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			The golden dome at the corner of Wisconsin Avenue and M Street gleams in the sunset.
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			Introduction

			Georgetown, one of Washington’s most exclusive neighborhoods, has borne witness to critical moments in American history ever since the Colonial era, but the Cold War history of the area particularly lends itself to a walking tour. For the bureaucratic, journalistic, and diplomatic elite of the era, known as the Georgetown Set, the houses pictured here weren’t just a place to hang one’s hat in between marathon days at the office. The parties, dinners, and cocktail gatherings held here were the sites of momentous decisions, crafty intrigues, and whispered disclosures—and, hanging in the balance, the denizens of Georgetown thought, not without some justification, was the fate of the world. As Henry Kissinger famously said, “The hand that mixes the Georgetown martini is time and again the hand that guides the destiny of the Western world.”

			Frank George Wisner, a son of one of the figures profiled in these pages, once said, “One notable feature about Washington at that time is that there wasn’t anything to do. . . . Essentially, for dinner and conversation, you moved around from house to house.” The Georgetown party of these years wasn’t just a place to let your hair down. It was a place to keep, or improve, your place in the pecking order, to make alliances, to gather information. And the powerful gathered to continue the conversations that had gone on in the office. While these days the name of the game seems to be to give journalists as little meaningful information as possible, back then they were easily included in these conversations, and were often openly lobbied for their support of major initiatives such as the Marshall Plan and the Korean War. Meanwhile, as mice scurry between the hooves of elephants, spies from many nations—including the United States—trolled the halls of these houses during festive affairs, looking for hints.

			Products by and large of America’s finest boarding schools (such as Groton and Andover) and universities (Harvard and Yale, with an occasional Princeton man thrown in for variety), those who lived in these houses took on the challenge of determining the United States’ place in the post–World War II world. The people who lived here were not, for the most part, elected officials. They didn’t have election-speech promises to keep. They worked as they pleased for the goals they thought best served the nation. Indeed, a couple of them were openly contemptuous of the idea that mere voters should influence their decisions. They saw themselves as doing the dirty work for a great cause.

			Some thought war with the Soviet Union was inevitable, and the nation did come perilously close to a declaration a few times. Others foresaw the partition of Europe. Either way, they almost unanimously saw the United States as the superpower that not only could, but should, remake as much of the world as possible in its image.

			“Some have argued that the fundamental assumptions of this American Century were flawed from the beginning,” Robert Merry writes in his biography of Joe and Stewart Alsop, the journalistic brothers whose approval presidents coveted and whose uncanny access they often cursed. “World peace, according to this view, did not depend on American intrusion into the affairs of struggling nations, did not require the global competition with Soviet Russia that left America so overextended and despised throughout the world. Perhaps not. But this misses the essential point about the nation and its elite—that they were only fulfilling their destiny as determined by generations of training and influence. One might just as well argue that it was unnecessary for the Romans to build their empire. They built it precisely because they were Romans. The American nation, in creating the American Century, was propelled by similar mysterious impulses.”

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Georgetown’s iconic Key Bridge.

				

			

			In these pages you’ll read about how close the United States came to full-on war with the Soviets, about men who were tormented by their own demons, accented by the stress and world-changing stakes of their jobs, until they took their own lives. You’ll also read about the time an international incident was avoided by the intentional tipping over of a tea set, and the time another was begun by crawling through a bathroom window.

			The houses of the powerful in Georgetown were, by and large, not fancy ones. They didn’t need to be. The power wielded behind these walls didn’t need to announce itself, and it was all the more powerful for that. To walk the sidewalks of this neighborhood where a Supreme Court justice and a secretary of state would walk to work together, where CIA operatives and powerful publishers would stumble home after a few drinks together, is to walk in their footsteps, if only for a few hours.
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			La Niçoise (now Casbah Café)

			1721 Wisconsin Avenue

			[image: ]

			The building that now houses the Casbah Café was in the 1950s the restaurant La Niçoise, where waiters on roller skates delivered French food and the counterintelligence master of the CIA had a weekly lunch date with a Soviet spy.

			In the world of spying, there’s intelligence—spying on other people—and counterintelligence—preventing other people from spying on you. James Jesus Angleton was the head of the counterintelligence staff at the CIA from 1954 to 1975 and came here weekly to drink, eat, talk, and drink some more with Kim Philby, who officially worked at the British Embassy but was a spy for Britain’s MI6 as well as for the KGB.
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					The Casbah Café (1721 Wisconsin Avenue) is a Mediterranean place now, but in the 1950s it was a French restaurant where a British spy tricked an American one.

				

			

			In 1961 Anatoliy Golitsyn defected from the Soviet Union with a hat-load of knowledge about the inner workings of the KGB as well as the names of several diplomats and spies who were in fact working for Soviet intelligence. One of them was Philby, who was recalled to England and who defected to the Soviet Union in 1963 when the walls finally began to close in on him after about a dozen years of suspicion Angleton ignored.

			Between the Golitsyn accusations and the missed opportunity with Philby, Angleton—who had carried out the agency’s first dirty-tricks campaign in a foreign country when he was given a $10 million budget to influence the 1948 Italian elections—became obsessed with the idea of “moles” in the CIA. While it may have been reasonable, between the size of the CIA and the formidable Soviet threat, to assume that some infiltration had or was about to happen, many said that Angleton’s “molehunt” hurt as much as it helped: Innocent people were punished; agents and employees were wary about sharing information; Soviets who made overtures about becoming double agents were rejected as plants.

			On October 12, 1964, Mary Pinchot Meyer, the sister-in-law of then–Newsweek Washington bureau chief Ben Bradlee, was shot to death on Georgetown’s C&O Canal. Bradlee went to her house, where he was met in the living room by Angleton. Speculation centered on the likelihood that they were both looking for Mary’s diary, as she was having an affair with JFK. No diary has ever been found.
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					Book Hill Park is just a block and a half south of the Casbah Café; take a moment to trek up the hill for beautiful vistas of Georgetown and the Potomac.

				

			

			Angleton was also deeply involved with Operation Chaos and Operation Mockingbird—the CIA’s controversial efforts to spy on the anti–Vietnam War movement and to set up front groups working in the American press, respectively. “It is inconceivable,” Angleton once said, “that a secret arm of the government has to comply with all the overt orders of the government.”

			When the details of Operation Mockingbird were made public—or, perhaps, too public to ignore—as part of the uncovering of the CIA’s “Family Jewels,” Angleton was forced to resign on Christmas Eve 1974.
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			Eric Sevareid

			1610 32nd Street
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			You couldn’t make up Eric Sevareid.

			Born in North Dakota and raised in Minneapolis, Sevareid was working in the Paris bureaus of United Press and the New York Herald Tribune when broadcasting pioneer Edward R. Murrow asked him to come to London and try his hand at radio reporting for CBS. Sevareid and the rest of “Murrow’s Boys” ended up basically inventing the form in the crucible of World War II.

			Sevareid was the first reporter to break the news that France was surrendering to the Nazis in June 1940. He then went to London and along with Murrow covered the Battle of Britain from the very city over which planes were dogfighting and dropping bombs. After a short stint in Washington, Sevareid volunteered to cover the China-Burma-India theater of operations. It’s not known what he thought of that decision as the plane he was in plummeted to earth with engine trouble in 1943, but he and the crew survived and walked out of the jungle after nineteen days. He also covered the Italian and southern French campaigns.

			After the war his autobiography, Not So Wild a Dream, covered his journey from a boyhood spent canoeing and mixing with hoboes to seeing the horrific ending of World War II in Germany, and went through eleven printings over the next twenty-eight years. But he was just getting warmed up for the career that most Americans knew him for.

			While he lived in this relatively modest house on the edge of the manicured grounds of Tudor Place, Sevareid continued to report for CBS—heading the Washington bureau from 1946 to 1954, acting as a roving European correspondent from 1959 to 1961, and hosting many news-related series. He also began delivering short commentaries on the issues of the day, first on radio and then on television. On November 22, 1963, Walter Cronkite, in the midst of a multi-hour marathon of live coverage of the assassination of President Kennedy, threw to Sevareid for some information on the future President Johnson. Sevareid deftly and gracefully summed up the man, ending by saying, “the course of the country itself now lies with the continuing nature of our times and of the world itself.”
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					Eric Sevareid, who lived here at 1610 32nd Street, was one of “Murrow’s Boys” and among the journalists who invented TV news as we know it today.

				

			

			Out of that tragic afternoon, a pattern was set: For the next fourteen years, Cronkite, known as the most trusted man in America, would anchor the CBS Evening News, and Sevareid would follow up with analysis that was beautifully written, topical, and wise, delivered in a honeyed, stentorian voice that echoed his years in radio. “Eric was one of that small number of news analysts, commentators and essayists who truly deserve to be called distinguished,” Cronkite later said. “A philosopher, writer, reporter and teacher, with no equal in the history of broadcast journalism,” Cronkite’s successor, Dan Rather, added.

			Eric Sevareid’s final commentary aired in 1977, though he continued to appear on the network in various capacities. “There is in the American people a tough, undiminished instinct for what is fair,” he said in his signoff. “Rightly or wrongly, I have the feeling that I have passed that test. I shall wear this like a medal.” His final televised appearance was in 1991; he died the following year.

			“It was a lucky stroke of timing to have been born and to have lived as an American in this last generation,” Sevareid wrote in the 1976 edition of Not So Wild a Dream. “It was good fortune to be a journalist in Washington, now the greatest single news headquarters in the world since ancient Rome.”
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			Al Friendly

			1645 31st Street
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			Al Friendly is probably best known for the job he lost: He was managing editor of the Washington Post from 1955 until the legendary Ben Bradlee took over in 1965. But those who knew him say he served in that post with grace in a difficult time, and without question he fashioned himself a second act in life.

			Born in Salt Lake City, Friendly worked briefly in the Department of Commerce before coming to the Post in 1939 as a reporter. He was in army intelligence during World War II and wrote the book The Guys on the Ground. In 1947 he spent the summer with Post owner and publisher Eugene Meyer inspecting and documenting conditions on the war-destroyed European continent in preparation for the push by Congress to approve the massive foreign-aid package that came to be known as the Marshall Plan. “We were Marshall Plan even before Marshall,” Friendly would later say.

			Friendly then worked for Averell Harriman as press officer in the Marshall Plan office in Paris, generating coverage of the results of the aid package. When he returned to the Post, he covered topics including atomic energy, the debate in the Truman administration over whether to develop the hydrogen bomb, and the beginnings of Senator Joe McCarthy’s witch hunt of suspected communists in the US government.

			In 1952 publisher Phil Graham, who knew Friendly from the army, made him assistant managing editor of the Post. He advanced to the managing editor’s job in 1955. It was a time of great growth for the newspaper, which had recently acquired the Washington Times-Herald, but there were other challenges. Ben Bradlee wrote in his memoir that, particularly later in Friendly’s tenure as managing editor, the effects of Phil Graham’s mental problems made running the paper more difficult than it had to be. Many managers, including Friendly, “were fired, then rehired. Many were confronted with decisions taken by Phil—a new bureau here, a new executive there—pursuant to priorities and policies that were at least erratic. . . . The men who held the paper together [including Friendly, Bradlee remembered] made all future progress possible, and I knew it, and they knew I knew it.”
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					He may have gotten pushed out of his biggest job, but Al Friendly ended his career exactly the way he wanted to—and he did better in his second act than his first.

				

			

			The haste with which Bradlee unseated Friendly as managing editor—scarcely three months after coming to the Post from Newsweek—appeared a little unseemly, particularly since Friendly had spent so much time visiting Graham during his hospitalizations. And, when a distraught Katharine Graham, Meyer’s daughter, took over the Post after her husband’s suicide and asked rhetorically, “What am I going to do now?” Friendly simply replied, “You’re going to run the joint.” The idea evidently hadn’t occurred to anyone, but it began a publishing career for Katharine Graham that was just as legendary as her husband’s.

			Bradlee, however, says the change at the Post was all for the best. Friendly, he writes, “appeared to me from Day One as miscast in the role of managing editor, the job on a daily newspaper where all the thousand details of administration and production have to be coordinated before the paper can be in a position to write the great stories.” While Bradlee was hardly a neutral observer to the situation, Friendly’s post-managing-editor career certainly provided at least some confirming evidence.

			While many in Friendly’s shoes would stomp out of the newsroom never to be heard from again, with perhaps a few choice words in the doorway, Friendly stayed with the Washington Post on the “new ideas” beat—one he invented himself—and wrote as a foreign correspondent and chief of the Post’s London bureau. He won a Pulitzer Prize in 1967 for his reporting on the Six-Day War in Israel.

			Meanwhile, his wife, Jean, played a critical role in holding Georgetown society together: She was the head of the Wives’ Protection Club, meaning she would keep an eye on the husbands during the summer, when they were left alone in Washington as their families vacationed. Jean’s sister was married to another prominent Washington powerbroker, James H. Rowe Jr., who had been a member of FDR’s “kitchen cabinet.”

			Al Friendly had always said that he would retire on his sixtieth birthday, and when it came in 1971, he did. He died here in 1983. This house, across the street from historic Tudor Place (which was first lived in by Martha Washington’s granddaughter and which still hosts tours of the house and gardens), has been one of DC’s most desired houses: Whenever it has been sold since Friendly’s death, it has been for one of the highest prices in the city’s history. In 2014, it sold for $16.1 million.
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