
[image: Cover: The Imposter's War, by Mark Arsenault]


The Imposter’s War

The Press, Propaganda, and the Newsman Who Battled for the Minds of America

Mark Arsenault






[image: The Imposter's War, by Mark Arsenault, Pegasus Books]






For Jennifer, my wife, spreader of joy. How lucky am I?






AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is a work of nonfiction. Nothing in this book has been made up or dramatized by me. The characters, scenes, and dialogue come from documented sources.






CHAPTER ONE The Imposter


Three days after Christmas in 1915, a New York City taxi bounced over streetcar tracks and weaved among the horse buggies, on its way out of the city. The cab carried a special fare to the 5th Street Pier in Hoboken, New Jersey, home of the Holland-America cruise line. Snug along a dock reaching hundreds of feet into the Hudson River, the grand Dutch ocean liner Rotterdam prepared for its Atlantic crossing to Europe. Coal smoke from the Rotterdam’s pair of tall orange funnels wafted through the busy waterfront. A dozen blocks away, in an apartment on Monroe Street, a two-week-old baby lay injured in his crib, recovering from wounds caused by a doctor’s forceps during a difficult delivery. The baby was Frank Sinatra.

At 11:40 A.M. the taxi doors opened and out stepped a German diplomat, Captain Karl Boy-Ed, a career military man and the German embassy’s naval attaché, one of the highest-ranking consular posts. On this chilly morning, Boy-Ed wore an immaculate gray suit with a matching fedora and decorative ankle gaiters, known as spats. The outfit was finished with a brown overcoat with a white carnation in the lapel. The captain’s valet got busy unloading the bags.

After nearly four years stationed in America, Captain Boy-Ed was sailing home in disgrace. President Woodrow Wilson’s administration had ejected Boy-Ed from the United States, along with his colleague in the German diplomatic corps, military attaché Franz von Papen. The president had asked Germany to recall them due to a rising pile of evidence, much of it in the newspapers, that the diplomats were engaged in sabotage and deceptive propaganda in brazen violation of America’s policy of neutrality in World War I.

The war had been raging in Europe for a little over a year. As a neutral nation, the United States maintained diplomatic relations with each of the major combatants: Germany and its ally Austria-Hungary on one side, and England, France, and Russia on the other.

The expulsion of Boy-Ed and Papen was for Germany a humiliating setback in international relations. What made the day even worse for the intellectual and gentlemanly Boy-Ed was that he had been chased from America by a mysterious loudmouth who edited a small daily newspaper in, of all places, Providence, Rhode Island.

Over the previous six months, the Providence Journal—led by its flamboyant, Australian-born editor John Revelstoke Rathom—had printed dozens of exclusive stories exposing alleged German intrigue in America. German diplomats in the United States were scandalized by the onslaught of articles, which blamed them for plots from passport fraud to propaganda, to undermining US industry and labor, to outright sabotage.

In Rathom’s most outrageous story, he had named Boy-Ed as the point man in a German conspiracy to return the exiled Mexican dictator Victoriano Huerta back to power in a coup, and to smuggle weapons to Huerta so Mexico could attack the southwestern United States. It sounded too crazy to be true. Boy-Ed was trying to goad the United States and Mexico into a shooting war? Boy-Ed denied every word of it.

But the Germans understood that many people in the United States believed Rathom—too many. If enough Americans came to see Germany as a menace, the United States might enter the war on the side of Britain and its allies.

The Hoboken pier was already borderline bedlam when Boy-Ed arrived. Hundreds of passengers, well-wishers, and sightseers crowded inside the narrow, covered dock. A cluster of news photographers and moviemakers waited for Boy-Ed at the dock entrance. Cameras blazed. A brawny, 6'4" Hoboken cop led Boy-Ed onto the pier like a bodyguard protecting a stage star. Police officers and a “flying wedge” of beefy stevedores pressed their way through the crowd, plowing a path for the German officer. Spectators were roughly elbowed out of the way, some nearly toppled over. Boy-Ed seemed shaken by the chaos and “looked wildly about him as if trying to find something to climb,” one writer observed.

At the end of a long walk to the gangway, another group of forty reporters and photographers waited. The journalists fired questions and demanded interviews. Boy-Ed reached inside his coat and produced copies of a statement, each one written in red ink.

“I think there are enough to go around,” he said, in a quivering voice, “but I wish to make sure the Associated Press man gets one.” The Associated Press was a premier newswire service. The story the AP filed that day would appear the next morning in newspapers across the country.

Boy-Ed’s hands shook as he passed out his statement. There were not, in fact, enough copies to go around, and in the mad jostle to get one Boy-Ed’s hat was knocked off. The fedora’s lip caught his right ear and the hat dangled there, comically. Other transatlantic passengers mistook the commotion as a sign the Rotterdam was about the leave and they rushed the gangway, trying to push through. Holland-America security guards shoved people away from Boy-Ed and shouted, “Make way!” The melee threatened to break into a riot before the police restored the peace.

Boy-Ed shook hands with friends who had come to see him off, then stormed up the gangway. “Good-bye,” he announced. “I am gone.”

He let his written statement settle the score with the journalist he blamed for his expulsion:

“Of course I refrain at the hour of my departure from again reciting all the stories which were told about me in the American papers and which, like the silly Huerta tale, were invented by the Providence Journal,” Boy-Ed’s statement raged. “This paper with its British-born Mr. Rathom, has done its utmost to create an almost hysterical suspicion throughout the country in order to prejudice public opinion against Germany.”

Providence Journal editor John Rathom was a naturalized American, but Boy-Ed’s inference was clear; Rathom’s native Australia was a British dominion and Rathom had been born a British subject. At the time, German and British troops were slaughtering each other in trench warfare in France.

“We Germans do not understand what you call your free press,” Boy-Ed’s statement continued. “We do not permit the representatives of friendly governments to be insulted ad libitum or our government to be embarrassed in its dealing with friendly nations, nor men’s reputations to be wantonly sacrificed by the wild and reckless utterances of irresponsible papers like the Providence Journal.”

Rathom was far from the only journalist to publish damning stories about German espionage in the critical years the United States remained neutral before joining the war. The New York World, for instance, contributed several embassy-rattling stories about German propaganda and economic sabotage. But Rathom’s Providence Journal became the go-to source for German plots and intrigue. It earned the reputation as “a paper that has brought to light and proved story after story of the very essence of this war that is shaking the world,” as one Canadian reporter put it in 1916.

Rathom’s stories distinguished his newspaper, despite a circulation barely one-tenth the size of the major New York rags. He did it through syndication deals, under which his scoops were published simultaneously in other newspapers, most notably the New York Times, one of two New York newspapers that President Woodrow Wilson scoured cover-to-cover every day, along with the World.

The stories Rathom published confounded his readers’ imagination—and at first many of his scoops were dismissed as fantasies. He exposed German plots to corner the US weapons market, to falsify evidence against President Wilson, and to illegally broadcast coded messages to Berlin in violation of US neutrality. He alleged that German diplomats had spent $40 million on propaganda (more than $1 billion today) to sway America to Germany’s side, and that German sailors planned to scuttle one of their own ocean liners in the Hudson River to trap visiting US warships upstream. His allegations of the so-called Huerta plot with Mexico contributed to Boy-Ed and Papen’s ejection from the United States.

These sensations and dozens more almost overnight built a national reputation for the combative news editor, even if Rathom never explained in print how a modest, conservative newspaper in Rhode Island was getting all these explosive scoops. Rathom’s stories were reprinted in national, regional, and local newspapers and magazines, delivered to front stoops and coffee counters in every state in the country, each story starting with what would become a famous opening line: “The Providence Journal will say today…”

Most Americans wanted the United States to stay far away from the European conflict, but each blockbuster story about German scheming in America weakened the country’s resistance to war, eroding it, slowly, over time, like the wind wearing down a mountain.

“His news stories on those German intrigues were not only among the most sensational of all newspaper feats,” an editor of the prestigious World’s Work magazine wrote of Rathom in 1918, “but they had such a profound effect on American opinion that they were among the potent causes of the entry of the United States into the world war…. Nothing did more to create a state of public opinion favorable to military action against Germany.”

With the expulsion of Boy-Ed and Papen from the United States in 1915, German propagandists were desperate to dig up some dirt to discredit Rathom, so nobody would believe his articles. The pro-German press found his background to be a dark forest full of fog, getting thicker the deeper they looked. They unearthed an embarrassing love triangle and bizarre poisoning plot from Rathom’s West Coast days, as well as a few questionable claims in Rathom’s résumé, but not even Rathom’s most fearsome enemies could have imagined the breadth of his deception.

John Rathom was an imposter.

His identity was an invention, built on a biography of lies. John Revelstoke Rathom was a character, created and embodied by a remarkable actor playing the role of a lifetime, all to hide the secret he feared would destroy him.

By 1917 Rathom was the most famous newsman in the United States, a confidant of the president, trusted by millions of Americans, and there is no evidence he ever spoke his real name on this continent.



The man who called himself John Rathom was 6'2", a rotund 260 pounds, with an enormous booming voice, and no obvious Aussie accent after a quarter century in the United States. He turned forty-seven in 1915, the year he launched himself into a propaganda fight against the Germans. He had a gigantic, round head, gray eyes on a chubby baby face, and in the few photos of him that exist, a puckish half-smile. There was usually a cigar between his fingers, flecks of ash on his shirt, the scent of tobacco around him like his own atmosphere. He wore a flashy diamond and sapphire ring on his left hand and worked in shirtsleeves and open collar with a necktie swinging loose. Brash and bossy, he barked orders and often lost himself to floor-stomping tantrums. His first secretary in Providence had to be replaced after fainting at her desk over Rathom’s rages. Three things bothered him in the newsroom: any whiff of laziness, reporters who put their feet on their desks, and wishy-washy editorial writers who tried to pee down both legs, as the saying goes, instead of taking a stand.

When Rathom got genuinely mad, he broke out in mottled red blotches, like the pattern on a giraffe. His meaty fists would slam down on a desk and he’d scream, “This is the way I want it, dammit, and this is the way it’s going to be!”

At other times, Rathom was capable of sugary sentiment and deep tenderness. He wrote quiet poems and essays about love and nature, which were published in national magazines such as Scribner’s. He was an exquisite writer and a mesmerizing storyteller, known for the ability to make any person laugh at any time. “He could be deeply serious one moment and brilliantly jocose the next,” his colleagues wrote of him. Reporters who worked themselves to the bone might find themselves brusquely summoned to the editor’s office, but instead of the ass-kicking they expected, walked out with a surprise pay raise or with extra time off and complementary train tickets to visit family out of state.

John Rathom was a made-up identity, so naturally most of his personal biography was fake. A bio he submitted in 1920 to a Who’s Who–type publication was an extraordinary salad of hyperbole, misdirection, and lies. He claimed to have been educated at Scotch College, Melbourne; Whinham College, Adelaide, Australia; and Harrow School in England. None of those institutions had any record of him. He said he was a war correspondent for the Melbourne Argus in the Sudan campaign in 1886, but the company that holds the records of the newspaper has confirmed nobody named Rathom ever wrote for the paper. Rathom boasted that he accompanied the explorer Frederick Schwatka on an Alaska expedition in 1890: there was no such expedition. He said he was wounded in the shoulder as a correspondent in the Spanish-American War; in truth he contracted yellow fever, became delirious, and was sidelined soon after setting foot in Cuba. He insisted he was twice wounded in the Boer War in 1900–1901, during which time he became chums with British field marshal Horatio Kitchener. In fact, Rathom was working in Chicago during those years.

Rathom’s lies could be oddly specific. Among his most cherished possessions, he said, was a congratulatory telegram from William McKinley on the day Rathom became a US citizen. That’s unlikely, unless McKinley sent it by Ouija board—the twenty-fifth president had been dead five years by the time Rathom took the oath of citizenship in 1906.

It almost feels like piling on to point out that the Melbourne couple Rathom named as his parents in fact never lived. Or that the woman he introduced as his wife, Florence Mildred Campbell, was not his legal spouse.

Of course, Australia has no records of Rathom’s birth. Nor any immigration records in his name. Because “John Revelstoke Rathom” did not exist.

The imposter was undeniably brilliant. He was also a grifter, a con man, and an extortionist. He was one of the most gifted liars of his era and immune to shame. Under ordinary circumstances, someone of his dark talents would have been best suited for a career fleecing marks at a crooked carnival.

But in the midst of an unprecedented global conflict this ink-stained rogue found redemption in dedicating his unusual skill set to a cause bigger than himself—the defeat of the Central Powers and allied victory in the First World War. He hurled himself fully into the effort, at enormous personal and professional risk.

Then, almost immediately after seeing his goal to bring the United States into the conflict on the side of Great Britain, Rathom flew too close to the sun. His personal weakness for lies and self-indulgent bombast led to his crashing public downfall:


	When Rathom became too big to control, the US government betrayed him, and blackmailed him into silence.

	When Rathom fought back, federal agents destroyed his reputation to protect a rising Democratic politician by the name of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Rathom’s public standing fell into ruins, and the writers of history punished him with the ultimate sentence: they left him out. The influence he wielded before and during World War I was forgotten.



Rathom is difficult to write about. Piercing his cocoon of lies is one problem—the other is the fact that he left almost no evidence of his unguarded thoughts. He wrote miles of news copy, and thousands of letters, but tested every word through his mental self-censor for possible minefields. The imposter was always on, never showing his inner self. I don’t know what he liked for breakfast. Or whether he cared when the Boston Red Sox sold Babe Ruth. To profile Rathom largely requires writing about the space around him, and the spaces between the lines that flowed from his pen.

I don’t even know how he pronounced his name, since it appears no one of his time bothered to make a record of it. I say RAY-thum because that’s how I first heard it as a reporter at the Providence Journal, where I worked for a decade, seventy-five years after the imposter last stalked the newsroom. Rathom’s contemporary, Adolph Ochs, publisher of the New York Times, once wrote a poem that rhymed his friend’s name with fathom. So was that the correct pronunciation? RATH-um? Or just the shaky work of an amateur poet?



At the time of his ejection from the United States in late 1915, Captain Boy-Ed was forty-three years old, solidly built, and with a ridiculously grim resting face. Photographs of him look like they were taken the instant before he started yelling at children to get off his lawn. His somber looks didn’t fit with his genial personality. People who knew him liked him a lot. Boy-Ed thoroughly charmed the Washington political and military establishments during his station in America, despite his severe affliction with two mental disorders: Insomnia wrecked his nights, and phagomania, the manic desire to eat, tortured him by day. Controlling these problems took extreme personal discipline.

Boy-Ed grew up in Lubeck, a German city on the Baltic Sea, in an educated and affluent family. His grandfather was a journalist, a newspaper publisher, and a politician who served in the German Parliament. Boy-Ed’s father, Karl Boy, was a well-to-do merchant; his mother, Ida Ed, an accomplished essayist, novelist, and women’s rights crusader. Ida Ed was a patron of the arts, and in Boy-Ed’s youth it was common in his household to find musicians, composers, and writers lounging around, drinking, arguing, and solving the world’s problems.

Boy-Ed joined the German Navy at age nineteen, seeing the world from the decks of German ships. He was an excellent sailor and flew up the ranks. In 1912 he was assigned to be German naval attaché to the United States and Mexico, and the next year took a full-time station in Washington, DC. The year after that, 1914, the First World War began in Europe.

At the outbreak of war, German diplomats in the United States were no longer just representatives of the empire. Germany expected them to help win the fight. The German government funneled great sums of money through its US staff for propaganda to manipulate American public opinion. On top of the psychological warfare, in January 1915 the chief of the political section of the Imperial German General Staff transmitted authorization to German diplomats in the United States for sabotage against “factories for military supplies; railroads, dams, [and] bridges” in the United States and Canada, largely to interrupt the shipment of war supplies to Great Britain and its allies.

The diplomats who carried out these orders thought of themselves not as saboteurs but patriots. They were assigned the impossible task of stopping American munition exports by any means necessary, while at the same time deploying agile diplomacy to keep the United States out of the war. This mission was made infinitely harder by German submarine policy controlled by Berlin, which was costing the lives of Americans on the high seas, creating one diplomatic crisis after another, and enflaming US public opinion.

These diplomats were not trained spies, and they made mistakes, sometimes head-slappingly stupid ones. They could not imagine how their every misstep ended up in the headlines.



Most Americans don’t think much about World War I.

It took more than a century for the United States to build a major memorial in Washington, DC, to the 117,000 Americans who died to “make the world safe for democracy.” Maybe we don’t think about World War I because its history is so complicated. It involves some counties that no longer exist, as well as about a thousand years of preamble.

Rathom’s story is intertwined with America’s in World War I. The battlefields were in Europe, but the war was fought here, too, with printer’s ink, propaganda, and bombs. I have edited away all but the bare essentials to explain what caused the war, and to argue that many threads of the story never really ended. The things German agents did to manipulate the United States in 1915, the Russians copied in 2016, and continue today. During the First World War, people in power used the press to spread a fear of foreigners. Some still do, though now the fear radiates digitally. In Rathom’s day, the US government ruined the lives of people who dared to say unpopular things; now civilians do this to each other on social media. John Rathom is a human Rorschach test for whether a collection of lies can tell a larger truth, an argument that carries over from his era to ours.

I’m not much interested in history written as the movement of armies. History is what happens to individuals, each of whom is a fiber bound up with many others in a story tethered between their time and now. Sometimes a single individual pulls this braid hard in one direction. The murder of one man, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir presumptive to the throne of Austria-Hungary, ignited the First World War and set the rest of the twentieth century on a bloody course.

But even the most minuscule vibrations resonate forever. Consider a New Brunswick farm boy named Henry Arsenault, born in 1896, and drafted at age twenty-one in 1917 into the Canadian Expeditionary Force. He was a skinny kid, 5'7", 135 pounds, with blue eyes, and a wiry strength from barn chores.

Henry was shipped out to Europe and attached to the 44th Canadian Infantry Battalion. He arrived at the Western Front, in northern France, on September 18, 1918, and was wounded just ten days later, while his unit fought at the Battle of Canal du Nord, about a hundred miles northeast of Paris. On Henry’s medical report, the doctor scribbled “GSW R leg,” abbreviating a familiar diagnosis: gunshot wound. There is a simple line drawing of a human figure in Henry’s records; on it the doctor marked with two black pencil dots where the bullet entered and exited his right leg. Move those dots ever slightly, to, say, the femoral artery, and that’s a fatal battlefield wound in 1918.

Henry was evacuated to a military field hospital. He would survive the war, marry an Irish girl, and raise five sons, all of whom he named Joseph, for reasons never credibly explained to me. The youngest Joseph is my father. Four generations of descendants followed after Henry, so far, and all these people came to be because some German rifleman aimed a few inches low and saved our family’s story. I think of Rathom in these same terms—by how much he bent the braid of history.



Eighteen months after Captain Boy-Ed’s humiliating exit from the United States, members and guests of the Canadian Press Association assembled in downtown Toronto, on June 14, 1917, for the group’s annual meeting. The event stirred more buzz than usual, for the crowd was scheduled to hear from the famous American journalist John R. Rathom.

Rathom’s talk was titled “Some Inside History.” With the United States now involved and committed to victory in World War I, the conference crackled with speculation that Rathom would for the first time reveal how the Providence Journal had broken so many exclusive stories about German espionage. “No other man in the world has done more to defeat the plots of the German conspirators and spies in the United States than Mr. Rathom,” one Canadian newspaper wrote, “the secret of which has never been disclosed.”

Rathom’s Toronto trip had already been a smash. He had arrived by train the day before like a returning conqueror, greeted personally by the mayor and city dignitaries. They whisked Rathom by car to city hall, a sandstone palace with a 340-foot clock tower, where officials feted him in a ceremony in the ornate City Council Chambers. The president of the Canadian Press Association introduced Rathom by declaring, “No journalist on this continent has done better service in the cause of humanity than Mr. Rathom.”

Officials honored Rathom with the key to their city and a three-cheer salute. Hip-hip-hurrah!

The imposter once thought himself an outcast. Now he was a hero.

But that was just the beginning.

Rathom was about to shock the world.

His address was scheduled for the new Central Technical School, a blocky four-story building of brown limestone that looked more like a troop garrison than a place of learning. Rathom climbed the school’s stone steps and entered between two tall columns. On each column sat the decorative figure of a gnome carved from stone. The figures were perfect for the coming-out party of John R. Rathom—one of the gnomes was writing; the other swung a hammer.



Under a shower of applause, Rathom stepped up to the podium on the tall wooden stage, looked out over the rows of journalists sitting before him, and in the balconies above, and proceeded to drop every jaw in the house.

How did he break all those exclusive stories?

By turning his staff of thirty Rhode Island newspaper reporters into America’s most effective counterspy operation, he said. Those condescending German diplomats never knew it, but Rathom placed a reporter undercover in the German embassy for seventeen months, as personal assistant to the ambassador. This man eavesdropped. He swiped documents. He snooped into ledgers and letters and diplomatic cables.

The Huerta plot with Mexico? Providence Journal reporters tricked German spies into holding their clandestine talks with Victoriano Huerta in a hotel room riddled with hidden Journal microphones.

They got a trove of evidence after reporters faked a fistfight on a New York train, and then swapped identical briefcases with a distracted German diplomat.

Rathom shared that the Providence Journal’s wireless stations had intercepted years’ worth of German messages, and the paper had broken German codes.

The swagger practically dripped from Rathom: “We have been aided in this work by a certain degree of fatuity—by green blubber, taking place of grey matter in the brain, which the Lord has seen fit to deposit in the head of every German diplomat. We have always found that if we looked long enough into any German scheme, we should find a hole big enough in it for a schoolboy to crawl through.”

It was on this night Rathom debuted the “hearts story.” This amazing nugget would become his “Freebird”—that greatest hit no fan wanted to miss.

The setup: Rathom had placed a young woman undercover as a stenographer in the Austrian consulate in New York City. This Providence Journal employee learned that at the consulate the Germans had filled a packing crate with secret documents to be shipped to Europe and smuggled to Berlin. At the time, the British Royal Navy enforced a policy that neutral shipping to Europe had to detour to British ports, such as Falmouth, to be searched for contraband war supplies. But in the giant hold of a cargo ship, what was one more anonymous crate?

We pick up with Rathom’s words, verbatim, from a stenographic transcript of his retelling of the story the next day:


The day this box was to be finally nailed up, this young woman, under instructions, stayed late and ate her luncheon at the office. There were only two or three people left in the office during the lunch hour. One of them was Captain von Papen, the German military attaché, a man with a weakness like a good many of us for beauty and talent in feminine form. This young lady answered that description and Captain von Papen proceeded to make love to her, sitting on this box, a packing case some three or four feet square.

We could not possibly stop the box on this side, so the only thing we cared about was to identify the box by marking it so that the British officers in the first port of call could get it from among the hundreds of other articles in the hold of that ship. This young lady, taking out a heavy red crayon pencil, and listening to Papen’s advances, drew sentimentally two large red hearts on the top of that box—and it was Captain von Papen himself who took the pencil and put the arrow through the hearts.



This is where a showman would pause for the story to sink in. He would wait for the gathering laughter as the listeners began to figure out what came next.

Then the punchline: “The British authorities informed us and we have their word for it, that that was the method of identification of that box when it reached Falmouth.”

The imposter did not just mesmerize the audience, he dominated it, making his listeners laugh on his cue, or shout and clap, or fight back tears. His speech was packed with humor, danger, and thrills, all unfolded in a spirit of joy. The subtext never wavered: We are brave and clever and our enemy underestimates us. How can we lose? Rathom’s remarks were not only shocking in detail, they were uncut, medical-grade optimism, which was powerful stuff in a frightening time.

To close, Rathom carried his listeners to an emotional peak. With its soldiers fighting and dying, Canada had “won her destiny as a nation,” he said.

To England, he paid poetic tribute:


So small a shield to bear so great a sign,

So small a shield to hold so great a blade.

England, but in this darkest hour of thine,

’Tis those who know thee best are least afraid.



“God bless Canada,” Rathom concluded, and sat down.

As one reporter who was there described, “The large audience, held spellbound for an hour, again broke into a storm of applause which lasted for minutes.”

Rathom’s revelations were genuinely astounding. Amateur detectives working for a newspaper had defeated Germany’s spies at their own game?

The Toronto Star blew out its front page for Rathom’s feats. “One of the most amazing stories ever related to a Toronto audience,” the paper raved. “Fiction never created stranger happenings.”

Rathom and his wife, Florence, were shepherded among luncheons and celebrations. Florence spoke a few words of thanks to the Canadian Press Association, and the crowd was so moved it rose as one and burst into a spontaneous singing of “My Country, ‘Tis of Thee.”

News reports summarizing Rathom’s incredible address raced around the world over the newswires. These stories were reprinted hundreds of times in papers across the country. The Providence newsman shot into national stardom. A sold-out speaking tour that autumn swept Rathom through New York, Philadelphia, Boston, Detroit, and Chicago, drawing huge crowds and armies of reporters begging for his time at every stop.

And none of them suspected—not yet—that Rathom’s astonishing spy tales were not true. At least, not true as he told them.

As Rathom’s reputation grew, the lies got bigger and more dangerous, until they consumed him. Through the lies is the way to the imposter’s truth.






CHAPTER 2 Bombs, Bullets, and Bad Luck


It was a festive, sunny Sunday, June 28, 1914, in Sarajevo, a Bosnian city on the outer boondocks of Austria-Hungary, one of the great powers of Central Europe. It was the day for which Nedeljko Cabrinovic had planned and trained and long imagined. He was nineteen, skinny and sickly, a radical Bosnian Serb, and an aspiring terrorist. And he was about to assassinate Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir presumptive to the throne of Austria-Hungary, during the archduke’s motorcade. Cabrinovic carried a grenade for Ferdinand, and a capsule of prussic acid, what we now call hydrogen cyanide, for himself. This was a suicide mission; the police must not take him alive.

The city was dressed up for the visit by the archduke and his wife, Sophie, the Duchess of Hohenberg. Buildings were draped with bunting and flags. Garlands of flowers drooped over the streets. The people of Sarajevo had become Austro-Hungarians when their region was annexed six years earlier, not that anyone had asked them. They poured outside to see the man who would someday, probably soon, become their emperor.

As a city, Sarajevo was “a curious mixture of East and West: streets crowded with officers in uniform, Turks in fezzes, Muslims in turbans, and mysteriously veiled women,” wrote Ferdinand biographers Greg King and Sue Woolmans. “All moved at a frenetic pace between narrow alleys lined by red-roofed shops and beneath a forest of church spires and the thin minarets of mosques.”

The assassin mingled in the crowd lining the motorcade route along the Appel Quay, a wide, flat avenue that hugged the north bank of the Miljacka, the narrow river that flowed east to west and split the city in half. Immediately behind Cabrinovic, a retaining wall of cut stone sloped almost vertically to the languid river below. Across the avenue, the opposite sidewalk was crammed with people waiting to catch a glimpse of the archduke. They stood before a charming streetscape of three- and four-story buildings, brick and stone, ornamented with awnings and rounded windows. Artillery guns in the distance sounded a thunderous salute.

There! About ten minutes past ten o’clock in the morning, the archduke’s seven-car convoy came into view from the west, on its way to city hall.

And there was fifty-year-old Archduke Franz Ferdinand, riding in the third car. He looked, frankly, a little clownish in a high-collared blue cavalry tunic and a gleaming silver helmet blooming with a shock of green peacock feathers. Sophie, the Duchess of Hohenberg, forty-six, the mother of their three children, sat beside her husband, clutching a dainty parasol, dressed in a long-sleeved white gown with a red sash and flower corsage, a wide-brimmed white hat sprouting ostrich feathers, and a near-invisible veil decorated with polka dots. It happened to be the week of the royal couple’s thirteenth wedding anniversary. They rode in the back of a 1910 Gräf & Stift Bois open-top touring car, with the driver up front and the ragtop folded back so the masses could see the archduke and duchess. The car was lavish for the time, with spoked rims, a spare tire strapped above the running board, and a protruding set of round brass headlamps that looked like the car was wearing glasses. The crowd clapped and cheered politely. Some voices shouted “Zivio!”—long may he live!

Cabrinovic was part of a team of assassins targeting Ferdinand that day to punish Austria for annexing Bosnia. While the car putt-putted slowly through the crowd, Cabrinovic decided it would be his name in the history books. What he could not have known was that murdering the archduke would spark an unprecedented worldwide war.

Cabrinovic struck the bomb’s percussion cap on a lamppost with a bang to start the internal timer, took aim, and hurled the grenade at Ferdinand’s open car. He had to think as he let it go… what could be easier?

Whoops. Threw it too far.

The grenade bounced off the folded fabric car top and trampolined into the street. It rolled beneath the next car in the convoy and exploded in a dragon’s cough of fire and smoke. Shrapnel shot sideways from under the car, a few inches off the ground, slicing ankles in the crowd. A dozen or more innocent people went down shrieking, though no one was mortally wounded; certainly not the intended target, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, who suffered not a scratch.

Having bungled the murder, Cabrinovic ran away. His frantic fingers fumbled for his cyanide. He popped it in his mouth, gulped it down, and waited for the world to fade to black… waited… waited… nope, it was painful, but definitely not working.

The poison was old and had expired. It only burned Cabrinovic’s throat and made him gag. He vaulted a stone wall and hurled himself into the Miljacka River. Alas, a summer drought had lowered the river to four inches deep. He splashed around on the slimy river bottom, dry heaving from the old cyanide, trying to drown himself in barely enough water to wet his pant cuffs. An angry crowd jumped him. Fists pounded him tender. Then the police manhandled him to jail.

After the explosion, the convoy sped away. Co-conspirators lurking along the route had heard the blast and figured Archduke Franz Ferdinand was dead. By the time they saw he had escaped, the car had zoomed by, and it was too late to take another shot.

Ferdinand was alive! The archduke had eluded assassination on the streets of Sarajevo.



European history in the years immediately before World War I is a cascade of mistakes and calamities, with scenes of forbidden love, stunning betrayal, murder, vengeance, and more murder. In the summer of 1914, at the time of Ferdinand’s motorcade in Sarajevo, Europe contained five great powers: Germany, Austria-Hungary, France, Britain, and Russia. With so many rivalries and crisscrossing concerns, each power sought to protect its national interests by signing alliances and by spending enormous sums on its military.

Central Europe was dominated by the German Empire and Austria-Hungary, the major nations in an alliance known as the Central Powers.

This is a simplified description, but imagine the German Empire of the time as essentially the land of modern Germany, about half of modern Poland, and the area running along the Baltic coast to where Lithuania is today. Germany was led by fifty-five-year-old Kaiser Wilhelm II. In June 1914, he celebrated twenty-six years of ruling the empire. Kaiser Wilhelm had hard, serious features—handsome if you could get past the aggressive moustache, which looked like a pair of hairy Christmas stockings with the toes laid up on his lip, waxed into shape daily by his barber. Kaiser Wilhelm nearly died at birth. The delivery left him with nerve damage in his left arm, which developed short and withered. He was often photographed with his left hand behind his back or stuffed in a pocket. Kaiser Wilhelm was known as unpredictable, belligerent, and overly competitive. Historians have wondered if he developed those traits to compensate for his physical disability. Doctors have also speculated that the kaiser’s erratic personality may have been related to brain damage from a lack of oxygen at birth.

Whatever the reason, Kaiser Wilhelm was vain, incurious, easily distracted, and a habitual liar. He was known for giving insulting nicknames to other world leaders, and for his personal weakness for flattery. He enjoyed attention and talking about himself. These shortcomings may have been manageable were he not so lazy. “He wanted the power and the glory and the applause without the hard work,” wrote the Canadian historian Margaret MacMillan. The kaiser whined about what a bear it was to run an empire, yet “refused to read newspapers and tossed long documents aside in irritation.” He thought of himself as “a master of diplomacy and insisted on dealing with his fellow monarchs, often with unfortunate results.”

“Sadly, he had no clear policies beyond a vague sense to make Germany, and himself, important and, if possible, avoid war,” MacMillan wrote.

Unusual hair? Self-indulgent? Changed positions as readily as changing a hat? The resemblance is uncanny: Kaiser Wilhelm is the original Donald Trump, a likeness noted by historian Miranda Carter in 2018.

The comparison, though, is not entirely fair to either of them. Trump came to power not by inheritance but a democratic election. And Kaiser Wilhelm actually served in the military.

Bordering Germany to the south was the massive Austro-Hungarian Empire. It spread from Switzerland in the west, all the way east to well into what is now Ukraine and Romania. The empire was a “cobbled-together assortment” of thirteen nationalities speaking sixteen languages and following five religions. When the empire shattered after the war, it seeded modern Europe. The nations of Austria, Hungary, Slovakia, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Bosnia, Croatia, a slice of Poland, and a chunk of Serbia were once folded into Austria-Hungary.

For an astounding sixty-six years, Emperor Franz Josef I—the uncle of Archduke Franz Ferdinand—had ruled Austria-Hungary. In the summer of 1914 no one figured he would be for much longer. The emperor was eighty-three years old. His reign began in 1848, during the Polk administration in the United States, when Abraham Lincoln was a backbench Illinois congressman. The emperor was a balding man with stinging blue eyes and bushy white muttonchops that blended into a robust mustache, all sculpted around a shaved chin. Emperor Franz Josef was obsessed with formalities and arcane rules, and would work himself to exhaustion on the bland minutia of his massive empire. His wife, Empress Elisabeth, was murdered in 1898, stabbed in the heart by an anarchist who just wanted to kill a royal.

The Central Powers were pinched between another alliance, signed between France and Russia. In the summer of 1914 the Russian Empire extended deep into Europe, stretching from modern Finland through Belarus and Ukraine, and controlling a substantial cutout of what is now Poland. The prewar borders of France and the rest of Western Europe, from Spain and Portugal to Britain and Italy, would mostly be recognizable now. Belgium was wedged uncomfortably between Germany and France.

In the early twentieth century Great Britain and Germany were strategic rivals engaged in an arms race on the seas; Germany aggressively built ships to challenge the dominance of the British Navy. An ascending Germany pushed Britain closer to Russia and France, and the three nations became known as the Triple Entente, or sometimes just the Allies. The great powers of Europe drew up plans for how to defeat each other in war, while aggressively building their armies. By 1914, “France could call upon about 700,000 soldiers; Germany had 850,000 and the Russians at least 1.3 million.”

South of Austria-Hungary were the nations of Serbia, Bulgaria, Romania, and the remnants of the shrinking Ottoman Empire, which included what is now Turkey. This region became the flashpoint for war. We could go back ten centuries in search of the first event in a chain of consequences that led to World War I. In this greatly abridged version, we pick up in Serbia in 1903, when rebellious army officials staged a coup and assassinated King Alexander I, whom they considered too friendly to Austria-Hungary. There are differing accounts of how the coup went down. In the worst version of the story, the king and queen are hunted throughout a darkened palace until discovered huddling in a saferoom. They are riddled with bullets, their corpses then hacked with sabers, the chunks thrown off a balcony into a compost pile. In the nice version, they are only riddled with bullets. The coup established a pro-Russia rule in Serbia, bringing those nations closer.

One of the participants in the coup was Dragutin Dimitrijević, a bulky army man nicknamed Apis, after the bull god worshiped by the ancient Egyptians. Dimitrijević cofounded a secret military society in Serbia called Union or Death, but known to its members by the more enigmatic name, the Black Hand. The group would provide logistical support to the disillusioned young men who would later attack Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo.

In 1908 Austria-Hungary caused a crisis in the region by seizing Bosnia and the little neighboring region of Herzegovina. For thirty years, the territory had been administered by Austria-Hungary, though technically it was still part of the Ottoman Empire. The annexation turned the occupants of the region into Austro-Hungarians, whether they liked it or not. Many did not. About 45 percent of the population of the annexed region identified as Bosnian Serbs, many of whom wanted their region to become part of a Greater Serbia. Austria-Hungary got the land, but at the price of provoking hatred within this population and in Serbia. We can draw a straight line from the annexation, through Archduke Franz Ferdinand, to war.



Nineteen-year-old Gavrilo Princip was a “passionate Serbian nationalist,” who grew up poor in Bosnia, as the “slight, introverted, and sensitive son of a hardworking farmer.” Physically weak and tubercular, Princip “idolized Nietzsche and clung to a black view of humanity.” In the coffeehouses of Belgrade, he mingled with like-minded young radicals, including Cabrinovic, who would later chuck the bomb at Archduke Franz Ferdinand. They were part of a terror cell willing to kill government officials and any innocents who happened to wander into the way, in order to “serve the larger goal of undermining Austria-Hungary as a force in the Balkans.” Princip was their leader.

The terror group was inexperienced and sometimes bumbling, combining the brutal intentions of Al-Qaeda with the logistical execution of a first grade soccer game. One member, Muhamed Mehmedbašić, was chosen in early 1914 to assassinate the military governor of Bosnia with a dagger. The plot was scotched when he panicked at seeing a policeman on his train and threw the weapon out a window.

Princip read in the newspaper about Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s upcoming trip to Sarajevo. Raging at Austria-Hungary’s annexation of Bosnia, the men agreed to “sacrifice their lives for the cause of unifying the southern Slavs.” They would kill Archduke Franz Ferdinand. They trained with the Black Hand, the secret military organization with Serbian ties, then made their circuitous way to Sarajevo.

On the morning of Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s motorcade, seven assassins spread out along the route.



At his birth in 1863, nobody would have predicted that Franz Ferdinand would become presumptive heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne. He was too low in the pecking order. But then the royals ahead of Ferdinand in the line of succession began to die under odd and violent circumstances, like dinner guests in an Agatha Christie novel.

First to go was Emperor Franz Josef’s younger brother, Archduke Maximilian. In 1864 Maximillian was talked into accepting a bizarre offer engineered by France to become the emperor of Mexico.

Though this episode is largely now forgotten in the United States, in 1861 French troops sailed some six thousand miles and attacked Mexico, on the pretense of collecting bad debts. When modern Americans clink margarita glasses on Cinco de Mayo, they commemorate a Mexican victory over French troops in the Battle of Puebla, May 5, 1862. With the United States distracted by the Civil War, the French fought their way to an occupation of Mexico, intending to create a French client state in North America.

The French thought it would be a good idea to install a calming, European-style monarchy in Mexico. And who better for the job than the little brother of a real European monarch? They recruited Archduke Maximilian.

US reporters could smell disaster the moment Archduke Maximillian landed in Mexico. “In no [way] did the subjects of Maximillian demonstrate any joy at his arrival,” the New York Herald observed. “The Mexicans are evidently averse to the ruler forced upon them by the bayonets of the French.” The locals never did get on board. After French troops withdrew in 1866, Mexican opposition forces roared back. In 1867 the opposition captured Emperor Maximillian I, stood him on a hill in Querétaro City, in Central Mexico, and shot him.

The next potential Austrian ruler to perish was Rudolf, Crown Prince of Austria, Emperor Franz Josef’s only son. Crown Prince Rudolf was well-liked internationally and legitimately qualified to rule. “He was not in the least a comic-opera prince, but a high-minded, sensible, serious man who spoke four or five languages, wrote books that still can be read with pleasure, and was deeply aware of his responsibilities,” the New York Times wrote of Crown Prince Rudolf in 1964, on the seventy-fifth anniversary of his death.

In 1881, at age twenty-two, Crown Prince Rudolf did his duty and married the fifteen-year-old daughter of Leopold II, the king of Belgium. The political marriage did not interfere with Crown Prince Rudolf’s affairs with other women. In 1889, during a stay with friends at a hunting lodge outside Vienna, Crown Prince Rudolf seemed to be having a grand time. The next morning, he was discovered shot to death in his room. With him was the naked body of a young baroness, also dead. Their deaths appeared to have been the result of a suicide pact or a murder-suicide. Authorities slapped together a sloppy cover-up, announcing that Crown Prince Rudolf had died of “apoplexy of the heart,” which doctors today might call an aortic aneurysm. Reporters soon picked the lie apart, and officials reluctantly acknowledged that Crown Prince Rudolf died from an apparent self-inflicted gunshot wound. Within a couple weeks, news of the dead baroness also leaked, and the crown prince’s death erupted into a global scandal.

The cursed line of succession fell to Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s father, Archduke Karl Ludwig, the emperor’s brother. Ferdinand was the oldest of Archduke Karl’s four children with his second wife, the daughter of an Italian king. Archduke Karl was a devoted Roman Catholic. Maybe too devoted. On a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, he visited the River Jordan and was so deeply moved that he drank from it. By imbibing water polluted with sewage, he contracted typhoid fever and died in 1896.

As a young man, Ferdinand was unmarried and unhealthy. Sick with tuberculosis in his twenties and early thirties, he was mocked as the “heir consumptive.” In early 1896 American newspapers reported that Archduke Franz Ferdinand was near death and unlikely to survive. Some printed his premature obituary, with a Berlin dateline and attributed to “rumor” that Ferdinand had expired. He eventually licked the disease and his sickly frame filled out.

The emperor-in-waiting had a large square skull and tiny ears that belonged on a smaller head. He wore his hair brushed straight back and cultivated a hefty mustache that curled up at the ends. Photographers often caught him with a vacant look in his eyes, like it had just occurred to him he might have left the stove on. He was described in US news reports as “a very big man,” standing 6'2", with “a pink and white skin, as fair as a woman’s.” Personally, he was aloof and often bad-tempered. Politically, he was seen as a reformer and more likely than his uncle, the sitting emperor, to expand the rights of the empire’s many nationalities. He was a passionate hunter and scoured the planet for new game. Archduke Franz Ferdinand was a one-man extinction event, who claimed to have bagged nearly three hundred thousand animals: deer by the herd, elk, kangaroo, tiger, elephant—if it walked, loped, or hopped, Archduke Franz was there to shoot it.

Unlike many royals of the time, Ferdinand married for love. We know it because of the hardship he endured to marry. The woman who took his heart, Sophie Chotek, came from an aristocratic family, but not one high enough on the social ladder to yield the wife of an archduke. Sophie had been lady-in-waiting, a sort of noblewoman’s valet, to Princess Isabella of Croÿ. Princess Isabella had nearly enough eligible daughters for a softball team, and hoped to pair one off with the archduke. Ferdinand didn’t want any of the daughters; he wanted Sophie. But the emperor said no. Sophie, by the conventions of the day, was beneath him.

Ferdinand stood his ground with his uncle in a battle of wills. He begged for permission to marry Sophie. He suggested he would go mad if he could not make her his wife. The emperor held the power, but time favored Ferdinand. He could wait for Emperor Franz Josef I to die, take the throne, and marry whomever he wanted. Under a grudging compromise in 1900, the emperor permitted the marriage, with the understanding that the union would be morganatic, meaning Sophie could never be empress and none of their children would be eligible for the crown. The line of succession would jump to the children of Ferdinand’s brother. To ensure that Ferdinand would not weasel out of the terms later, he was forced to swear on a Bible in a formal ceremony that he would abide by the conditions, forever.

Newspapers around the world printed romantic stories about the archduke who forfeited the line of succession for love. Most of Ferdinand’s family boycotted the wedding. Sophie was a second-class citizen throughout the marriage, generally forbidden to appear with her husband. “The morganatic wife may live in her husband’s house,” a British newspaper explained on the eve of the wedding, “but she must not sit in the same box with him at the opera nor be seen with him at the Imperial stand at the races…. Trifles, no doubt—but what is life but the sum of an infinite series of trivialities?”

Their trip to Sarajevo in June 1914 was a break from the oppressive rules. That month, the emperor dispatched Ferdinand to Bosnia to view military exercises and pay the region some attention. In the far reaches of the empire nobody cared about the social protocols of royalty. Sophie could join him in public. It was the week of their wedding anniversary, so they left their three kids behind and went away.

They arrived separately on Thursday, June 25, to the resort town of Ilidze, and checked into the Hotel Bosna, a ten-minute train ride from Sarajevo. That evening they shopped the public markets, feeling encouraged by the friendly reception they received. On Friday and Saturday, Ferdinand watched some twenty thousand soldiers in war games in the mountains outside the city. On Saturday evening, the couple enjoyed dinner at their hotel, believing that the trip was already a success.

The archduke’s public schedule for Sunday morning, June 28, the day that changed history, began humbly enough, with a brief train ride into Sarajevo and a walk-through inspection of a military barracks. Then Ferdinand and Sophie got into a car for a motorcade to city hall, through the gathered crowds and a gauntlet of would-be killers.

The first plotter along their route was Muhamed Mehmedbašić, the man who had already ruined one assassination plan by throwing his dagger off a train. He let the convoy pass. He later said a police officer was standing too close to make a move.

The next was Cabrinovic, whose grenade pitch was high and outside.

The motorcade raced away after the explosion, and within minutes arrived at Sarajevo City Hall, a spectacular Moorish-style, layer cake of a building, cheerfully striped in orange and yellow, like a municipal office in a cartoon city. The city’s mayor stood on the steps of the building and tried to deliver his prepared speech as if nothing had happened.

Ferdinand was a ball of rage. “I come to Sarajevo and am greeted with bombs?” he interrupted. “It is outrageous!”

Sophie whispered to her husband, and he piped down. The speeches wrapped up quickly, and the dignitaries poured inside city hall to figure out what to do. The next items on the schedule were a visit to the National Museum and then lunch at the governor’s house. Ferdinand insisted on visiting the hospital to see one of his officers gashed by shrapnel in the bombing.

The mistakes made in Sarajevo City Hall over the next few minutes would shape the rest of the century. These errors led directly to one world war, which in turn set up another, along with the Holocaust, the Soviet domination of Eastern Europe, the nuclear age, and the Cold War. Everyone on the planet today lives with the consequences of a few hurried decisions by a small group of men, on a sunny Sunday in Sarajevo.

The safest course, presuming more plotters were waiting for Ferdinand, was to call the nearby military barracks and flood the streets with troops. Oskar Potiorek, the region’s military governor, said no; the troops had been in the field and did not have formal uniforms to serve as honor guard. It was a stupid reason not to guarantee the future monarch’s safety.

The governor did have a helpful thought about the route out of city hall. The motorcade’s planned course was back down the Appel Quay, and then a right turn onto Franz Josef Street, which was narrow and seemed dangerous. Potiorek suggested a new route: back the way they had come, all the way down the Appel Quay, which was wide and could be driven at higher speeds, and then onto another route to the hospital. His instinct was sound. Princip had stationed himself in front of Moritz Schiller’s deli at the corner of Franz Josef Street. He loitered there, in a dark suit jacket, white shirt, buttoned vest, and a pistol in his pocket, on the unlikely chance that Ferdinand kept to his published itinerary after the bombing.

Barely half an hour after arriving at city hall, Ferdinand and Sophie walked out and got back in the car, now the second vehicle in the motorcade.

In the haste and confusion of the moment, nobody told the drivers the route had changed.

The convoy pulled out, speeding down the Appel Quay. Suddenly, the chauffeur in the lead vehicle turned right, following the old route onto Franz Josef Street. The driver of Ferdinand’s car followed. Governor Potiorek, riding with Ferdinand, shouted that they were going the wrong damn way. Had he kept his mouth shut, Ferdinand may have escaped again.

The driver braked to a hard stop, to change gears into reverse. For a few surreal seconds, the car held still in the street, in front of Schiller’s deli and maybe three steps from an utterly dumbfounded Princip. Princip shook off the shock, drew his pistol, and fired. Two shots at least, possibly three.

Ferdinand and Sophie sat upright for a few moments, while the shooter was wrestled to the ground. Then blood began to seep from Ferdinand’s mouth. Sophie collapsed into his lap. Each had been fatally hit; he in the neck and she in the abdomen.

“It is nothing, it is nothing,” Ferdinand softly repeated, as he bled to death.

With Cabrinovic and Princip in custody, police soon rounded up most of the assassins. Within a week, Austrian officials knew that “high-ranking Serb nationalist officers” had aided the plot. Hawks in the Austro-Hungarian government pushed for a military reprisal. Kaiser Wilhelm assured his ally that Germany would support Austria’s response to the murders. That guarantee became known as the “blank check,” and it made it a certainty that Austria would use its military against Serbia.

Three weeks after the murders, on July 23, Austria-Hungary gave Serbia a list of demands, most of which had to do with suppressing anti-Austrian activities in Serbia. In response, Serbia, on July 25, mobilized its military, a provocative move in that era. Three days later, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. With its Serbian ally going to war, Russia mobilized its forces.

And so it began. The other great powers honored their alliances and cascaded into the conflict like cars sliding on an icy road into an expanding pileup. Beginning August 1: Germany declared war on Russia and then on France; German troops invaded neutral Belgium on their way toward Paris; Britain declared war on Germany; Austria-Hungary declared war on Russia; Serbia declared war on Germany; France and then Britain declared war on Austria-Hungary. In late August, Japan declared war on Germany and then on Austria-Hungary. More than thirty nations would ultimately become involved.

Watching these dizzying events from Washington, DC, President Woodrow Wilson issued a proclamation on August 4 that said the United States would not takes sides. Every American had “the duty of an impartial neutrality during the existence of the contest,” Wilson said. The policy would not interfere with the “free expression of opinion and sympathy” toward any nation in the conflict, naturally, nor with “the commercial manufacturing or sale of arms and munitions of war.” This was America: Free speech and guns were protected.

A covert battle for the control of American hearts and minds began at once, largely fought in the pages of America’s newspapers.






Chapter 3 Frostbite and Dynamite


Shortly after midnight, on February 2, 1915, in the dark, frozen hamlet of Vanceboro, Maine, inside a whistling gale whipping great curtains of fallen snow, a solitary figure hefted a heavy suitcase through the empty streets. His name was Werner Horn. He was an Oberleutnant, a junior officer, on the inactive list in the German Army, called back to duty with his homeland at war. Horn was an imposing man: thirty-seven years old, 6'2", 180 pounds, blue-eyed, clean-shaven with blonde hair buzzed short.

Horn had tried to dress for the weather, in a brown suit, heavy gray socks, chunky black boots, a cap, and overcoat. Still, after waiting two hours in the woods before launching his plan, the unforgiving cold of –30 degrees Fahrenheit had numbed his hands and feet. The wind made his eyes water and pelted his face with snow. At least he was unlikely to be spotted. No one in their right mind would be out on a night like this. Horn himself may not have been entirely in his right mind. He may have already been in the early stages of mental decline and dementia, caused by a case of syphilis he had contracted in his twenties.

Horn’s cheap brown suitcase weighed eighty pounds. It contained sixty sticks of dynamite, each about a foot long and an inch and a half in diameter, packed like cigars in a box. Horn had a gun on him, too, a .38 caliber, five-shot revolver. He had matches, blasting caps, rubber tape, and wire cutters. He wore cuffs over his arms with the black-white-red stripes of the German flag.

At the outbreak of war the previous summer, Horn had been half a world away from home, hanging around Guatemala and working at a coffee plantation.

Now, as he lugged the heavy bomb toward the Maine Central Railroad yard, he was a soldier again, operating on secret orders from one of the highest-ranking German officials in the United States. These orders had brought Horn to Vanceboro, a secluded railroad and lumber town of several hundred hearty souls on the eastern edge of Maine. It was the site of the most vulnerable point along the rail line, a bridge that carried the tracks over the St. Croix River, the border between the United States and Canada. The bridge linked the Maine Central and Canadian Pacific railroads, as well as the towns of Vanceboro on the US side and Saint Croix, New Brunswick, across the river. The completion of the rail line in 1871 had been widely celebrated in both countries; President Ulysses S. Grant had visited Maine for the line’s opening ceremonies.

And now it was Horn’s job to blow it up. His mission was to stop Canadian trains from transporting war supplies to the ice-free seaport at Saint John, New Brunswick, for transport to England.

Horn carried the dynamite onto the steel truss bridge, which was about 150 feet long and quite narrow, with just enough room for a single train. The St. Croix River, flowing south toward the Bay of Fundy, was an icy mess below. Horn slipped twice on ice on the bridge, managing to avoid a fall into water too cold to survive.

Horn’s superior had told him no trains used the bridge between midnight and early morning. But as he picked his way over railroad ties on feet deadened by the cold, he heard an unmistakable rumble from the American side. There were not supposed to be any trains, he thought. Horn stepped to the side of the bridge, grabbed a steel beam with one hand, and leaned out into empty space, out of the way, while dangling the heavy case of dynamite above the river with his other hand. He held on for his life as the train clattered past.

Horn waited until all was quiet again but for the howling wind, lit a cigar, and got to work setting the explosives. He took care to place his bomb on the Canadian side of the bridge, well over the international border in the middle of the river. Germany was at peace with the United States but at war with Britain, and therefore with Canada, which was then a dominion of Great Britain. Attacking the bridge in Canada, Horn reasoned, would be a valid act of war; not a crime, as it would be on the American side.

Horn’s frozen hands were clumsy claws. He struggled in the fearsome wind to strap the bomb to a girder and then attach the fuse. The long fuse was designed to burn for about fifty minutes, to give Horn time to skip town before the boom. Half an hour into the work, though, another train interrupted, this time from the Canadian side. Horn edged out over the water again and hung on. He realized the earlier train was no fluke. The bridge was not quiet all night. Werner Horn was a soldier, not a mass murderer. “I never wanted nor intended to destroy life,” he later said, “only to destroy the bridge and communications so supplies, food, ammunition and war supplies could not pass.”

Horn could not chance that a train would be on the bridge when the bomb went off. He made sure the rails were quiet, then clipped off most of the wick and flung the excess over the side. He left just enough wick to burn for three minutes, knowing he would not have time to escape the town before the explosion.

The saboteur lit the wick with his cigar and ran for America.



The circumstances that brought Werner Horn to that darkened bridge in the middle of a winter gale dated to the earliest hours of the war.

On August 4, 1914, the day Great Britain declared war on Germany, and the day after Germany declared war on France, hundreds of German-born men gathered in Battery Park at the southern tip of Manhattan to profess their loyalty to their fatherland. Within sight of the Statue of Liberty, they chanted German songs, while their representatives delivered a list of seven hundred names to the nearby German consulate—the names of men who wanted to go home to fight for Germany.

The gathering transformed into a parade. The men marched up Broadway, waving German and American flags, and singing at the top of their lungs “Die Wacht am Rhine,” a patriotic German song.


The cry resounds like thunder’s peal,

Like crashing waves and clang of steel:

The Rhine, the Rhine, our German Rhine,

Who will defend our stream, divine?



With news reporters in tow, the march grew bigger as it snaked through the city. By the time the parade reached the Twenty-Third Street ferry docks, it numbered close to two thousand people. Several hundred of them piled onto a ferry, crossed the Hudson, and picked up their march in Hoboken, heading along River Street to the piers of the North German Lloyd, a German shipping line.

There, the gathering morphed into a raucous pep rally, with patriotic speeches and songs. A tricolor white-blue-red Russian flag was slowly shredded, to wild cheers and waving hats.

These men were itching to fight.

Their problem was they could not get to Europe. Not while Great Britain’s massive navy controlled the Atlantic. England clamped a naval blockade around Germany at the start of the war. And to prevent Germany from importing war materials through neutral ports, British warships intercepted incoming neutral cargo steamers, including US ships, forcing them into British harbors, where the ships would be searched for “war contraband.” German nationals of fighting age discovered on any liner could expect to spend the war in an internment camp.

The British prevented the import of anything that could conceivably support the German war effort—weapons, ammunition, and fuel, certainly, but also cars and machine parts, tools and chemicals, metal ore and rubber, textiles, horses and other livestock. And to sap the energy of the German public, the British declared imported food to be contraband. By the winter of 1916–1917, the food blockade turned Germany into a nation of breadlines and foragers. The German national health office estimated after the war that 763,000 Germans died as a result of the blockade.

Of course, control of the ocean meant the British could freely import things from the United States, including superior US-made artillery shells. This was the critical problem facing German diplomats in America. It motivated nearly every covert act by German agents during the period of American neutrality: black propaganda, economic vandalism, outright sabotage, attempts to push the United States and Mexico into a war—all of it flowed from the fact that the British could import American munitions and supplies, and Germany, for the most part, could not.



This was Germany’s situation, broadly speaking, at the outbreak of war in August 1914:

Germany was sandwiched between enemies on two fronts, fighting the Russians in the east and the French and British, primarily, in the west. Germany had a plan for a two-front war, named for Alfred von Schlieffen, a military planner credited with the general strategy. The plan was to invade France by storming through the neutral country of Belgium, to outflank French border defenses, and then roll into Paris in a matter of weeks—before the Russian army had time to fully mobilize. With France defeated, German troops would be free to concentrate on Russia.

But by mid-September 1914, the plan had already failed. Allied soldiers stopped the Germans before Paris, and both sides burrowed into trenches for a long and grotesque war of attrition.

Meanwhile, on the oceans, Germany’s merchant fleet promptly got out of harm’s way. More than six hundred German steamers at sea when the war broke out took refuge, or “interned,” at docks in neutral harbors, including Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York, to wait out the fighting safe from British warships.

Communication between Berlin and its US-based diplomatic team was tricky. The British dragged the ocean floor, fished up Germany’s transatlantic telegraph cables, and cut them. This forced the Germans to rely on human couriers, who could be exposed or caught, and coded wireless broadcasts, which could be plucked from the air and possibly decrypted.

The problem of getting German-born men home from the United States to fight fell to Captain Franz von Papen, the German government’s military attaché to the United States, a colleague of Karl Boy-Ed. Under Papen’s direction, Germany organized and funded a passport-forging operation based in New York, illegal under US law, to provide Germans heading to Europe with bogus paperwork to fool the British.

Papen was a career soldier, unblinkingly loyal to his government. He was thirty-four years old in the summer of 1914. He was fit and handsome, with a narrow oval face and a wedge-shaped mustache the width of his lips. He was a disciple of the philosophy of Friedrich von Bernhardi, a German military commander and historian, who wrote lovingly—creepily?—about the nobility of human warfare. Bernhardi believed that war was “the great civilizing influence of the world.”

Papen was from the German town of Werl, about eighty miles northeast of Cologne. His family were aristocrats and devoted Roman Catholics. Papen was educated in military schools and followed his love of horses into the cavalry. He was an excellent rider who competed in steeplechase races in Germany, and galloped through fox hunt adventures in England. He believed horse racing enhanced self-discipline, endurance, and decision-making, and provided, in his words, “a fine contempt for broken bones—by no means a bad training for a politician.”

Papen arrived in the United States in January 1914, to begin his post as military attaché. In peacetime, the job could hardly be easier. He schmoozed at dinner parties, while collecting observations about the US military to pass to Berlin. Papen was witty and well-mannered. Yet at his core he was a blunt instrument, a soldier first, and he would make a clumsy spy.

Stationed in the United States, a vast land of farms and factories, Papen foresaw that American industry possessed the power to tip the outcome of the war.

“When the war broke out, it was obvious that the time it would last would depend very materially upon the extent to which the [Triple] Entente would succeed in increasing its resources in the way of war material,” Papen said in 1920, in a hearing in Germany. “The only country which could be considered in this regard was the United States.”

Papen had many ideas to prevent Germany’s enemies from benefitting from America’s industrial might. At the outbreak of war, the US arms industry was “ridiculously small.” Papen recommended that Germany “tie up” the United States’s weapons output by buying whatever America’s munitions factories could produce. He estimated that for less than $30 million (about $800 million today), Germany could corner the American market. Even if the British blockade prevented the weapons from being shipped to Germany, denying munitions to the Triple Entente was the next best outcome.

The German War Department declined to put up the money, thinking the war would be over before the investment yielded a benefit. So instead, in March or April 1915, Papen took steps to establish Germany’s own weapons plant in the United States. It was called the Bridgeport Projectile Company, and it manufactured chaos. Under the disguise of an ostensibly American munitions maker, Papen sought to buy every specialized hydraulic press he could find, robbing the market of machinery needed to produce artillery shells, to slow the growth of the US weapons industry. He did the same thing with gunpowder, with chemicals needed to make explosives, and the acid-proof containers to hold the chemicals. Meanwhile, German and Austrian diplomats tried to undermine the labor force of the US munitions industry by provoking strikes and pressuring workers of German and Austrian backgrounds to quit.

Ultimately, German agents employed direct sabotage against shipping and industry to slow the export of US munitions to the Allies.

Papen and his colleagues devoted a lot of attention to attacking Canada. Papen funded a plot to dynamite the locks along the Welland Canal, a shipping channel between Lakes Ontario and Erie, to prevent Canadian troops from moving along the St. Lawrence Seaway on their way to eastern ports, and the ships that would take them to Europe. The plot ended with several Papen flunkies under arrest and no damage to Canada.I

In December 1914 the German government sent its embassy in the United States secret instructions to stop troops and supplies flowing across the Canadian Pacific Railway. “The General Staff is anxious that vigorous measures should be taken to destroy the Canadian Pacific in several places for the purpose of causing a lengthy interruption of traffic,” the order stated. “Acquaint the Military Attaché [Papen] with the above and furnish the sums required for the enterprise.”

Wrecking the railroad became Papen’s problem.

He needed a loyal man for this dangerous, sensitive mission.

By coincidence, a loyal man was already on his way.



Werner Horn was born in October 1877, in Stettin, a city now called Szczecin, about ninety miles northeast of Berlin. The city is just inside the borders of Poland now; in Horn’s time it was part of the German Empire.

Not much is known about Horn’s early life. His own story is that he was a ten-year veteran of the German Army, who around 1910 traveled to Guatemala. He worked two years on a coffee plantation, and then became the plantation’s manager for two years. He spoke Spanish reasonably well, and English with a heavy accent. At the outbreak of fighting in the summer of 1914, inactive soldiers such as Horn were called back to Germany to join the war. Horn sailed from Guatemala to Galveston, Texas, in August 1914, and then traveled to New York City, where he spent a fruitless month trying to get passage on a liner to bring him home.
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