springfield, Illinois, to see if there was an opening in his office. Once again, no offer was forthcoming; had Acheson’s approach succeeded, he might someday have worked for the formidable head of the union, John L. Lewis, who, as it happened, became a friendly acquaintance years later.

Although living in a small apartment on Vermont Avenue with a baby had been hard, the Achesons were nonetheless eager to stay on in Washington. Alice was continuing to take art classes at the Corcoran Gallery as well as at the Phillips and had found someone to take care of Jane in the afternoons while she painted. After Dean agreed to another year with Brandeis, the young couple moved to a small house at 1818 Corcoran Street, a block from Dupont Circle, where their son, David, was born in 1921. It was on the south side of the street at its west end, one of a row of small identical houses, each with an overhanging bay window on the second floor, giving, as Acheson described it, “a slightly Walt Disney impression of a twelfth-century Normandy village. In this area existed what might be called a ghetto of near respectability and intelligence in the midst of high position, wealth, and fashion.”3

Social life centered around a group of young liberals, which included the novelist Sinclair Lewis.4 One evening the Achesons had dining with them a very proper Bostonian who was Holmes’s law clerk. Just as dinner ended, a man wearing a fez, false beard, and “his conception of the probable clothes of an Armenian rug peddler, and with some of his own unimpressive rugs over his arm, pushed past a bewildered cook and stamped muttering up the stairs, the cook protesting behind him. Surprise, embarrassment, and the torrent of his speech as he laid out his wares and pressed a sale on our guest and my wife, as the householders, carried all before him. The performance was first class, but soon ended as the disguise was penetrated and the peddler revealed as our entertaining and then obscure friend, Sinclair Lewis. Our guest was definitely not amused.”5

“Red” Lewis had already written one novel, Free Air, but it had sold few copies, and he was now working on another, Main Street. With that book, Lewis’s fame was assured, and he and his wife were enormously buoyed by their unexpected success, which none of their friends, most definitely including the Achesons, had believed possible. At one point, invited to tea by the new First Lady, Mrs. Warren Harding, Grace Hegger Lewis declared before the usher could announce her to Mrs. Harding, “I’m Mrs. Main Street.”6

It was another friend, the muckraking editor of Collier’s Weekly, Norman Hap-good, who put Acheson in contact with the new law firm of Covington and Burling, beginning to work on an international case to be argued before the World Court at The Hague a year later. The job was not easily won, however? for Acheson’s liberalism, and especially his interest in labor law, first made the senior partner, Judge J. Harry Covington, “terrified at the thought of my bringing germs into the office.”7 But Acheson assured him he was no longer interested in being a labor lawyer, and in 1921 the job was finally his.

Judge Covington, an extroverted politician from the eastern shore of Maryland, had been put on the federal bench by President Wilson after delivering the Maryland delegation to Wilson at the 1912 Democratic convention.8

With the increasing government legislation that resulted from Wilson’s programs and Theodore Roosevelt’s trust-busting, government and business were more and more being brought into conflict. Covington soon came to see that there would be a good many new clients for a Washington-based law firm that understood the workings of government and that Covington himself might well represent national clients who now had to contend with the burgeoning government institutions that had grown up over the past two decades. He therefore resigned his judgeship and opened a one-man law office on July 1, 1918, in the Evans Building, at 1420 New York Avenue.9

Through another attorney, George Rublee, Covington had met Edward B. Burling, who had left his law practice in Chicago during World War I to become chief counsel to the United States Shipping Board. With the end of the war, he expected to return to Chicago, but after encountering Covington and spending the summer of 1918 at the judge’s house on the eastern shore, Burling decided to join him. On January 1, 1919, when both men were in their forty-ninth year, the firm of Covington and Burling was officially founded; six months later it moved to the Union Trust Building, where the firm was to remain for the next half century.

Within two years the man who had introduced the two partners joined the firm in the summer of 1921. George Rublee was a figure of mythological proportions, a Jamesian character who never attained the goals that everyone expected he would achieve. For Acheson, “George Rublee began as a tradition—his name carved in lonely eminence on an oaken panel as the first graduating class of my school, appearing again in the gymnasium as the captain of every team, and in the folklore of [Groton] as the winner of prizes, the setter of standards.”10 One of the initial students of the school, he quickly outstripped his classmates and alone became Groton’s first graduating class.

Rublee was a restless figure whose presence was captivating. He had supported Theodore Roosevelt as the Progressive Party’s candidate in 1912. After TR was defeated, he worked on Wilson’s antitrust measures and then, with the outbreak of the First World War, joined the government to work on pooling the Allied shipping tonnage for war use. With the war’s end, he soon joined Judge Covington and Ned Burling, and the firm was renamed as Covington, Burling and Rublee in 1921.11

As Acheson saw it, Rublee’s flaw, his restless and undirected ambition, came from his never encountering “the discipline of a harder environment, where he would not have been so acclaimed but would have been pushed and buffeted by urgent necessities.”12 For Acheson, the need to prove oneself, as he had as a youth working on the Canadian railroad, was among the necessary ingredients for sustained ambition.

In 1921, when Acheson joined Covington and Burling, he was twenty-eight. Shortly after the founding of the firm in 1919, the Christiana Group of Norwegian Shipowners had offered a retainer of $5,000 to deal with a claim against the United States government. At the outset of the war, contracts had been let out for American shipyards to build ships for Norwegian shipping companies. With America’s entry into the war, the U.S. government requisitioned all contracts and insisted that all ships be built for the United States as part of the war effort. At the end of the war, the Norwegian group came to Judge Covington to handle their claims for compensation by the United States.13

Norway argued that the United States had seized Norwegian contracts for oceangoing vessels, for which the Norwegians had paid large sums. Its claim was therefore approximately $16 million, including interest for five years. “The United States,” according to Acheson, “admitted that something was due, but denied it had taken the Norwegians’ contracts. On the contrary, it claimed, what was taken was ‘work in progress’ in the shipyards.” The government offered $2.5 million as the fair value of this work in progress. No interest was to be paid.14 The way to win the case, Acheson believed, was not to argue “metaphysical and legal arguments,” but rather to argue the facts, as Brandeis had trained him to think.

Acheson was expected to work on the pleadings and briefs, then go to The Hague with Burling as a general handyman. As the new firm was overworked and disorganized, Acheson soon found himself far more on his own than he had been with Justice Brandeis. He decided that official U.S. government documents freely available at the Library of Congress—congressional hearings and reports, and records of the various agencies involved—would prove his case for him. The result of his research, “The Case of Norway,” filed with the Court on February 6, 1922, left no doubt in Acheson’s mind that “the government had said at the time and reported later that it had taken over … the contracts with the yards, stepped into the shoes of the former contractors, sought to enforce the contract terms.”15

On the other side (in Acheson’s account), the U.S. government asserted that $13 million out of $16.4 million was “claimed on the purely speculative nature of transactions conducted by a colorful Norwegian, Christoffer Hannevig, who had important interests both in the shipyards and in the ship companies involved in the case.” In short, the government lawyers challenged the legitimacy of the contracts, arguing that they had been “tainted” because most were “purely speculative” agreements negotiated by Hannevig.16

The Covington team set off in the early summer of 1922 to Oslo, Norway, on the SS Stavangerfjord, an old ship that sailed the northern route along the British Isles to Bergen and then along the Norwegian coast to Oslo. Along with Acheson, Burling, and Rublee was Walter L. Fisher, who had once been Taft’s secretary of the interior. Upon their arrival, it fell to Acheson to do extensive interviewing with the indirect clients, the shipowners. He was therefore able to dig into their relations with Hannevig. His research soon convinced him that their association with Hannevig did not have a significant effect upon the fair value of the contracts. Acheson became an expert on this part of the case, which allowed Burling to give him more responsibility than he might otherwise have been granted.

The case opened at The Hague on July 22, 1922, and went on for six weeks. The proceedings at the Peace Palace were dignified “but relaxedly disorganized.” Each afternoon and evening Acheson worked with one of the senior attorneys on material for the next day.17 Although the case seemed to be going well for Covington and Burling, the “taint of Hannevig” persisted and was having a corroding effect. Finally Burling decided that this aspect of the case had to be addressed directly, and while Acheson was untried, he had done most of the preparation and was therefore the best informed. Burling decided that he should argue that aspect of the case before the tribunal.

Aloft in the counsel’s pulpit, nervous but prepared, Acheson had a central problem: some way must be found to get the U.S. government lawyers to admit that the contracts were valid and that only their value was in dispute. To accomplish this would not be easy, so Acheson decided to take a chance. To everyone’s surprise, the young lawyer decided to attack head-on the American argument that the Norwegian claims were made in bad faith.

“Some very severe things were said about these claims,” he declared, “things which look to us as though they related more to the validity of the claims and to the good faith of the purchasers, and, perhaps, in some cases they tended to reflect somewhat upon the Kingdom of Norway in presenting these claims.” He challenged the “Agent of the United States” to clear up this implication: “We felt that some statement was due us. We felt that some statement was due the Kingdom of Norway. No statement has been made.”18

“Do you mean to say that you are demanding an apology from your own government?” one of the presiding judges asked.

“I am, sir,” said Acheson.

At this point, Ned Burling experienced a sensation of dizziness: if the lawyers for the United States now decided to respond by pursuing their contention that the contracts were invalid, the whole Norwegian case might be lost. A moment later Acheson was horrified to see Burling reach above his head and shove onto the lectern a pad of paper, on which he had scrawled, “Shut up.”

But it was too late for that. Acheson could think of no alternative, so he pressed on until the president of the court broke in: “[I]t is well understood that the validity of the assignments is no longer disputed” and that only the amount was in question. Later Acheson was given a severe dressing-down for risking an all-out attack that had been cleared with no one; but in the final disposition of the case, the risk was justified by the outcome.

The United States was unwilling to make its case rest on the central argument that the claims were not legitimate. The contracts were legitimate, the defense agreed, only their value was in question. The “taint of Hannevig” was contained, if not removed, and the court upheld Norway. In mid-October it awarded $11,995,000 to the plaintiffs. The United States appealed but lost, and in the final judgment an award was paid, which, with interest for that time, came to $12,239,852.47.19

Not only did Acheson’s foray go unpunished, but he was offered regular employment at the firm. Moreover, his taste for advocacy was only whetted by his dramatic debut at The Hague; in 1926 he was made a partner. He later emerged as a leading appellate lawyer before both the court of appeals in Washington, D.C., and the Supreme Court itself. As Felix Frankfurter recalled, “Dean was a hot-house product in the best sense of the word. Everything conspired to enhance his reputation and position in Washington in those early years.”20

In 1922 the Achesons bought for $13,000 a brick town house, built in 1843, on P Street in the Georgetown section of Washington;21 two years later their third and last child, Mary Eleanor Acheson, was born. They remained in the house for the rest of Acheson’s life (it was not until she was in her nineties, two decades after her husband’s death, that Mrs. Acheson decided to sell it). At the time they bought the house, Georgetown was not fashionable; perhaps the cobblestone streets, the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century houses, many of which had originally been designed for servants, simply reminded Acheson of the small-town atmosphere of Middletown. There were large houses on N Street, but below P Street was a poorer section, inhabited mostly by blacks. In the immediate neighborhood where the Achesons moved, there was still a mixture of blacks and whites.

Despite a community life where the children played in the streets or sat on stoops, chatting with the neighbors, the Achesons wanted a rural setting as well; Dean also believed that the children would benefit from outdoor activities on the weekends. Escape to the countryside for weekends and summer vacations came in 1924 when they bought Harewood, a small farm eighteen miles north of Washington, in Sandy Spring, Maryland, on which stood a white clapboard farmhouse built in 1795 as a tobacco barn. There was no electricity and little water; lighting was provided by kerosene lamps or candlelight. Fixing up the place was a tremendous task, and everyone in the family was expected to join in.

In fact, the 1920s and 1930s were rigorous years for Acheson. He was working hard as a lawyer and on the weekends always made big plans for the family. Up to the mid-1930s, the roads were poor, and there was no heat on the farm until after the Second World War. Although Acheson had obtained horses for everyone to ride, the family had to do the work of rounding up the horses, which had run wild all week long in a roughly twelve-acre field. The children would be expected to help bring them in and saddle and bridle them. After this came a long ride, and when everyone got back to the farmhouse, they had to unsaddle and unbridle the horses, put them back in the field, and late in the day go into the house for a picnic lunch around a fire. It was very much the strenuous life that Acheson was committed to.

During the summer, Acheson had to commute every day to Washington. He always gave a signal tattoo on his car horn, and when he was approaching the farm on the far side of a fairly large wood, the children could hear him and know it took about five minutes to reach the Quaker Meeting House at the top of the lane. They would then dash ahead to see if they could get there before he did for the ride home. This ritual lasted for many years, as their father was always excited to see them. Acheson, who generally planned the weekend activities, was patient and seemingly inexhaustible.22

In his mid-thirties, already a partner in the firm and a kind of adored “son” of Covington, Burling and Rublee, Acheson was being described by George Rublee as “the shiniest fish that ever came out of the sea,” the same phrase that William James had once applied to his colleague George Santayana.23 Although he handled a great many tax cases, Acheson’s reputation grew over the years as an appellate lawyer. He was always correct with his clients but felt little obligation to comfort or sympathize with them at any great length.

As an appellate lawyer, as one prominent attorney has put it, “you get cases with a hopelessly sour posture. Once one of our kind gets into the mists and convolutions of appellate work, he is doing splendidly, we like to think, if he emerges victorious in ten percent of his cases.”24 Acheson won around 20 percent of his cases before the Supreme Court, and this enhanced his reputation; indeed, even a lost case often brought him praise from his peers, who were sensitive to his skills in argumentation. He became what physicians call a “garbage surgeon,” one who is called in after the case seems hopeless.

Acheson knew the law that came before the Court—which was often constitutional—extremely well and could come at questions with an original slant that gave an extra and uncommon dimension to his legal opinions.25

His first appearance before the Supreme Court in the early 1920s, however, was hardly a foretaste of what he was to become. After the required three years as a member of the D.C. bar, Acheson became a member of the bar of the Supreme Court; soon after, an out-of-town lawyer, finding that Ned Burling was away, ran down the short list at the firm and came across Acheson’s name. His was a simple request: to move, in a case pending before the Court, to substitute a successor executor for one deceased. The impetuous young Acheson, however, forgot that he was not somberly dressed as he should have been for such an appearance, but “rather sportingly” got up in tweeds and a colored shirt. He hurried up to the Capitol, picked up the briefs from the clerk’s office, and tried to absorb them while other cases occupied the Court.

Finally he heard Chief Justice William Howard Taft ask whether there were any motions. Acheson went to the lectern and made his own motion. As he remembered it, “It was followed by complete silence, a sort of perplexed, almost astonished silence, at length broken by an irrelevant question from the Chief Justice—what was my name? I gave it in an agony of apprehension. ‘Mr. Acheson,’ he went on, ‘you have been in the courtroom this morning?’ I had. ‘How strange,’ he added. ‘We handed down our opinion and disposed of your case not more than two minutes ago.’ Retreating amid titters toward the door, I had covered half the distance when the Chief Justice called me back to the lectern.

“‘I am afraid that I exaggerated,’ he said. ‘It could not have been more than a minute and a half ago.’ The courtroom relaxed into a good laugh. Justice Brandeis was not smiling.”26

Acheson later tried to describe his education as a practicing lawyer and admitted that any account of the cases he had handled would be “an unmitigated bore.” Yet “by some alchemy this base material can be turned into insight, judgment, and inventiveness.” He liked to quote in this regard Alexis de Tocqueville, himself a lawyer, who once remarked that the study and practice of law produced certain habits of orderly thought, “a kind of instinctive regard for the regular connection ofideas.”27

What Acheson most admired in lawyers was their ability to “remain detached from the emotional involvement of their client in their purposes or troubles.” This, combined with the need to “spend as much time and thought on learning about and understanding the other parties’ business and problems as those of their own client,” often provided “practical statesmanship.”28

On the other hand, Acheson admitted, “Lawyers, who are habituated to having their main choices made for them by the necessities of their clients, are often at a loss when, as in government, for instance, they have wide latitude in a choice of policy.”29

For Acheson, the practice of law was rewarding because it tended to lead to worldly knowledge and sometimes to worldly wisdom. Intellectual training alone did not necessarily bring forth sophisticated thinking and behavior. A practicing lawyer, however, was “continually made aware of the complex, subtle, and varied nature of human life and human institutions. The simple blacks and whites, goods and bads, rights and wrongs of the village blacksmith under his spreading chestnut tree have to undergo considerable complicating elaboration to become useful aids to judgment in dealing with the inherent ambiguities of modern life.”

Here, as in his other writings and reflections, Acheson never ceased to echo Oliver Wendell Holmes’s precept that the life of the law was experience.30


CHAPTER SEVEN
 [image: Image]
 “A LOW LIFE BUT A MERRY ONE”


FOR A YOUNG LAWYER whose first political enthusiasm had been for the progressive wing of the Republican Party and Theodore Roosevelt, and whose later associations with Frankfurter, Brandeis, and Rublee brought him into sympathy with the New Freedom of Woodrow Wilson, the politics of Republicans Warren Harding and Calvin Coolidge were increasingly repugnant. If Wilson’s mistakes were “great and tragic,” Acheson wrote, “great also was his understanding of the new role which his country must play in the realignment of power which the crumbling of empires and emergence of new forces necessitated.”1

In addition to their isolationist stance toward European security, and their rejection of the League of Nations, the Republicans’ policies were anti-labor and pro-tariff. As a practicing lawyer with Covington and Burling during this period, Acheson not only kept up his interest in labor law, but also became convinced that the orderly flow of international capital movements, lower tariffs, and reciprocal trade agreements were conducive to international peace and prosperity. He had become a Democrat.2

Establishing a residence in Maryland through Harewood offered Acheson a splendid opportunity to engage himself in Democratic Party politics. In the early 1920s he was a member of Washington’s Penguin Club, a liberal discussion group often given to evenings of mirth and entertainment; soon he became active in the Maryland Democratic Party of Montgomery County, participating in meetings and local campaigns.3

But he was ill suited for the life of an active politician, which called for shaking hands and keeping any controversial opinions to himself. Although he viewed electoral politics as “a low life but a merry one,” it soon became clear to him that he would never run for office himself.4 It was not until the presidential campaign of 1928 that politics more fully engaged him. The Democratic candidate for president, Governor Al Smith of New York, was very much the “Happy Warrior,” as Franklin Delano Roosevelt dubbed him at the convention. Acheson thought the phrase aptly described “the sense of joyous, affectionate exaltation his vibrant leadership inspired in us.” For almost eight years “the country, in a trance, seemed to have been following a hearse. Now at the touch of this prince in a brown derby, with his East Side accent, gay humanity, and common sense, came an awakening.”5

In 1928 Acheson campaigned vigorously for Smith throughout Montgomery County. It would have been an uphill battle for any Democrat in an era of Republican dominance and national prosperity. In addition, Smith was a Catholic and in favor of repealing Prohibition. He was doomed to be defeated by Herbert Hoover.

Four years later, Acheson’s efforts to elect a Democratic president were vigorous and closer to the power brokers of the party. On June 27, 1932, he attended the Democratic convention in Chicago through the good offices of his friend and neighbor Frank Page, an officer of the Postal Telegraph Company, equipped with credentials that permitted him to go anywhere. With what he called “rare good judgment,” Acheson became friendly with the sergeant at arms, who admitted him to the immediate circle of the candidate, “where scotch and soda flowed.”6 Although his own hero, Al Smith, remained hopeful, Acheson believed he would not get the nomination, so he viewed the proceedings with a measure of detachment.

Buttons that read “Anybody but Hoover” captured the mood of the convention. Throughout the long, hot night on July 1-2, delegates voted; a two-thirds majority was required for the nomination. The first vote began at 4:28 A.M., and the roll calls alone for 3,210 delegates, who were allowed to cast 1,154 votes, took three hours. On the first ballot, the results were Roosevelt 666, Smith 201, and Garner 90; on the second ballot, FDR picked up only eleven more votes; on the third ballot, Roosevelt barely held his own with 683 votes. It was now eight in the morning, and the exhausted delegates staggered back to their hotel rooms.7

In a day of intense politicking by James Farley, Roosevelt’s campaign manager, the opposing camps were warned that if Roosevelt faltered, the likely compromise candidate would be neither Al Smith nor Congressman John Nance Garner, but Newton D. Baker, a liberal Wilsonian progressive. This was the decisive argument that won over the Texas delegation, a state that was committed to Garner. The California delegation was also ready to swing, on conditions that Garner receive the vice presidential nomination and that William McAdoo, who had been Wilson’s son-in-law and secretary of the Treasury, control California patronage and be given a veto over the choices for secretaries of state and Treasury. Roosevelt agreed.

Everything went as scheduled. On the fourth ballot, with 945 votes, FDR was the nominee of the Democratic Party. The vice presidential nomination went, as promised, to Garner (who told a friend the office was “not worth a pitcher of warm spit”). Breaking with precedent and setting a new one, FDR flew to Chicago to accept the nomination and pledged himself “to a new deal for the American people.”8

Acheson was fascinated by the maneuvers he had witnessed. On the other hand, having observed “one of these mad and not a little degrading spectacles, nothing would induce me to do it again.”9 That fall he took an active hand in the local campaigning, organizing meetings, making speeches, meeting with the Democratic Advisory Committee, and writing political pamphlets. It was, predictably, the writing that pleased him the most. Laying out policy issues, which he would do again nearly three decades later for the National Democratic Committee, convinced him that he had made a substantive contribution to American political discourse.

Soon after FDR’s massive victory over Hoover, preparatory work for the incoming administration began. Roosevelt had promised to reduce federal government expenditures by a quarter. The president’s spokesman in the Senate, South Carolina’s James Francis Byrnes (fifteen years later to be Acheson’s boss in the State Department), took charge of preparing some of the necessary legislation. Acheson, with the blessing of Judge Covington, volunteered to help Byrnes. Soon after the inauguration on March 4, 1933, Acheson was invited to the White House to attend meetings where the legislative program was being put together. “Thus,” he wrote as he looked back on his life’s work, “does one get drawn closer and closer to the flypaper of taking part in government.”10

Acheson hoped for the post of solicitor general—“the adventure for which I yearned.”11 Charged with the supervision of the appellate litigation of the government and with arguing the most important government cases presented to the Supreme Court, this was, from a professional point of view, the most challenging and prestigious appointment for a lawyer of Acheson’s caliber.

Felix Frankfurter, a longtime political confidant and admirer of FDR’s, was providing any number of names of young men, known as the “happy hotdogs,” to staff the new agencies that were being created in Washington under the New Deal. Frankfurter brought up Dean Acheson’s name to the president, who in turn passed it on to the attorney general, Homer Cummings of Connecticut.12

The attorney general’s reaction to an Acheson appointment as solicitor general was immediate and violent. “No, it’s not all right,” he told Roosevelt. Acheson was crushed at being turned down without an explanation and only later learned the cause after he went home to see his father in his last illness in 1934. Appointed Episcopal bishop of Connecticut in 1928, Acheson’s father took a dim view of Homer Cummings’s many marriages. He had refused church sanction to his latest, and Cummings had had to look elsewhere for ecclesiastic blessing.13

To get over this disappointment, Dean and Alice left for an extended motor trip to Canada in late April 1933, accompanied by Hume Wrong, a young Canadian diplomat stationed in Washington. “April is a good month for blasted hopes,” Acheson later wrote, “for May lies ahead.”14 Sure enough, in May 1933, two good friends, Arthur Ballantine, the Republican holdover undersecretary of the Treasury, and James Douglas, assistant secretary, asked Acheson to lunch with them. They urged him to meet the new Treasury secretary, William Woodin, “a man after our own hearts who will need congenial friends.”

Woodin, who had been president of the American Car & Foundry Company, was one of the “Friends of Roosevelt” who had contributed $10,000 to the pre-convention campaign. A frail man with no banking experience, he was chosen as Franklin Roosevelt’s link to big business. When Woodin and Acheson finally did meet that May, the lunch was “gay, uninhibited; and the Secretary, the same.” Acheson was hardly back in his office when Woodin called to ask him to become undersecretary of the Treasury to replace Ballantine. He was formally appointed on May 19, 1933, and was easily confirmed by the Senate.15

At this time Acheson’s views on economic matters were flexible; he was a reformer like Brandeis and was far from being an ideological opponent of the New Deal. His first experience in government, however, would severely test his ability to master the intricacies of the Treasury and, more important, to understand the delicate relationship between politics and governing.

Not long after Acheson assumed his new post, Will Woodin fell ill. In Woodin’s absence, Acheson as acting secretary found himself as head of the Treasury, untrained in monetary and fiscal affairs, at a time of revolutionary change in monetary policy.

In the early stages of the administration, Acheson’s relations with FDR were cordial. He was largely supportive of New Deal legislation and impressed with Roosevelt’s ability to shift his attention from one project to another with seeming ease. At the same time, he was disturbed by FDR’s patrician manner toward those in his administration. Once he was acting secretary, he was at the president’s biding, which was constant, even reporting to FDR at his bedside while he breakfasted. The president’s grandchildren might well interrupt, galloping about the room or sitting on the bed beside him. “Then began a game not designed to improve communication between the President and caller,” Acheson wrote in his memoir, Morning and Noon. “The child, leaning innocently against her grandfather, would suddenly clap her hand over his mouth in the middle of a sentence, smothering the rest of it. The President’s counterattack, a vigorous tickling of her ribs, brought her hand down in defense and produced joint hilarity. Conversation became intermittent, disjointed, and obscure.”16

These performances reminded Acheson of Louis XIV’s levees at seventeenth-century Versailles. While they were stiff and formal for outsiders, they were also highly informal among the royals. Acheson recalled the story that Saint-Simon tells of how Madame de Bourgoyne won her bet that she could sit on a chamber pot in the presence of the king himself—which was made possible, however, only because because she was Louis XIV’s daughter-in-law and he could and did forgive her. But it was precisely this seignorial right that disturbed Acheson. FDR’s attitude reminded him of European royalty. The president could relax with his aides and call everyone from his valet to the secretary of state by his first name—“But he condescended.”17

In Acheson’s view of the presidency, which would perfectly suit his attitude toward Harry Truman, “to accord the President the greatest deference and respect should be a gratification to any citizen. It is not gratifying to receive the easy greeting which milord might give a promising stable boy and pull one’s forelock in return.” Yet Acheson also admitted that “the essence of [Roosevelt] was force,” a man who relished “power and command.”18

For FDR the immediate task was to get business of all sorts, from farm to factory to services, moving again. In his concern to raise farm prices, which, it was generally believed, would give farmers more money to spend in the market, the president, along with the Congress, became convinced some measure of inflation was necessary. This was an idea that horrified Acheson’s old friend, budget director Lewis Douglas, who was determined to restore a balanced budget by cutting spending.19

Inevitably, the place of gold in the monetary system came under review, as the value of the dollar was tied to gold; moreover, the gold content of the dollar had been established by Congress, and many people held government bonds whose value would be cut in proportion as the dollar was devalued. Gold had been pegged at $20.67 an ounce since 1900. By buying gold at a higher price, this would effectively devalue the dollar. This adjustment, Roosevelt believed, would have a salutary effect by inducing inflation and thereby raising prices. Raising prices would aid the farmer and stimulate business, and this in turn would lead to recovery from the Great Depression. The question was, did the president have the requisite authority to do so on his own? FDR therefore set about looking for a government agency that could do this.20
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