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Introduction

Nitin Nohria, former dean of the Harvard Business School, once coauthored a study of how business leaders of the air age shaped the history of aviation. In his introduction, he admitted one bias: a passion for flying (and memberships in million mile clubs at three airlines). When Nohria left India for America, he arrived in a Boeing 747 jumbo jet. “Some of my best memories are travels on airplanes.”

In the study, Nohria and his Harvard team revealed a hidden figure in aviation—a “foundational entrepreneur”—whose influence they compared to digital pioneers Jeff Bezos (Amazon), Meg Whitman and Pierre Omidyar (eBay), and Larry Page and Sergei Brin (Google). The study concluded that this entrepreneur, having received “scant mention” in aviation history “may have actually had more influence on the eventual growth of the U.S. airline industry than the Wright brothers.” That entrepreneur was Harry Frank Guggenheim.

A pilot himself, who was obsessed with flying, Harry used every financial tactic he could think of to advance aviation—microfinance, public-private partnerships, R&D grants, safety and design competitions, airplane reliability tours. At a time when most people had never seen an airplane, Harry believed aviation would one day be fundamental to the transportation infrastructure of the United States.

Using his family’s great wealth, Harry bet big on flight technology and devised alternative metrics to assess the results. He helped create a viable business model for aviation and transformed public acceptance of flying. In doing so he jumpstarted the air age, possibly by decades. In fact, the very 747 Nohria boarded for America was invented by Joseph Sutter, graduate of an aviation engineering school funded by Harry Guggenheim.

At the turn of the century the Guggenheims operated the largest mining conglomerate on earth. Six decades later the Guggenheim museum opened, creating a landmark in New York and recasting the family as stewards of a global art brand. Harry carried the torch between the old and the new eras, connecting them with a record of aggressive philanthropy and entrepreneurship. Aviation was just the first chapter of Harry’s life. Impact investor, technologist, start-up accelerator—Harry played a multitude of roles across five different sectors of American business, gambling large chunks of the family fortune on enterprises it had never been in.

For nearly a decade Harry was the sole financial backer of Robert Goddard, the father of modern rocketry. Goddard’s work became the foundation of the space age. From there, Harry went on to publishing and the arts. With wife Alicia Patterson, he cofounded Newsday, the nation’s most successful suburban newspaper. Late in life, he led the building of the Guggenheim museum, mediating between two contentious forces: architect Frank Lloyd Wright and the Guggenheim’s director, James Sweeney.

Those who knew Harry did not mince words in describing him:


	
Fiorella LaGuardia, former mayor of New York City: “the guy who put one over on me in Italy”

	
John Hanes, Roosevelt’s undersecretary of the treasury: “He was a very brilliant man”

	
Frank Lloyd Wright, architect: “Harry doesn’t like controversy. Harry likes to win”

	
Charles Lindbergh: “He was an extraordinary and wonderful man, and among my closest friends”

	
Thomas Messer, third director of the Guggenheim museum: “a tyrant”

	
Madeleine Albright, former secretary of state “the man who alternately charmed and intimidated us”

	
Bill Moyers, former LBJ press secretary and publisher, Newsday: “His intuitions I found all admirable. It was his opinions that were not.”

	
Gen. James (Jimmy) Doolittle, WWII air ace: “A great American”

	
Alicia Patterson, Harry’s third wife and cofounder of Newsday: “that son of a bitch”



Harry’s first two marriages, as he saw them, were his only true defeats—their failures entirely his fault, he said.

As his investments weaved their way into the very fabric of American life, Harry made forays into politics and diplomacy. He had the ear of five U.S. presidents, spending time with each in the Oval Office. His years as U.S. ambassador to Cuba during the revolution were more than he bargained for, nearly costing him his life. Among his closest friends was Charles Lindbergh—a relationship that survived searing criticism on the eve of WWII.

Until now, Harry’s story lay buried among the five major works produced on the Guggenheim family over the decades. Within those collective 2000 pages of family history, he remains a Delphic figure. A deeply private person, he left behind no journals, diaries, or memoirs. His letters to friends, family members, and business associates are at times revealing, but opaque when it came to his inner thoughts. He was patrician, at times aloof, and even those closest to him said he was a difficult man to figure out. Yet Harry clearly wanted to be understood and remembered. He bequeathed to the Library of Congress some 115,000 items—a massive trove of consequential and quotidian memos, notes, correspondence, reports, legal papers, speeches, and business documents over six decades. He left his home, Falaise, to be administered as a museum, choosing how its furniture should be arranged and what items in his bedroom would be seen by visitors.

As a writer at Forbes for a decade, I’ve been fascinated by stories of how great family business dynasties were built. Most do not last. Often the second or third generation doesn’t possess the ambition or the imagination to carry on a family enterprise in a modern era. In many cases the next generation is simply content to enjoy their inherited wealth, making a career out of leisure. Harry chose a different path. The institutions he built over his lifetime, and the impact they continue to have, form one of the great business backstories of the 20th century.






CHAPTER ONE Bandits and Bullion


I

In the summer of 1891, William and Solomon Guggenheim faced the most dangerous journey of their lives. Their destination was a small town in Mexico, where they would establish the next great outpost in the Guggenheim mining empire. They would bring the family’s vast knowledge of extracting metals from the earth to a land whose enormous mineral wealth had been mined for centuries, yet remained largely untapped. In the coming years the Guggenheims would build railroads, hire steamboats, erect smelters, and construct entire mining towns to transform millions of tons of ore rich with copper, silver, lead, iron, zinc, and other metals that would find their way into newly electrified American homes, military munitions, automobiles, and factories. The metals unlocked from their mines in Mexico and elsewhere would fuel the Second Industrial Revolution.

But Mexico’s earthbound riches lay untapped for a reason. For most of the 19th century Mexico was a land of unending war, political upheaval, and revolution. There was the War of Independence (ending Spanish colonialism); the Mexican-American War (losing Mexico one-third of its territory to the United States); the Caste War of Yucatán (touched off by the Mayan uprising of 1847); and the occupation of Mexico by France in the 1860s. Nearly every president of Mexico in the 19th century had been a military commander.

To some in the Guggenheim family, sending William and Solomon to this land of chaos and revolution was a fool’s errand. What experience had they traveling to isolated deserts, high plains, and remote mountain passes where a chance encounter with bandits, revolutionaries, or renegade soldiers could be fatal? But if they succeeded in staying alive, the rewards would be staggering. Both brothers had proven themselves in business—William, yard foreman at the Guggenheims’ giant smelter in Pueblo, Colorado, and Solomon, who had successfully handled the sale of the family’s early businesses in Europe. They could be relied upon to capitalize on the Guggenheims’ many contacts in the country and to find the right sources for acquiring building materials and labor. Their father, Meyer, had chosen them as much for their wits and gumption as their business acumen. After crossing the border that summer, Solomon, a man of refined tastes whose name would someday grace a world-famous museum in New York City, strapped a pistol to his belt each morning and traveled with armed lookouts. William, the youngest of the seven Guggenheim brothers, did the same.

Meyer Guggenheim sensed a coming change in the political culture of Mexico. He believed, correctly, that the nation was finally entering a period of political stability. Lawlessness and revolution defined the old Mexico. With the mining know-how of the Guggenheims and investments from a new wave of foreign speculators, then-president Porfirio Díaz sought to shape a new Mexico. Díaz would dangle tax breaks and make sweetheart land deals to entice foreign investors to build a national infrastructure where none existed. What was coming was a boom era of economic development: the Porfiriato.

Díaz could usher in this new age because he controlled all the levers of power, including a rubber-stamp legislature. His generals and military leaders, who ran the provinces and the cities, enjoyed the fruits of this new engagement with foreign capitalists. In the decade following William and Solomon’s arrival in Mexico, some $1.2 billion in foreign investment flooded into the country, growing its gross national product by an average of 8 percent each year. To do business in the new era, investors like the Guggenheims naturally had to pay local authorities the mordida (or bite in Spanish, slang for bribe). If one wanted to site a railway line to a new mining claim, or secure water rights to operate machinery, the right mordida would be proffered to police or local military units. A mordida would also be paid to ensure safe transport of the weekly raya, or payroll, typically a thousand or more pesos sealed in canvas sacks.

William and Solomon’s destination that summer was Monterrey, a small town in northeastern Mexico. They would oversee construction of a giant smelter modeled after the Guggenheims’ existing plant in Colorado. At the time Monterrey was a town of some twenty-five thousand inhabitants, mostly indigenous Indians occupying one- and two-story limestone homes. Ringed by a series of peaks, Monterrey’s defining landmark was a giant notch resembling a saddle on a mountaintop, the Cerro de la Silla, or Saddle Hill. In the years of the Porfiriato, Monterrey had begun to modernize. Yet it remained a town of insular poverty. Streets were poorly cobbled and unpaved; the smell of sewage hung thick in the summer air. Its residents were deeply suspicious of outsiders. As one account of life there noted: “The men of the town hid beneath their huge hats and talked about the coming of the yanqui while their wives pounded the corn with mortar and pestle and took the family wash to the creek to scrub.”

Extracting silver in Monterrey was backbreaking work, still done in the ancient ways. Ore taken from the mines was spread across shallow pits, then crushed into a fine gravel with huge stone rollers. The ground rock was then sprinkled with mercury, salt, and blue stone (a crystalline compound), then trampled by a herd of mules. Known as the “patio method,” the crushing action caused a chemical reaction in which the silver dissolved into the mercury which, when heated, would give up the silver. Until the arrival of the Guggenheims, such practices in Monterrey had changed little in 350 years.

II

William Guggenheim wanted to be as close as possible to the new smelter, located just six miles out of town. He set up his living quarters on the property—essentially a shack thrown together by two-by-fours, wood planks, and sheets of corrugated iron. His Scandinavian chief engineer, Van Yngling, lodged nearby in a two-story farmhouse. William was introduced to middlemen who, in turn, brought laborers and construction materials to the site. According to William, construction proceeded as planned until late one moonlit night, when screams from Van Yngling’s bedroom shattered the desert silence. Men cursing and feet scuffling across the floor could be heard, then nothing. Alerted to the melee, William rushed to the ground floor of the home. Stepping inside, he noticed blood dripping through the wood planks of the ceiling, pooling on the stone floor below. Upstairs, William’s chief engineer, nearly hacked to death, was still alive. “His assailants, who had gained access to his room by raising a ladder to the window, had literally cut him to pieces. He was bleeding from almost 30 jagged wounds, and died soon after the doctor arrived,” wrote William. Accounts differ as to whether the attack came from workers angry over a wage dispute or retribution for an affair Van Yngling was having with a local landowner’s wife.

A short while later William himself was the target of a robbery-turned-murder. He had taken a train ride to inspect the prospective site of a tunnel to be built at the Guggenheims’ Reforma Mines, a series of mammoth lead deposits the family had secured in northeast Mexico. At that time the train only ran to the town of Monclova. From there one had to travel farther by horse and wagon over some sixty miles of dry, sandy roads marked only by an occasional small village. William got there a day late. Stopping at a nearby village, he found it “wild with commotion.” On the evening prior, when William was expected, the owner of a nearby hacienda was driving his wagon in the dark and, mistaken for William, was ambushed and killed. His young son was found wandering in the mountains the next day. Later captured, the murderers “confessed that they had slain the wrong man, mistaking him for William Guggenheim, their intended victim, knowing he was due and believing that he was carrying considerable money and valuables with him.”

The Guggenheims quickly learned to hire engineers and managers proficient not just in metallurgical science, but in handling weapons and bluffing enemies. A man who possessed such talent was John Hays Hammond, later the Guggenheims’ chief engineer in Mexico. Hammond was the prospecting world’s version of Indiana Jones, a survivor of countless engagements with hostile Native American tribes and rogue units of the Mexican military. Some of the most dangerous mining districts he traveled through were deep in the state of Sonora, in western Mexico, its mountains and deserts inaccessible except by mule and horseback. On the rare occasion when Hammond’s wife traveled with him, he gave her a loaded pistol. Better to commit suicide than be captured by hostile forces, they agreed.

Traveling on behalf of the Guggenheims one summer in a remote stretch of mountains, Hammond took an extra precaution, hiring fifteen Yaquis and organizing them into his personal bodyguard. The customary weapon was a machete, but Hammond bought rifles for his hired troops and taught them expert marksmanship. These skills came in handy at Minas Nuevas, an old silver mining works the Guggenheims asked Hammond to take over as superintendent.

Given the site’s 2,000-foot elevation and isolated setting, Hammond immediately set about building fortifications around an old hacienda serving as the gateway to the compound. He expected it would be just a matter of time before they were accosted, and Hammond was correct. A band of about one hundred revolutionaries on horseback soon arrived. A “colonel” rode up to Hammond, explaining that he was sorry to have to exact a préstamo (forced loan) upon the camp. He needed to buy corn for his horses. Hammond looked him dead in the eye and declined the request. Undeterred, the colonel warily eyed the Yaquis at the camp, making the absurd suggestion that Hammond lend him all of his bodyguards’ rifles so that the colonel’s troops might protect Hammond from the Indians he himself had hired. Nearby Yaquis were in the midst of an uprising against Mexican authorities and would surely turn on Hammond, warned the colonel. Hammond waved off the concern and explained that his well-armed bodyguards had no intention of giving up their weapons. The colonel, losing patience, then set down an ultimatum: if Hammond didn’t turn over his men’s weapons, they would be taken by force. Hammond, unfazed, stated that he was ready for such an attempt. Who would be first to try to scale the high adobe wall surrounding the hacienda before being torn apart by a hail of bullets? asked Hammond.

The siege went on for days, but Hammond would not yield. As he recalled: “Our appearance was, indeed, formidable. In addition to our barricade, we had mounted several locomotive headlights with which we were able to sweep the surrounding country after nightfall. Furthermore, we carefully allowed the secret to leak out that, concealed all about the premises, were dynamite caches which could be exploded by an electrical apparatus. This extraordinary preparation for warfare made such a decided impression that, after several days of blood-curdling threats and a few potshots to let us know they were beaten but unbowed, the disconsolate patriots moved off and left us free to continue our labors.”

III

Hammond delivered many financial triumphs to the brothers while working for the Guggenheim Exploration Co. (Guggenex), the mining development entity the family firm had begun. His uncanny sense of discovering new mining properties and forecasting their payouts was well worth his wildly high compensation. Under a five-year contract Hammond’s salary was $250,000 a year (about $6 million today), plus a percentage of the yield of the mining properties he located. At the time his compensation was believed to be the highest salary paid by a U.S. employer. With Hammond’s expertise, Guggenex rivaled the U.S. Geological Survey in its breadth and depth of knowledge of mining wealth in the United States.

The brothers could afford Hammond’s salary; labor costs in Mexico were far cheaper than in parts north, and Mexican silver was generally purer than the ores of the American West. The push into Mexico would be a clever end run around the punishing economic effects of the McKinley Tariff of 1890. It came about, in part, because Colorado miners were angry at the flood of cheap ore coming from Mexico. That drove down wages. To protect American mining companies from such foreign competition, the act had established a massive jump in ore import duties.

The tariff had much to do with why William and Solomon came to Mexico in the first place. Over dinner one evening with his seven sons back at the family’s New York home on W. 77th St., Meyer vented his frustration and proclaimed a solution: “Our government is very foolish. If we can’t bring Mexican ore to Pueblo, let us take a smelter to Mexico.” The Guggenheims did just that, circumventing the crushing new tariff by building their own smelters in Mexico. They were modeled on the Colorado plant, whose six massive furnaces could process over 100,000 pounds of ore a day.

In the summer before Solomon and William’s trek, Meyer used his Mexican legal and diplomatic contacts to arrange for a meeting between his oldest son, Daniel, and President Díaz. Daniel would meet with Díaz at the National Palace on the Plaza Zócalo, built on the ruins of the palace of the last Aztec emperor. As one account described it: “In a stately, high-ceiling room in the old Palace, Díaz and Daniel Guggenheim sat down together…. The physical contrast between the two principals was striking. Díaz was then sixty, and an impressive figure. His high, wide forehead sloped up to still white hair; his eyes were alert and piercing. He had powerful jaws, a massive square chin, a large expressive mouth, a short thick neck, and a snowy mustache. There was a challenge in the lift of his head. He looked the fighter that he was. Opposite him was the well-turned-out American. Daniel had just reached his forty-fourth year. He, too, was short, but less stocky than the dynamic Díaz. His hair was prematurely white; his hazel eyes were friendly; his whole personality exuded charm. He made a graceful foil for the muscular President.”

The Guggenheims received their concession from Díaz, allowing them to import machinery across the border at little or no cost; to establish smelters, one for copper in the south, at Aguascalientes; another for lead in the north, at Monterrey; and to pay no state or local taxes inside the country for two decades. It was a prescient deal. By the turn of the century, Guggenheim-owned smelters processed 40 percent of the lead and 20 percent of the silver mined in Mexico.

The deal with Díaz was a milestone for the Guggenheims, setting off an expansion of the family metals business into one of the most powerful mining companies on earth. Decades later, new institutions would define the Guggenheim brand—New York’s Guggenheim Museum and a $315 billion Wall Street firm, Guggenheim Partners. Yet the roots of all these businesses—mining, the arts, Wall Street—owe their origins to a period of family history even further back in time, and to a single investment of a few hundred dollars in stove polish.

IV

In 1848 the first Guggenheims immigrated to Philadelphia from Lengnau, a tiny Jewish community just twenty miles north of Zurich. Lives of Jews and Christians were segregated in this tiny community. Separate entrances for the two faiths remain visible today in many homes there. Anti-Semitism existed in the New World and the Old, but the Guggenheims of the mid–19th century were astonished to read letters from relatives who had emigrated to the United States describing a culture where one could get ahead regardless of one’s station in life. There was discrimination, yes, but no laws preventing Jews from entering certain professions, as there were in Lengnau. So one day Simon Guggenheim (Meyer’s father) and his future wife, a widow, and her children emigrated to Philadelphia. The area was populated by the Pennsylvania Dutch, whose German language they spoke. The Quakers and Swedes who lived there were more welcoming to them than many of their Christian neighbors in their own Swiss community.

In America, Simon could afford but a tiny home for his large family in a working-class Philadelphia neighborhood. He and son Meyer traveled door-to-door selling household “notions”—spices, embroidery, and their top seller: stove polish. Once applied, it stopped cast-iron stoves from rusting. But stove polish of that day made the hands filthy and was tough to clean off. So young Meyer employed a new formula to make the polish easier to remove: he added soap to its ingredients. Investing several hundred dollars of his profits into materials to produce the polish himself, he later bought a sausage-stuffing machine to fabricate chunks of polish into uniform sizes.

This innovation made Meyer’s polish a favorite. The proceeds allowed him to expand into another product, with even greater promise: “essence of coffee.” Like Howard Schultz, Meyer Guggenheim didn’t invent coffee—he just served it better. At the time coffee was a luxury enjoyed by the wealthy. Why shouldn’t the masses enjoy it, too? To sell to a broader market, Meyer bought low-quality beans and ground them with ingredients like chicory, which added flavor, and possibly baking soda, which neutralized acid and gave it a smoother taste. This product, too, was a financial hit.

Meyer married his stepsister Barbara and soon moved the family to a bigger house in a tonier corner of Philadelphia. Meyer, a slight man whose bristling sideburns had grown into muttonchop whiskers, was by all accounts a dignified, private character. But when he saw the huge rewards small innovations could bring, his mind began to burn up with ideas. He kept a constant eye out for other underserved business niches that he could boldly push. He opened a tailor shop and a grocery. During the Civil War his coffee sales boomed, as did his sales of mustard seeds and wooden shoe pegs to the Northern Army. (Wooden pegs, a seemingly obscure item, were needed by the thousands to attach soles to shoes.) Then Meyer set his sights higher, looking for opportunities in established businesses with limited competition that could be expanded. During the war he bought the patent rights to a lye-making company. He then improved the production process and lowered prices, undercutting a larger competitor who had held a virtual monopoly on the business. The move forced the competitor to buy him out, landing him $150,000 cash (about $2.3 million today).

Meyer and Barbara’s family grew rapidly: first came Isaac, Daniel, Murray, and Solomon; then Jeanette and Benjamin, followed by twins Robert and Simon; and then William, Rose, and Cora. Robert died at age nine, leaving seven brothers and three sisters.

After the Civil War Meyer invested in a small, financially strapped railroad line he believed would someday form part of a larger route. Another good gamble. He bought the railroad stock cheap then sold it for a premium to railroad titan Jay Gould, who bought him out for $320,000 (nearly $5 million today). Another opportunity emerged when a distant relative in St. Gall, Switzerland, offered Meyer a consignment of excess inventory he held of lace and embroidery. In the late 19th century, handmade lace was used everywhere—tablecloths, pillows, dresses. Discovering that a new generation of machines could produce the material faster and at lower cost, he foresaw some nice margins in the business. Meyer sent sons Daniel, Murray, and Solomon to learn the business in Europe. He built small factories in St. Gall to mass-produce the fabric. Son Isaac was dispatched to New York to open an office to receive the lace imports. With the next generation firmly embedded in the family enterprise, Meyer recast the business as a partnership and called it M. Guggenheim’s Sons in 1881.

The surplus from Meyer’s embroidery sales and earnings from stock market deals got him thinking about an offer from a former partner in his grocery venture. It began as a loan request for Meyer to cover the investment costs of two silver mines in Leadville, Colorado: the A.Y. and the Minnie (named for its owner, A. Y. Corman, and his wife Minnie). Apparently Meyer didn’t take to heart Mark Twain’s reported definition of mines at the time: “A mine is a hole in the ground owned by a damned liar!”

Meyer didn’t think his former partner was a liar, but neither did Meyer want to be a lender. He wanted a better position on the deal. A counteroffer was made: How about an equity investment of $5,000 for a one-third interest in the two mines? His partner accepted. As time went on the mines yielded little if any earnings. And then the shafts of the mines flooded, shutting down operations. Distressed, Meyer traveled to Leadville to assess the situation firsthand. Another partner wanted out and sold part of his share to Meyer, giving Meyer a controlling interest. Ever the optimist, he doubled down. Meyer hired an engineer and purchased four 25-horsepower steam pumps to “dewater” the mines and ordered the excavations be dug deeper. Operations restarted.

Some weeks later, back in New York, Meyer received a telegram from Leadville: RICH STRIKE, FIFTEEN OUNCES SILVER. SIXTY PERCENT LEAD. It was incredible news. Meyer would soon be earning about $1,000 a day. Stove polish was a good start. But Leadville was the real beginning of the Guggenheims family’s path to staggering wealth.

As Meyer further invested in mining it became obvious who was making the real money—and it wasn’t him. To extract the precious metals of his mines, every pound of ore had to be run through a smelter, which separated metal from rock using high heat generated by furnaces. Smelting required far less labor than mining. Charges by smelter operators often meant that smelter owners were making more money in fees than Meyer was making from his raw ores. The future of the family firm became instantly clear. Meyer would wipe out the middlemen by building his own smelters.

One day he crystallized this business philosophy to his sons: “My boys, I can see great things coming in this country. Watch those railroad men! They are taking little railroads and tying them together. The little (rail) roads fight each other and nobody makes much money. They join, and there’s millions, and you hear of Vanderbilt, Fisk, Gould, men of many, many millions. The time is coming in this fine country of ours when all these businesses will be big. Either big, or nothing at all. You will be gobbled up there, in your little business. America is growing. You must grow with it. Forget about your little laces. Many years ago I carried a few yards of lace with me up and down Pennsylvania and New Jersey, selling a little here, a little there. I saved money, I forgot about peddling and went into a bigger business. Ever since I have gone into bigger businesses. And now I intend to go into the biggest business of all. Maybe it will cost me a million dollars. And what is a million in a country like this? Nothing!”

Meyer sold the embroidery factories in Europe and built his first smelter in Pueblo, Colorado, strategically placed at the crossroads of where ore would originate from the A.Y. and the Minnie in the north and from mines in Mexico to the south. Just as the Rockefellers would move from oil wells into oil refining, the Guggenheims would move from mining into smelting. Two decades later the growth of this new business would prompt the meeting between Daniel, grandson of a stove polish peddler, and the president of Mexico at the Presidential Palace in 1890.

A final milestone that year: Daniel’s second son, Harry, was born. The future patriarch would someday run the family enterprise and, like Meyer, take the Guggenheims into businesses they had never before dreamed of entering.






CHAPTER TWO The Apprentice


I

Harry’s early childhood years paralleled an era of ferocious growth in the family business. As Bernard Baruch, financier and longtime business partner of the family put it, the Guggenheims “roamed the globe in search of profitable holdings, stripping the hillsides of Nevada, Utah, and New Mexico of copper porphyries; developing tin mines in Bolivia, gold mines in Alaska, diamond fields in Africa, rubber plantations in the Belgian Congo, copper mines and smelters in Mexico and copper mines and nitrate fields in Chile.” They were aided by the frothy public markets. Bonds and securities spread the risk and enabled colossal economies of scale for their mining operations. As Baruch put it: “It was the Guggenheims who made mining an investment.”

In the late 19th century copper was about the best investment of all. Copper transmission lines made the era of the telegraph possible. Copper wiring laid the foundation for the electrical age. Imagine the volume of copper wire required to lay telegraph lines along the thousands of miles of US railroad routes (the telegraph was used to transmit times to keep railroads running on time), and to Western Union offices throughout the United States, and later to Europe via undersea cable. Imagine the staggering quantities of copper wire required to build out the nation’s electrical grid, city by city, to small and large towns, transmitting AC current to private homes, apartment complexes, office buildings, municipal works, and hotels.

Imagine everything else that required copper: textile factories and chemical plants, ships’ hulls and locomotive engines, roofs, doorknobs, locks, drawer pulls, curtain rods, faucets, valves and pipes, pots and kettles, clocks and watches, coins, medical tools, shell casings for ammunition needed for pistols and rifles, and every variety of military weapon and explosive. Copper was used in heaters, defrosters, radio components, radiators, the patinas of public sculpture. (The Statue of Liberty was made with 179,220 pounds of copper.) World copper production went up tenfold between the years 1880 and 1890. Not a bad business to be in.

So the Guggenheims found new mines and built new smelters, transforming themselves from silver barons to copper kings. But it was just the beginning of M. Guggenheim’s Sons. The new incarnation of the family firm had been formed to manage Meyer’s booming mining businesses, making each of his seven sons an equal partner. If there was one dynastic imperative, it was Meyer’s emphasis on consensus decision-making. As family lore has it, Meyer gathered his sons around the meeting table one day and handed each one a slender stick, following the old Aesopian fable. He told each son to break it; each stick snapped easily. Then Meyer reached down and produced a tight bundle of another seven sticks and passed it around the table, asking each brother to break it. None could. “So it is with you,” said Meyer. “Together you are invincible. Singly, each of you may be easily broken.”

The power of that unity played out on a grander stage during Harry’s childhood. It was the era of the great trusts, and in the mining world there was none bigger than the one forged by Henry Rogers, the man who had helped create the Standard Oil trust. Rogers used the oil trust as the template for his mining enterprises, consolidating smelters and ore refineries scattered around the country. He rolled up these independent lead, silver, and copper smelters into a cartel-like entity called the American Smelting and Refining Company (ASARCO). This consolidated company drew an extraordinary market capitalization. Some, Benjamin and William included, felt the stock was wildly overinflated. Still, it posed a competitive threat to the smaller collection of Guggenheim mining interests. The brothers’ answer was to create their own public company, Guggenex (Guggenheim Exploration Co.) in 1899. But to do so required more investment capital than the brothers possessed—they would have to bring in outsiders like William C. Whitney and his son. (The latter would take a seat on the board.)

Two years later ASARCO faced financial problems. Its leadership pressured the Guggenheims to join the trust. Meyer turned to the son with the greatest business savvy, Daniel, to fend off their rival. Daniel thought up a better hand to play. After declining to join ASARCO, Daniel turned the tables, quietly engineering a series of stock purchases that soon formed a controlling stake in his larger competitor.

Taking control of ASARCO was a deft countermove. It gave the Guggenheims control of the most powerful mining business on earth. Soon after, the brothers teamed up with J. P. Morgan and Jacob Schiff to form the Alaska Syndicate, purchasing Alaska’s Kennecott Mountain and hundreds of thousands of acres around it to develop one of the biggest copper reserves in history. The freezing Arctic wilderness had no infrastructure, of course; everything was built from scratch, including a 200-mile railroad constructed over moving glaciers and river deltas, creating a path from the copper mountain to the sea.

The ASARCO takeover solidified Daniel’s position as the next family patriarch. But opening family ventures up to outsiders and becoming beholden to the public markets irked the younger brothers. In 1901 William and Benjamin resigned, unbundling the seven sticks.


II

After Meyer and Barbara moved their family from Philadelphia to New York, all the brothers found homes in and around Manhattan. They were now in the financial and media capital of the world. The battle for ASARCO had played out in the nation’s newspapers, turning the remaining five brothers into business celebrities. Virtually any comment on any business topic by one of the Guggenheims became newsworthy. Daniel and his brothers now managed an expansive network of mines and smelters from the Rockies to the Sierra Madres, in North and South America. At the birth of the 20th century they controlled much of the world’s copper and some 80 percent of its silver, generating wealth that would place them alongside the Rockefellers, Fords, Astors, and Vanderbilts.

Most well-to-do New York families of that time built or bought summer retreats outside the city. The Guggenheims gravitated to West End, New Jersey, a kind of Jewish Newport. Their homes were just down the road from the Seligmans, the Loebs, the Lehmans, and the Bloomingdales. Meyer played the gaming tables and bet at the nearby Monmouth racetrack but never wagered extravagant sums. In those days most people weren’t born in hospitals, but at home, so it was in West End that Harry, the second son of Florence and Daniel, was born on August 23, 1890, delivered by Dr. Simon Baruch (father of Bernard), a former Confederate surgeon who was the family physician for both Meyer and Daniel. The home was probably a summer rental—Harry’s parents later built their own summer estate, Firenze, in Elberon, an unincorporated community just south of West End. Daniel named it after his wife, and the fact that Florence was her favorite Italian city. Harry was their second child; his older brother, M. Robert, was born five years prior; his sister, Gladys, arrived five years after Harry.

All three children would spend summers at Firenze, where two white marble lions sat regally beside its entrance. Inside, the enormous foyer was supported by Roman columns, a white marble floor covered with rugs and animal skins, a realm of nobility. There were Pompeiian-style bronzes arrayed near a fountain framed by palms and ferns. Red silk damask lined the walls of the library. The portrait gallery reflected Daniel’s Old World tastes, displaying Corots, Daubignys, and Homer Dodge Martin’s masterpiece, Westchester Hills. The home was designed by Carrère & Hastings, architects of the New York Public Library (where a similar pair of famous white marble lions guard its entrance). Harry, his siblings, and his cousins had the run of the estate, from riding stables and tennis courts to chicken coops and two 400-foot greenhouses. Daniel was a gentleman gardener, with belladonna lilies among his favorite plantings.

In building these summer retreats, each brother labored fiercely to outdo the others. Nearby was Solomon’s estate, The Towers, a fantastical Moorish-style residence festooned by turrets, minarets, balconies, and cupolas (locals referred to it as Aladdin’s Palace). Spanning some one hundred rooms, visitors often got lost inside. A set of stained glass windows on a second-floor parlor room were embedded with medallions, each representing an event in Guggenheim family history. Not to be rivaled by Solomon or Daniel, brother Murray commissioned his own Beaux Arts masterpiece, also built by Carrère & Hastings. Murray and wife Irene modeled the thirty-five-room mansion after the Grand Trianon in Versailles.

The brothers’ mansions were jokingly called “cottages” (as seasonal visitors to Maine call their summer estates “camps”). Harry and his cousins delighted in coming and going from these architectural wonders all summer. All but one cousin seemed to enjoy their time in Elberon. (Peggy Guggenheim, one of Benjamin’s daughters and enfant terrible of the family, didn’t care for the town, calling it “the ugliest place in the world.”)

Growing up, Harry was never close to his older brother, Robert, apparently his mother’s favorite. Florence shared Robert’s wry sense of humor and fawned over his good looks, defined by a strong, square jaw and deep-set eyes. All of Robert’s frivolity, his never-ending goofing off, and failure to take anything seriously, seemed to bring nothing but affection from Florence, and jealousy from Harry.

Harry instead drew close to cousin Edmond, the son of Uncle Murray and Aunt Irene. Edmond was two years older than Harry and his first business partner. When Harry was ten, Daniel thought the time had come for his son and Edmond to gain some sales experience. The cousins were given responsibility for raising chickens at Firenze and peddling their fresh eggs to a buyer in New York, all arranged by Daniel. “For months the youthful partners tended incubators, mixed rations, repaired the ravages to their hennery by an autumn cyclone, and delivered eggs to the manager of the St. Regis Hotel, their principal customer.” After two years of sales, Daniel closed the business. Harry later wrote, “Father’s objective was to give us experience in business and to teach us how easy it is to lose money…. We got the experience and father lost the money.”

III

At age eleven Harry got his first chance to address a public audience, though his remarks are unknown. The occasion was the dedication of a limestone synagogue on the grounds of the Jewish Hospital in Philadelphia in memory of Henry S. Frank, the husband of Florence Guggenheim’s sister Rose. The Franks were close to Daniel and Florence; they traveled and spent time together socially in Elberon. A year before Harry was born, Henry Frank died, leaving Florence’s sister a widow. Harry’s middle name, “Frank,” was likely chosen in honor of Florence’s late brother-in-law.

The Guggenheims were big donors to Jewish charities. But Meyer and Barbara were also members of Temple Emanu-El, New York’s fashionable flagship of Reform Judaism. Meyer felt Orthodox Jewish practices reinforced the Guggenheims’ “separateness” at a time they were seeking to assimilate into American culture. They did not wish to be hyphenated Americans. This distancing from orthodoxy, beginning with Meyer, continued with Daniel and Florence, and with their children. The third generation of Guggenheims in America would attend nondenominational private schools, and some would marry into non-Jewish families.

As the family mining empire grew Daniel and Florence and their three children moved from their home in Philadelphia to a larger, more stylish townhouse at 12 W. 54th St. in Manhattan. The neighbors were just ordinary folks, like the gentleman who lived two doors down and came to the doorstep one day, ringing the bell and saying, almost apologetically, “I just thought I’d drop by to be neighborly.” It was John D. Rockefeller Sr. On spring weekends Harry spent time at the family riding stables near the home of Meyer and Barbara, who lived at 36 W. 77th St., a brownstone just a block off Central Park, facing the Museum of Natural History.

Harry and Edmond enjoyed wreaking havoc together, especially when the victims were unsuspecting aunts and uncles at Friday night gatherings, a tradition the family continued at Meyer and Barbara’s Manhattan home. Around the dining room table, beneath a brilliantly lit chandelier, some twenty or more Guggenheims would come for dinner. There was always talk about the days in Mexico and the latest news from the partners’ mining properties. Harry and Edmond were too young to yet play a role in the family business, but one night they put on a vaudeville-inspired skit lampooning Wall Street, which brought Meyer to tears of laughter. In the evenings Harry and Edmond found perverse pleasure in occasionally breaking off a finger from a statue in the front parlor, or once stealing their uncle Isaac’s new silk hat and using it as a flying projectile, leaving it in tatters. Eventually Meyer had enough and banned both cousins from attending the Friday night dinners together, forcing them to alternate their appearances.

After Meyer died in 1905 while vacationing in Florida, Harry and Edmond staged a final act of defiance. As the huge funeral procession left Temple Emanu-El heading to Meyer’s final resting spot in Salem Fields, Brooklyn, Harry and Edmond ditched the motorcade and headed to a nearby bar for beer and sandwiches.

Such mini-rebellions wouldn’t have gone over well amid the buttoned-down order of the Columbia Grammar and Preparatory School, attended by both Harry and Edmond. One of New York’s elite private schools, it was founded just prior to the Revolution in the rear of an upholstery shop. It had been a prep school for King’s College (now Columbia University) but ended that affiliation in 1864. By the early 1900s the school had one hundred students in attendance, many from prominent Jewish families. The school was in a four-story building on E. 51st St., then under the reign of Benjamin H. Campbell, a Dickensian character who headed the school for some forty years.

Headmaster Campbell left a lasting impression on Harry. He was a short, “falcon-eyed” gentleman with a “terrifying exterior.” He had done well in the stock market and lived in a Victorian mansion in Elizabeth, New Jersey (nightly dinners were served by an elderly butler). Campbell wore the same Victorian coat and beat-up hat for years, never held faculty meetings, and enforced frugality: “Every scrap of paper was saved, every piece of string small or large was carefully rolled up for future use.” No one, not even the assistant headmaster, was allowed into his office. Apparently Campbell required such privacy lest a call come in on the private phone he installed, keeping him in touch with his Wall Street broker during trading hours. If he was buying Guggenheim mining stocks at the time, he probably did well.

IV

Harry thrived in his years at Columbia Grammar. He became president of the school’s Literary and Debating Society at age fourteen, making a winning argument against Tory political policies. Unlike his father Daniel, a small, barrel-chested fire hydrant of a man, Harry was thin, tawny in complexion, his face set off with pale blue eyes, with unusually long, tapered fingers on hands resembling those of a concert pianist. Harry made the school’s hockey and football teams and clinched first place hurling the twelve-pound shot put at the school’s field games one spring. In his junior year Harry was a member of Columbia Grammar’s automobile club. School records list him as the driver of two vehicles: a 1906 Mercedes (forty-five horsepower) and a Marsh motorcycle. The Marsh resembled a bicycle with a small single cylinder engine in the middle of its frame.

Driver’s education being a thing of the future, Harry and Edmond motored around New York and out to Elberon with no particular regard for traffic laws. Over three years, the teens racked up four speeding arrests and one car crash. At fifteen Harry was arrested for speeding on Staten Island, pulled over by a much-exasperated bicycle cop. The policeman, after catching his breath, likely explained to Harry that the legal limit was 8 mph and Harry was doing 40 mph. (Edmond provided the $100 bail to spring his younger cousin before his court appearance.)

One winter day, when Harry was seventeen, he and Edmond were cruising along Broadway on Manhattan’s West Side when they spotted a sidewalk altercation involving a group of boys (apparently known to them). Edmond pulled over and engaged the group. As much shouting ensued, the cousins failed to notice the electric streetcar bearing down on them some 150 yards behind. Edmond attempted to restart his car but the engine would not turn over. Moments later the trolley crashed full speed into the back of the vehicle, sending both cousins flying through the air. Apparently neither was badly injured. Later, when Edmond racked up his third speeding offense in two years, he was sentenced to a day at the Tombs, a notorious New York City jail. Luckily for Edmond, the sentence was pronounced at 3:00 P.M., and the Tombs closed at 4:00 P.M.—his time served a mere thirty-five minutes.

In early 1907, Daniel and Florence watched their neighbor Rockefeller accelerate his buying binge of nearby homes, including ten properties on the Guggenheims’ block. Harry’s parents decided on a change, moving around the corner to a ten-room suite at the St. Regis, a luxury hotel just completed by John Jacob Astor. Its eighteen stories towered over the nearby homes of the Vanderbilts and Rockefellers. Daniel and Florence’s children would be looked after not only by their own personal housekeepers, but by the hotel’s house and kitchen staff. Growing up in a hotel didn’t suit Harry or his sister Gladys. The stream of visitors coming and going, phones ringing, packages arriving—it was all a constant annoyance. Hotel butlers and maids were always interrupting things. When it came to meals, the children often ordered off the room service menu, whose items rarely changed.

After Harry’s high school graduation he and Edmond were off on another trek, this time to Idaho, where the two went fishing and hunting at a camp the Guggenheims and Harrimans shared. It had been decided that Harry would enroll in the Sheffield Scientific School at Yale that fall, where John Hays Hammond occasionally lectured. Daniel was grooming Harry to enter the family business, as Meyer had groomed him. Returning to New York, Harry started his freshman year at the Sheffield School learning the building blocks of the metallurgical world: how to assay bullion; the workings of reverberatory furnaces and electrolytic refining; methods of extracting cadmium and mercury; and the use of mine machinery. He joined the cross-country and track teams and the gun club (he was an average shooter, ranking fifth that fall) and tried out for the Drama Association (but appears not to have won a slot). Harry was more interested in Yale’s tennis team—during his summers at Elberon he had developed into a gifted player. Here, too, he hit a wall. Harry was denied a spot on the Yale squad, rebuffed by what was said to be an anti-Semitic coach. Records at Yale offer few other clues about his freshman year. But sometime during his first term he spoke to his father about taking a hiatus from formal education. He had met a young woman—it was possible he might soon start a family. Daniel thought it over and approved of the hiatus on the condition Harry agree to an apprenticeship at one of the family mining properties. Harry enthusiastically accepted, perhaps reasoning that one week at a Guggenheim mine or smelter would be more instructive than a semester’s worth of theoretical courses.

It would have been easy for Harry to choose a property operating within the safety of his own country. But the stories of his uncles’ Mexican exploits were legendary. Why not live some of his own adventures in a faraway land? Whatever his motivations, he appeared to have gained his father’s acceptance of an assignment south of the border. So Harry left Yale after one term, packed several trunks of belongings, and headed to Aguascalientes, hub of Guggenheim mining operations in Mexico.

V

To get there Harry would have traveled to El Paso by rail then transferred to the Mexican Central Railway, controlled at the time by an American business syndicate. On this route he would likely have taken Daniel’s private railroad car, the “Starlight,” used by his father on trips to Mexico City. It was the Air Force One of train cars, similar in layout to his uncle Solomon’s private car, which ran about eighty feet long, with an observation room at one end, two bedrooms and bathrooms, a large dining room in the center, and at the opposite end a pantry, kitchen, and sleeping quarters for servants.

The railcar journey through Mexico indeed brought some of the lore of the family business to life. Landscapes rolled by unlike any Harry had seen in New England: forests of tall Saguaro cactus, fields of cottonwood, blooms of fiery red ocotillos and yellow desert marigolds. The mountainous peaks on the horizon rose to attain seemingly spiritual heights. When Harry reached his destination he found a town built upon volcanic hills overlooking the Aguascalientes river. Its hot springs drew entire Mexican families, some coming for the waters’ medicinal properties, others simply to wash their clothes. The town’s oldest thermal springs flowed inside old stone bathhouses. Over each door were the names of John the Baptist and his disciples. Next to each apostle was the water temperature. Upon entering, a young boy arrived with a tray that held neatly folded towels, a jagged square of pink soap, and a soft-bristled maguey brush.

Harry would have explored the town’s dozen or so plazas, walking through the lush Jardín de San Marcos and the Tivoli de Hidalgo. The residents of Aguascalientes passed the time in simple ways, elderly men beneath shade trees selling horsehair hats, groups of young women gathered around small tables, swathed in sarapes, their shiny black hair pinned back neatly. Brilliantly colored embroideries slowly emerged from the precision of their threadwork.

Outside Aguascalientes lay agricultural lands rich with corn, wheat, barley, black beans, chickpeas, and lentils. The town had a postal service and telegraph office and traded the wares of its pottery works and tanneries with other towns in nearby states. Its distilleries produced Licor de Tuna, a potent brew from the brilliant red fruit of the prickly pear cactus. For those who could afford to ride them, recently built electric trams ran from the east side of town to the Plaza Principal, and to the Guggenheims’ smelter works, about five miles northwest of town.

Reporters back in New York soon learned of Harry’s assignment at Aguascalientes. One headline summed it up: FUTURE HEAD OF SMELTER TRUST A DAY LABORER. Harry’s early days were humble beginnings indeed: “Notwithstanding the great wealth of his father, young Guggenheim is shown no favors by the local officials and employees of the smelter here in the matter of employment… When he came down here in a private car and applied to the manager of the local plant for a position he is said to have been told that the only opening was in the ore bins, where he would have to work with a gang of poor and tattered Mexicans.”

On his first day Harry arrived in blue overalls, a cotton jumper, and a large sombrero. He brought dinner with him—a handful of tamales—inside an old lard bucket. He watched and learned how to sort ores, feeling the muscles in his back and arms harden up from the labor. He was paid $1 a day and reported to two people: the affable B. T. Colley, a Scotsman and expert trout fisherman who was assistant superintendent at the Guggenheim smelter; and William C. Potter, who from 1905 to 1911 was general manager of the southern department of ASARCO. Potter was fifteen years Harry’s senior; he came from a New England family of old colonial stock. A sharp inquisitive nose, tall forehead, and cleft chin gave him a severe look, as though he were permanently glowering. In the beginning, there was no small talk with Potter; he was all business. But over time Harry came to know and admire his boss. He also got along well with Potter’s quiet, artistic wife, Carol, whom Harry likely first met on one of his visits to see Potter at ASARCO’s Mexico City office.

Harry’s daily routine included visits from a Spanish tutor hired by Potter. Harry kept his father apprised of what he was learning at Aguascalientes via mail. Many of Daniel’s early missives to Harry bristled with parental advice and thoughts on achieving success. What was important for a young person, wrote Daniel, was a cultivation of the mind. He sent Harry a great number of books to read. Harry in turn recommended books for his father to read. One suggestion was the classic suspense novel The Man from Wall Street. Daniel, apparently no lover of fiction, hated it, writing back: “I appreciate the gift… but not the book. Life is too short and it is an absolute waste of time to read something that has no merit.”

In another letter to Harry, Daniel noted, “Nights wasted are a poor recompense for you in after years.” Daniel had good reason for wanting his son to be steeped in the values he felt had brought the family success. “The present number of failures in life, as I see it,” he wrote Harry, “are due to lack of tenacity.” Another letter references a passing down of the family legacy: “I am expecting you to relieve me in the not too distant future. You have the brains, I am confident. I hope you will not fail in the tenacity.”


VI

During his Mexico days Harry grew a fulsome mustache—every Mexican worker had one. When he departed Aguascalientes for site visits to mines he would typically begin by railcar then join a mule train for the balance of the journey. To the northwest, a trek through the Sonoran Desert would have been physically arduous, even for a teenager. Sweat pouring off his brow, his legs would ache from hours of riding muleback. A trip like this would require a pack train of a dozen or so mules and horses, a scout, possibly several engineers, a translator, and a cook. On a typical journey the slow-moving caravan would come to agonizingly long halts, awaiting the sign from the lookout rider a mile ahead of them. Seeing no bandits or hostile forces in the area, the scout would signal an all-clear by waving a handkerchief in the air. The group could then move forward, eventually arriving at one of the many Guggenheim copper, silver, lead, or iron mines. In the late afternoon frijoles and tortillas would be the staples. Meat was scarce because guns were required to hunt live game, and guns were expensive. Indigenous Mexicans, able to hit a rabbit with a boomerang-like throwing stick at a great distance, faced no such dilemma. Harry’s pack train would be eating better, of course, bringing more sumptuous items like jerked beef, canned vegetables, and preserved fruit.

The locations of Guggenheim mines stretched far into the Mexican frontier and onto the high plateaus of the Sierra Madre Occidental; and to central Mexico and the mining towns of Zacatecas, Guanajuato, Pachuca, Catorce, Matehuala, and Las Charcas. Even with the Guggenheims’ modern mining methods, working conditions would be a shock to any first-time visitor. It would have been an odd juxtaposition for Harry, traversing the beauty of desert canyons and lush pine forests at high elevations, only to arrive in a small valley crowded with workman’s shacks in the middle of nowhere, welcomed by the deafening poundings of the stamp mills.

Most of the mining workforce was unskilled laborers from rural areas comprising work crews under a contract system. Workers were paid by the task, or job, rather than daily wages. Harry would have seen the changeover of technology at the mines, from hand drills to pneumatic drilling, and that every mining camp was essentially an assembly line. At a silver mine a tunnel would be dug horizontally into the mountainside, with a vertical shaft then created by blasting. The climb down would be on long, notched pine logs, known as chicken ladders. Wherever the veins of silver ran, the human-cut shafts would follow. Shaft mining was dangerous work done by Mexicans and foreign workers who labored in poorly ventilated shafts prone to cave-ins and flooding. Laborers used steel-tipped iron rods to break loose chunks of ore and drop them into huge bull-hide sacks. The sacks of rock would be hauled up and transported to a stamp mill—essentially a mechanical rock crusher, which pulverized ore down to small fragments. The heavy stamps, resembling vertical poles with iron shoes at their base, would be raised and dropped on the rock with earsplitting effect, sending clouds of dust billowing out of the timbered frames housing the two-story device. As primitive as these mining works and refining methods might have appeared, they were leading the economic modernization of Mexico.

Returning to the U.S. in the summer of 1909, the comforts of home must have felt luxurious. For a while, Harry kept the mustache. Like many young men at nineteen, he liked cars and girls, so naturally he asked a young woman he had met before heading to Mexico to be his date at that summer’s Carnival and Mardi Gras in Long Branch, New Jersey. The festival sponsored auto races and an over-the-top contest, the Auto Floral Parade. Harry apparently didn’t enter the races that summer, but he did compete in the parade. Contestants turned their touring cars into outlandish floats of every shape and size. One was transformed into a model of the Wright Brothers’ original flyer; another was cleverly engineered as a giant model of a sailing ship. Stiff competition, but Harry had gone all out, probably to impress his date. His float on wheels was a giant purple swan whose arching neck bobbed at a height of twenty feet, its wings and body reportedly decorated with some 4,000 lilac hydrangeas. As it rolled down the avenue, a reviewer lavished praise: “The extended wings waved majestically in the breezes, and the towering neck, with bending head, made the ensemble more realistic.” No doubt the largest swan ever sighted in New Jersey.

Nestled together on the back of the beast, in the driver’s seat, were Harry and next to him his date, Helen Rosenberg. She was four years his senior, the daughter of German-Jewish émigrés. The pair drove slowly along the parade route, waving at a crowd who shouted their encouragement at the spectacle. The judges were impressed, too: Harry and Helen took first place. The newly christened king and queen of the floral parade would marry the following year.

But first Harry would complete the last leg of his Mexican apprenticeship. In the final stretch of his apprenticeship he studied how Guggenheim mining properties were managed, working out of the firm’s Mexico City headquarters. The office was just a few blocks from Chapultepec Park, the regal home of President Díaz. Rumors were sweeping Mexico City that revolution was coming and Díaz could soon be overthrown. Francisco Madero, a wealthy landowner and scion of one of the elite families of Mexico, had challenged Díaz in the election that year. Madero gained widespread support and looked as though he would win. But just before the election Díaz had his rival arrested. Madero escaped from jail and fled to Texas, where he called for an armed insurrection against Díaz. Among those backing Madero was General Francisco “Pancho” Villa, leader of a large force of recruits in the north.

In Mexico there was much admiration for Madero’s planned democratic reforms. To the Guggenheims he was an unknown. Madero had been deeply critical of President Díaz’s sweetheart deals with U.S. and European business interests. How would a new regime deal with foreign investors? As the standoff between Díaz and Madero continued, Harry made a hasty return to New York.

In early November 1910, Harry and Helen arrived at New York’s city hall to obtain their marriage license. Helen was twenty-four, Harry was only twenty, so Daniel and Florence had to authorize their consent. At the time Helen lived with her family and several servants in Manhattan, her father then earning a good living as a silk manufacturer. The late afternoon wedding was at the Rosenberg home, only family members in attendance, numbering about fifty guests. Edmond was best man. The couple elected not to have a reception, showing no interest in emulating the showy nuptials of other Guggenheim marriages.

His apprenticeship now over, it was decided that Harry would continue his studies abroad. Daniel had an English friend whose son was studying at Pembroke College, Cambridge’s third oldest college and home to an accomplished tennis team. Harry and Helen apparently took an instant liking to the idea. A few weeks later they were steaming to England.






CHAPTER THREE A Proper Education


I

Harry and Helen boarded the RMS Lusitania in late November, 1910, destined for Liverpool, then on to Cambridge. The journey would have given Harry plenty of time to contemplate his coming days in England. Pembroke College’s five acres, like a tiny garden plot, sit just south of the city center and are a short walk to the River Cam. The river—really a shallow canal—divides Cambridge, with colleges occupying land on both sides of the waterway. Students and tourists have for decades climbed into the flat-bottomed boats, or punts, traversing the water with a guide standing in the rear, Venetian-style, extending a pole into the gravelly bottom to nudge the boat gently along—“punting on the Cam.” What emerges on this route are the famous “Backs”—the rear sides of colleges like St. John’s, Clare College, Trinity, and Magdalene. Most dramatic is King’s College Chapel, its gothic spires soaring to extravagant heights. The chapel was begun in the late 15th century during the Wars of the Roses. Such scenes on this little waterway have remained largely unchanged for the past 500 years.

Harry had arrived at an ancient temple of English education. Pembroke, a constituent college of Cambridge, was founded on Christmas Eve, 1347, by Marie de St Pol, wealthy widow of Aymer de Valence, the Earl of Pembroke. In that year she was granted a license to establish a “house of scholars” by King Edward III. The Foundress, as she is known, sought to create Pembroke “for the salvation of her soul” and the souls of her late husband and other relatives, and to commemorate her marriage. At that time there were but four colleges within the University of Cambridge.

Over the next two decades the Foundress’s bid for salvation grew: she added land to Pembroke’s southern border, creating a garden and meadow, and erected a small chapel, the first in Cambridge. It was funded by Matthew Wren and completed by his nephew Christopher Wren, architect of St. Paul’s Cathedral in London. The roughly thirty scholars at Pembroke had living quarters, a kitchen and dining hall, Master’s lodgings, a barber, and a laundress. Medieval education focused on the arts and theology by means of lectures and debates. Pembroke’s first scholars, also known as Fellows, shared rooms with one another, spoke in Latin, and followed the Foundress’s far-reaching moral code. Drinking parties and outside guests were discouraged. Fellows were to pay all debts promptly. At all times, they were to “refrain from murmuring.”

Theology was the touchstone of all constituent colleges at Cambridge, but Pembroke outdid its sister colleges by producing twenty-two bishops in its first 300 years. Most of them were former heads of the school. One was Pembroke master Nicholas Ridley, later the Bishop of London and Westminster, Pembroke’s most famous historical figure. Ridley was a leading thinker on the new Protestantism and one of the most influential clerics in England, preaching sermons attended by the king. Unfortunately, as the Reformation tore England apart in the mid-16th century, Ridley wound up on the wrong side of the theological tracks.

In one sermon, before he knew of King Edward VI’s death, he termed the princesses Mary and Elizabeth, putative heirs to the throne, as illegitimate. Ridley was charged with heresy, arrested, and imprisoned in the Tower of London. Iron-willed and anchored to principle, he refused to recant. In October of 1555 Ridley and fellow Protestant Hugh Latimer, the Bishop of Worcester, were taken to a spot opposite Balliol College in Oxford, where they were chained to a stake. After bags of gunpowder were festooned around their necks, a fire was lit beneath them, and they began to burn. The sight was unbearable—Ridley’s brother-in-law stepped forward and added kindling to the fire to shorten Ridley’s suffering. The effort apparently backfired—Ridley’s legs burned for some time before the fire consumed the rest of him. The former master’s brutal death is well remembered at Pembroke. An ancient archway leads to Ridley’s Walk, where a plaque commemorates his martyrdom, as do his portraits elsewhere on campus. Since Ridley’s time Pembroke has produced some illustrious expats and alumni: Prime Minister William Pitt, Rhode Island colony founder Roger Williams, Israeli diplomat Abba Eban, audio innovator Ray Dolby, and the assassinated British MP Jo Cox.

When Harry arrived at Pembroke to begin classes in early 1911 he must have felt himself a time traveler. His early walks around Pembroke would have taken him along paths connecting seven centuries of architecture. He would have encountered medieval courtyards and perfectly kept lawns, tastefully cultivated gardens, cobblestone paths lined with rosebushes and creepers. He would have marveled at the magnificent stone carving of Pembroke’s coat of arms over the archway of its 14th-century gatehouse on Trumpington Street, the oldest in Cambridge. Across that threshold one encounters Old Court’s original chapel-turned-library, and Wren Chapel, constructed in the early 1660s and guarded silently by the neo-Gothic Victorian clocktower looming nearby.

In his early days at Pembroke he imagined his fellow students saw him as a “curiosity” and a “stranger from another land.” In many ways he was. In a class of about one hundred students, he was the only American at Pembroke; one of only ten Americans at Cambridge that year. All students were required to attend chapel; Harry’s Jewish heritage would require a dispensation not to attend. As a married couple, Harry and Helen couldn’t share the communal dormitories of young men at Pembroke. No matter, Daniel had found them a unique accommodation at the edge of campus.

Upon arrival Harry was greeted with some personal advice by the school’s head butler, Arthur Chapman, known as “Chappie.” As Harry recalled, Chappie told him, “Mr. Guggenheim, there are two types of people in this world: those with brains and no money, and those with money and no brains. The ones with brains are always trying to separate the ones without brains from their money.” Harry took the admonition in the spirit given, which is to say: you’re one of us now. He embraced this rapport with characters who have since become legendary at Pembroke. One was Harry’s tutor, William Sheldon Hadley, a Fellow who came to the college several decades earlier to become a scholar of the classics.

Tutors meet with their charges throughout terms at Pembroke, acting as both academic advisors and liaisons to other parts of the college. Hadley was of stocky build, with close-set eyes and a lampshade mustache, an inveterate jokester with an expansive intellect. Over tea, the conversation might veer into a harangue on the misunderstood nature of the plays of Euripides, a mini-treatise delivered by Hadley with an actor’s flourish. With Hadley as tutor, Harry would also have had the benefit of knowing most of his fellow students before meeting them. Hadley was known for his extraordinary recall of each year’s incoming class—their names, their schools, the degrees they had earned. He and Harry developed a close friendship that would last many years.

Another influence on the freshman from America was Henry Gordon Comber, a Fellow and larger-than-life presence. A stout gentleman with piercing dark eyes, Comber’s broad, bristling mustache formed a visual anchor to his massive bald dome, resembling a human battering ram. Like Harry, Comber had taken three years off in his teens to work in Latin America. (Comber worked in Valparaíso, Chile, where his father was a lawyer.) Comber entered Pembroke as an undergraduate and a few years older than his peers. Most everyone at Pembroke affectionately called him the “Old Man.”

Students at that time came to Pembroke from independent boarding and day schools across the U.K.—Harrow, Charterhouse, Aldenham, Malvern, Marlborough. The Old Man, from Marlborough, had been captain of the school’s hockey team and possessed a contagious passion for university games. If Hadley was Harry’s academic tutor, Comber was his athletic mentor. A jock to the core, the Old Man was twice captain of the hockey team and a promoter of the Lawn Tennis Club, a sport Harry excelled at during summers at Elberon. He and Comber would likely have spent time on Pembroke’s grass courts and compared notes on respective family exploits in Chile and in Mexico. One could imagine Comber ribbing Harry that he, Harry, had apprenticed in the wrong country. Chile, with its relatively stable political system (although, like Mexico, suffering from widespread poverty), must have sounded like a Latin paradise compared to Harry’s odyssey in Mexico, then in the midst of revolutionary fervor.

II

Of greater interest to Harry would have been Comber’s tennis game. They could play on a set of private courts most Pembroke players had no idea existed. The courts were at the home Daniel rented for Harry and Helen—as usual, nothing but the best—a nearby seventeen-room estate called Leckhampton House. It was built in the 1880s by Frederick Myers, a schools inspector, and his wife, Eveleen, a gifted portrait photographer whose work is in London’s National Portrait Gallery. Constructed on some six acres, the estate was of extraordinary size for a single student and his wife to occupy—about the size of Pembroke College itself. Naturally, Daniel had procured for Harry and Helen five servants: a housemaid, parlor maid, kitchen maid, lady’s maid, and cook. In addition, two tenants lived on the property year-round, husband-and-wife gardeners, residing nearby in a little cottage of their own.

Frederick Myers had died a decade earlier; his wife Eveleen now spent much of her time at her mother’s home in London, hence their estate was available to rent. Leckhampton was built in the style of a Cotswold manor, consisting of the upstairs bedrooms for family and visitors, a balcony overlooking the gardens, a reception hall leading to a ground floor veranda, a south-facing library, drawing room, dining room, and servants quarters. Of particular emphasis were the tennis courts—the London architect who designed Leckhampton was a Cambridge Blue (a Blue is awarded to a Cambridge player on the winning team of any number of sports and their annual matches against Oxford) who later designed the elite Queen’s Club courts in London.

Helen would have had the immensity of the Myers’s garden to work in and enjoy, with Eveleen Myers likely making crucial introductions to members of the Cambridge social roster. Harry had classes to attend, social outings, and mentors like Hadley and the Old Man to spend time with. What would it be like for a young Mrs. Guggenheim during her time in Cambridge? In the era just prior to Helen and Harry’s arrival, according to Gwen Raverat’s biting memoir of the time, “It was a Utopia of tea parties, dinner-parties, boat-races, lawn tennis, antique shops, picnics, new bonnets, charming young men, delicious food and perfect servants.” Over the decades, society life in Cambridge had changed little.

On Tuesdays during the spring term Harry’s day would have started in the early hours at Leckhampton. Rail-thin and still sporting his Latin mustache, he would suit up in tennis whites to hit with one or more of the half-dozen members of the college’s tennis team. It’s likely the Old Man would have had some things to say about Harry’s match play and baseline defense (and his apparent penchant for foot-faulting). At Leckhampton he could work on it all: half-volleys, topspin, slice serves. Harry’s daily playing schedule brought his game up considerably. Besides that, it surely beat riding a mule for hours under a blazing Mexican sun.

Following an early morning game, Harry might then take breakfast with Helen. From Leckhampton it would be a fifteen-minute walk to class along Sidgwick Avenue, a wide, quiet road lined with young plane trees. The path would take Harry over a cast-iron bridge straddling the Cam River, crossing into central Cambridge. Navigating the maze of medieval streets on the ancient campus, one would walk by many of Cambridge’s constituent colleges, each marked by an ornately carved doorway portraying the college’s coat of arms, each a mini-fiefdom bestowed by Royal Charter.

On Tuesdays and Thursdays Harry would walk or bike to a lecture hall for a 10:00 A.M. class with John Maynard Keynes, the man who would transform the world’s economic paradigms and whose ideas would guide Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the New Deal. In those days Keynes still delivered his talks extemporaneously, not from a script, as he later would. Inside an amphitheater-like lecture hall, Harry and his classmates sat on long wooden benches arranged by raked seating. Keynes’s wildly popular stock exchange talks drew standing-room-only attendance.

Harry would also see Keynes for private tutoring at King’s College, just up Trumpington Street. Tutoring was a lucrative side business for Keynes, though he despised it, not because he disliked students, but because of the time it carved from his schedule. Arriving at Keynes’s three-room office on Webb’s Court, Harry might have noticed a pile of recent issues of Britain’s prestigious The Economic Journal, to which Keynes had just been named editor. Harry would certainly have noticed the four-paneled mural of naked grape pickers, men and women cavorting in a vineyard during a harvest. The postimpressionist nudity was painted by Keynes’s lover at the time, Duncan Grant. After tea and cake Keynes would lean his tall, lanky frame back into an upholstered chair, beginning a conversation about the workings of money markets or foreign exchanges. It was a Socratic-style, question-driven dialogue. Keynes had a bit of a stammer, but it didn’t matter; his clever, overwhelming intellect made it impossible to win any argument. Keynesian ideas held little sway with Harry, a young man raised in a family of deficit-hawk uncles—laissez-faire Republicans with little faith in state-guided investment or progressive taxes. On the other hand Keynes’s belief in the agenda-setting power of business likely appealed to Harry. “Money… is, above all, a subtle device for linking the present to the future,” Keynes would say.

Harry’s extracurricular passions largely involved tennis and boating. He does not appear to have joined any of Cambridge’s secret societies. Harry passed on the Night Climbers, whose ranks once included Lord Byron. (Harry would have admired the fact that the Climbers were always in jacket and tie, even when scaling chapel spires at odd hours, leaving behind small pieces of furniture at towering heights to prove their feats.) One venue Harry did spend time at was the elite Hawks Club on All Saint’s Passage, probably as a guest of Henry Carlyle Webb, known as Carlie, a member there who had become Harry’s doubles partner on the Pembroke tennis team.

III

Like Harry, Carlie Webb was an oddity. Carlie attended Christ’s College and was perhaps the only student who happened to own a university while attending college himself. Carlie had inherited an agricultural school in Northern England years earlier after the sudden death of his father from pneumonia. The college was a radical institution for its time, set up by amateur farmers as an alternative for Northerners who couldn’t afford to attend the Royal Agricultural Society. Harry clearly had little in common with Carlie’s intimate knowledge of crop rotations and poultry science (excepting young Harry’s “hennery” in Elberon). But on the tennis court they bonded, finding their respective playing skills well matched. They quickly became a formidable combination in doubles play.

As much as Harry loved tennis, it was Pembroke’s intellectual culture that made the freshman from New York feel as though he had landed in the right place. Afternoon tea with Hadley was never dull. Harry’s tutor seemed bent on amassing the largest repository of texts on French history in England, evidenced by his 1,700-volume personal library on the subject. He was known to recount, sometimes with fanatical energy, his inventory of memoirs, narrative histories, rare manuscripts, and periodicals chronicling the French Revolution (which included interpretive histories from the English perspective). His collection included French journalism of the 1790s and editions of the early years of the illustrated Revolutions de Paris edited by Louis-Marie Prudhomme. Hadley’s expansive interest in medieval French culture, in particular its art and architecture, is likely where Harry was first exposed to the ideas that would inspire, just a decade later, the building of his own estate, Falaise, in Sands Point, Long Island.

In the evenings Harry attended the nightly dinner, referred to as “Hall,” where oil portraits of the martyred Ridley and other former Masters of the college, ancestral guardians of Pembroke, stare out in glowering judgment. The medieval dining protocols remain largely in force today: gowns are worn at Hall and grace is said before and after every meal. Fellows sit at the high table, passing a silver goblet and basin among themselves, pouring a little water onto napkins to refresh their faces. After dinner, the last Fellow in attendance gives a customary bow before leaving.

Back at Leckhampton, Harry and Helen lived a kind of horticulturist’s dream, thanks to the home’s prior occupants. Frederick and Eveleen Myers had left behind one of the most impressive gardens in all of Cambridge. It had been planted with yellow lilies, syringa and sweetbriar, pansies, roses, hollyhocks, crocuses, tulips, snapdragons, mulberries, marigolds, peonies, azaleas, and daffodils. The fruit trees of its orchards were laden with apples, plums, and pears. On the south side of the home was a towering copper beech. As they developed this botanical wonderland, the couple used so much water for their gardens that they once drew a complaint from the local water utility, asking them to cut back.

Harry’s home in Cambridge held one other claim to fame—a history of some odd significance, which the young Guggenheims would have become aware of early on. Just a couple of decades earlier the estate had been ground zero for Frederick Myers’s experiments in psychic phenomena. Some of the world’s most famous mediums had visited Leckhampton. Spiritualism, seances, hypnotism, and parapsychology were all the rage in Victorian England, much of it a reaction to a loss of faith in Christianity and the publication of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. Arthur Conan Doyle, Alfred Russel Wallace, and even Queen Victoria were passionate believers in the paranormal world.

At Leckhampton Myers cofounded the Society for Psychical Research with Henry Sidgwick, a tennis chum and founder of nearby Newnham College. The Society sought to investigate claims of spiritualism using scientific methods to test them. Myers, who coined the term telepathy, often had an assistant secretly observe séances at Leckhampton through a peephole in his secretary’s office. These experiments drew some of Cambridge’s leading thinkers, forming a prominent academic circle. “If you were an intellectual or a bohemian in Cambridge at the time, Leckhampton would have been a place you visited,” said John David Rhodes, a widely published cinema scholar at Cambridge and current warden of Leckhampton. Among visitors to the house, prior to Harry and Helen’s arrival: William James, a close friend of Myers’s and once a lunch visitor, and Sir George Darwin, an astronomer and son of Charles Darwin, who participated in a séance at Leckhampton, “but was not persuaded” of the presence of spirits. It is not known whether Harry or Helen encountered poltergeists or experienced anything occult at the Myers’s old home. (The séance observer’s room at Leckhampton is now the property manager’s office, the peephole blocked by a wall safe.) Yet the Society for Psychical Research continued to thrive in Harry’s day—John Maynard Keynes’s appointment books reveal that he, too, attended its meetings.

IV

On trips down to London, or occasional jaunts to Paris, Harry would snap up books by the armful, for his father, for cousin Edmond, and no doubt a title or two for Hadley. In Paris Harry also had a close family connection: his uncle Benjamin kept an apartment there and lived in Paris for part of the year. He did so as president of the International Steam Pump Company, which built the elevators in the Eiffel Tower. On April 9, 1912, Harry met Benjamin for lunch in Paris—it was an afternoon to remember. Benjamin was married with a wife and three daughters, Benita, Hazel, and Peggy, all of whom were in New York, yet he lived the life of playboy entrepreneur (though of questionable success—at the time the steam pump company was burning through cash).

Benjamin had movie-star good looks, wore crisply tailored suits and high collars, favored boater’s hats, and often tucked his umbrella neatly under his right arm—always a gentleman. Benjamin was also a veteran of those early, gritty days in Mexico. Over lunch that afternoon, which lasted several hours, Benjamin talked to Harry about his life since resigning from Guggenheim Brothers a decade earlier. Harry would have likely discussed the challenges of married life at college. Did he let on that Helen was pregnant? They might have spent more time together, except that Benjamin had booked passage to New York the following day. He would leave on a steamer from Le Havre in time to arrive for daughter Hazel’s ninth birthday, he said. Harry was apparently the last family member to see Benjamin alive.

Upon arriving in Le Havre, Benjamin discovered his ship would be delayed due to a stokers’ strike. He could still get passage, however, aboard the maiden run of the White Star Line’s newest liner, the Titanic, departing the following day. Ben booked a stateroom for himself and his valet, and reportedly a separate room for a young blond Parisian cabaret singer he was seeing. Late into the evening of April 14th, as the disaster unfolded and the mammoth vessel began its descent into the pitch black 28°F waters of the North Atlantic, Benjamin turned down a seat on a lifeboat. Keeping his wits, he went back to his room with his valet, Victor Giglio. The pair dressed in their evening clothes and returned to the freezing upper deck to help women into lifeboats. According to one account, Benjamin said they were going down with the ship “like gentlemen.” Before they did, Benjamin asked his room steward, who would serve as an oarsmen on an escaping boat, to convey a message to his wife, Florette: “Tell her I played the game straight to the end and that no woman was left on board because Ben Guggenheim was a coward.” By one account, Benjamin’s Parisian mistress survived, stating to family members that Ben had saved her life by ensuring she got a seat in a lifeboat. She apparently booked passage immediately back to France and was never heard from again.
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