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Introduction


To mention the 1920s in America immediately conjures up such personalities and events as Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald, Prohibition, the Charleston, flappers, speakeasies, “Hello, Sucker!” the Wall Street boom, and the Great Crash. In part, this is so because of Frederick Lewis Allen’s compulsively readable account Only Yesterday. But that book has certain defects, beginning with the fact that it was published in 1931, and contains little in the way of hard data. Allen also neglected blacks and the bitter labor struggles of the period. I have tried to present the story of this rollicking decade without these defects. To frame my narrative in human terms, I have used the life of F. Scott Fitzgerald, which was at its most flamboyant in those years.

It is indeed a judgment call to select one decade to describe the warp and woof of American history, but the 1920s present themselves admirably for such treatment. They have a clear beginning at World War I and the battle for the League of Nations, and end with the stock market crash of 1929 and the resulting political explosion. To an astonishing extent, the 1920s resemble our own era, at the turn of the twenty-first century; in many ways that decade was a precursor of modern excesses. We, too, have engaged in foolishly dangerous stock market manipulations. Much of what we consider contemporary actually began in the Twenties—for example, jazz and psychiatry. Criminal conduct by business and industrial leaders was altogether too familiar then and now. As in the 1990s, one political party prevailed in the zeitgeist of the times, encouraging the high-flying mood of the nation.

I wish to thank the distinguished Civil War historian Ernest B. Furgurson for helping to make this a better book than it would have been. Similar thanks are due Gary Gerstle, professor of history at the University of Maryland and Princeton University. Dr. Jonathan Barron of the Department of English at the University of Southern Mississippi read the chapters on the literary revolution of the Twenties. Much of the data herein was drawn from Gerald Leinwand’s 1927: High Tide of the 1920s. Dr. Joseph D. Lichtenberg, an internationally known psychiatrist, commented on the chapter in which I deal with psychiatry in America.

As the Pulitzer Prize-winning historian David M. Kennedy has written of Only Yesterday, “Allen’s field of vision, for all its comprehensiveness, was severely bound by the view from the New York editorial offices of Harper’s … restricted geographically by the Hudson and East Rivers—or perhaps Cape Cod and the Hamptons—and restricted sociologically to his eastern urban and suburban subscribers.” I have tried to look farther and deeper.



Prologue


Throughout the pale summer nights of 1919, a light always seemed to be burning in a third-floor front room of a brownstone at 599 Summit Avenue in St. Paul. Sometimes a slim figure paced back and forth across the open windows. Up there, amid the treetops, twenty-two-year-old F. Scott Fitzgerald, subsisting mainly on cigarettes and nervous energy, was working on a novel he desperately hoped would bring him money and acclaim. Not long out of the U.S. Army following the Armistice, which ended World War I, he was being supported by his parents, his career as a writer was stymied, and his girl had broken up with him because she believed he had no prospects.

To get a breath of air, Fitzgerald unlatched a screen on one of the windows and, careful not to disturb the chapter outlines pinned to the curtains, stepped out onto a small landing where he had a sweeping view up and down the boulevard. Summit Avenue crowns a bluff overlooking the Lower Town, St. Paul’s business section, and is the spine of the Summit, then the city’s most fashionable neighborhood. Nearby, the Roman Catholic Cathedral of St. Paul—Fitzgerald was christened there—crouched at the intersection of Summit and Selby Avenues “like a plump white bulldog.” Wooden Queen Annes, Romanesque sandstones, red-brick faux châteaus with fairy-tale towers, and Renaissance palazzos lined the avenue—“a museum of American architectural failures,” in his words.

As a child, Fitzgerald mingled with children whose surnames were the same as the streets on which they played—Griggs and MacKubin and Hersey. It was a good time and a good place to grow up. Scott and his companions saw the coming of the automobile and the airplane, the spread of electric lights and the telephone, and for a nickel they could pass an enchanted hour watching the first movies. Nearby, there were still fields to race across and woods in which to gather chestnuts. These were America’s “Confident Years” in which Theodore Roosevelt fought trusts and political bosses at home, made the dirt fly on the Panama Canal, and sent the U.S. Navy’s white-hulled battleships around the world.

Fitzgerald went to tea dances at the University Club up Summit Avenue and was invited to parties given by the daughter of James J. Hill, the railroad magnate, at her family’s nearby thirty-two-room mansion. In later years Fitzgerald was contemptuous of the Summit, but there was a touch of envy in his feelings, for his family had only a tenuous hold on St. Paul society. Throughout his life, he was always haunted by the terror of slipping from the comfortable assurance of this world into poverty.

Edward Fitzgerald, his father, had claim to a past that was brighter than his present. A small, dapper man with a Vandyke and courtly manners, he had come to Minnesota from Maryland, where his family had been prominent in colonial times. Francis Scott Key, the author of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” for whom he named his son, was a remote cousin of his mother, but by the elder Fitzgerald’s time, the bloodline had thinned. He ran a wicker furniture business and in 1890 married Mary McQuillan, the daughter of a prosperous Irish wholesale grocer. Not long after the couple married, their misfortunes began. The Fitzgeralds’ first two children, both girls, died in epidemics, and shortly after Scott’s birth, in 1896, the wicker business failed.

Fortunes diminished, the elder Fitzgerald became a salesman for Procter & Gamble and peddled soap powder and other products to stores in various upstate New York towns. He enjoyed only a modest success and the morning mail often contained bills that he crumpled and threw down with a grunted “Confound it.” Scott was twelve when his father, then in his fifties, lost even that job. “Dear God,” Fitzgerald remembered praying, “please don’t let us go to the poorhouse; please don’t let us go to the poorhouse.” The Fitzgeralds returned to St. Paul, where the family resources lay, to become pensioners of the McQuillans.

A rich maiden aunt paid Scott’s tuition at Newman, a Catholic prep school in New Jersey, and at Princeton. Only a few years before, Woodrow Wilson, the university’s president, had vainly tried to democratize the school by closing the exclusive eating clubs, but Princeton was “the pleasantest country club in America” according to Fitzgerald. Although he was a Midwesterner, he wasn’t a Jew or a “poler,” as grinds were known, and made Cottage, one of the more socially select clubs. At the induction party, he passed out cold for the first time in his life. With his friend Edmund Wilson he wrote skits and lyrics for Triangle Club musicals, flounced on stage as a chorus girl, and contributed to The Tiger and Nassau Lit. He neglected his studies, but had larger horizons. “I want to be one of the greatest writers who have ever lived, don’t you?” he remarked to Wilson.

Fitzgerald was infatuated with Ginevra King, a beautiful debutante from Lake Forest, outside Chicago. “Flirt smiled from her large black-brown eyes,” he later wrote of Ginevra’s fictional counterpart. But their relationship was troubled. At a house party in Lake Forest, Fitzgerald overheard someone say, “Poor boys shouldn’t think of marrying rich girls.” Before long, Ginevra’s letters grew less frequent and then stopped altogether. Soon after, she married a man who owned a string of polo ponies. Fitzgerald never forgot Ginevra King—he saved all her letters—and Jay Gatsby’s timeless love for Daisy Fay, who also married a man with a string of polo ponies, undoubtedly had its roots in his memory of her.

On academic probation and unlikely to graduate, Fitzgerald was rescued by America’s entry into World War I. He obtained a commission as a second lieutenant in the army, and went to war in a trim uniform tailored by Brooks Brothers. He reported to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, for training, where the captain in charge of his company was a West Pointer with a broad grin named Dwight D. Eisenhower. Fitzgerald envisioned himself as a war hero, but was an inept soldier. He bumbled through close-order drill, slept during lectures on “Trench Behavior” and “The Lewis Gun,” and claimed with some justification to be “the world’s worst second lieutenant.”

Weekends were spent in a corner of the officers club, where amid smoke, conversation, and rattling newspapers, he labored over a novel, The Romantic Egoist, that he had started at Princeton. In a hospital in Italy, nineteen-year-old Ernest Hemingway struggled to recover the use of a leg shattered by an Austrian mortar shell and read and reread the words a British officer had written out for him on a slip of paper: “By my troth, I care not; a man can die but once, we owe God a death…. He that dies this year is quit for the next.” In France, Private John Dos Passos, U.S. Army Medical Corps, carried away “buckets full of amputated arms and hands and legs from an operating room.” And in Baltimore, Henry L. Mencken tapped out the opening chapter of The American Language on his battered Corona while trucks rumbled under the window of his row house on Union Square day and night, carrying the victims of an influenza pandemic to the cemeteries.

Fitzgerald, overcome by the conviction that he was going to be killed in the war like the British poet Rupert Brooke, saw his book as a chance to leave a record behind. “I lived in the smeary pencil pages” of the novel, he recalled. “The drills, marches and Small Problems for Infantry were a shadowy dream. My whole heart was concentrated upon my book.” He sent the manuscript to Scribners, who rejected it, but he received an encouraging letter from Maxwell Perkins, a young editor, suggesting revisions that might make the book acceptable.

In the summer of 1918, Fitzgerald was ordered to Camp Sheridan, just outside Montgomery, Alabama. Blond hair parted in two wings over his almost girlish features, and wearing the whipcord riding breeches and shiny boots of a general’s aide, he cut a handsome figure. He met Zelda Sayre, the spoiled daughter of an Alabama Supreme Court judge, at a country club dance. She was, he told a friend, “the prettiest girl in Alabama and Georgia.” There was something golden about her. At eighteen, Zelda—named for a Gypsy queen who had turned up in her mother’s reading—had a mass of honey-colored hair, a lilting grace, and a sparkling deviltry in her eye. If a dance was dull, she would turn cartwheels around the floor to liven things up.

She was popular—the student pilots at a nearby airfield courted her by stunting their planes over her house—but soon Fitzgerald monopolized the Sayres’ porch swing. He read Zelda some of his stories and part of the novel he was revising and assured her that one day he would be a famous writer. He loved her from their first meeting for her beauty, her daring, and her originality, and she was in love with him. Ever the romantic, Fitzgerald hoped to impress her with the heroic deeds he intended to perform in France, but the war ended just as his unit was being marched up the gangplank of a transport. And Scribners again rejected his novel.

Following his discharge from the army in February 1919, Fitzgerald asked Zelda to marry him, but she was reluctant to commit herself because of his lack of money and prospects. To improve them, he joined his literary friends from Princeton in New York. With a sheaf of stories under his arm, he made the rounds of the city’s newspapers in search of a job as a reporter so he could “trail murderers by day and do short stories by night.” No one was impressed. Fitzgerald took a position as a $90-a-month copywriter at an advertising agency, less than his army pay. His biggest success was a slogan for the Muscatine Steam Laundry in Muscatine, Iowa: “We keep you clean in Muscatine.”

Bored, Fitzgerald lived in one room in “a high horrible apartment house” on Claremont Avenue in Morningside Heights, lusting after success and his elusive Southern belle. In March, he sent Zelda an engagement ring that had been his mother’s. The weeks of separation stretched into months. And the stories Fitzgerald ground out in his spare time failed to sell. Every evening he raced back to his dreary room hoping to find a letter from Montgomery, only to be greeted by a fresh pile of rejected manuscripts. Soon, he had a frieze of 122 rejection slips pinned about his room. Not one contained a personal note or a word of encouragement. In June, Fitzgerald finally sold a story, “Babes in the Woods,” to The Smart Set, which under Henry Mencken and George Jean Nathan was the liveliest magazine in America, for which he received $30. But he got little cheer from it because the story was a rewrite of one previously printed in The List. He spent the money on a pair of white flannels.

Mencken met Fitzgerald for the first time at a party at Nathan’s apartment in the Hotel Royalton, a center of the city’s artistic life. “He was a slim, blond young fellow, tall and straight in build and so handsome that he might even have been called beautiful,” the editor wrote in his memoirs. “I well recall that he was still so full of Army ways when we first met, and so shy a young fellow by nature, that he not only misterred Nathan and me but also sirred us.”

Unhappy with his progress, Fitzgerald suddenly announced, while lunching one day with friends at the Yale Club, that he was going to jump out the window. No one made an effort to restrain him; in fact, he was cheerfully assured that the floor-to-ceiling French windows were ideally suited for jumping. Fitzgerald quickly thought better of his proposal. Prohibition was not to begin until January 1920, and he haunted the Red Room of the Plaza and the Biltmore Bar and went to “lush and liquid garden parties in the East Sixties” with fellow Ivy Leaguers, debutantes, and party girls.

Like many provincials from “the vast obscurity beyond the city,” he was enraptured by the texture and glitter of New York, of youthful forms leaning together in taxis at twilight and tea dances where the bodies “drifted here and there like rose petals blown by the sad horns around the floor.” For the young man from St. Paul, the city was the fulfillment of all his dreams of glamour and money. Years later, Fitzgerald recalled that New York in 1919 “had all the iridescence of the beginning of the world.”

The curtain was rising on the Jazz Age, the decade Fitzgerald named and was to make his own. Skirts were going up, young women were drinking in public, painting their faces, and puffing defiantly, if awkwardly, on cigarettes, and “all night the saxophones wailed the hopeless comment of the ‘Beale Street Blues’ in Harlem.” Fitzgerald later wrote that the Jazz Age began at about the time of some anti-Socialist riots on May Day 1919, inspiring cynicism about a war that had not ended all wars and had not made the world safe for democracy. But he was basically apolitical even though he professed a naive Socialism, and an all-night spree of his own is a better benchmark for the beginning of the age he would chronicle.

Following an interfraternity dance at Delmonico’s, the crowd adjourned to Childs all-night restaurant, on Broadway, to sober up. At first, Fitzgerald sat in a corner intently mixing hash, poached eggs, and ketchup in a derby belonging to Porter Gillespie, a Princeton friend. Next, he felt the urge to climb up on a table to make a speech and was ejected by the management. Each time the revolving door opened, he tried to sneak back in on his hands and knees. With dawn coming, Fitzgerald and Gillespie returned to Delmonico’s where they appropriated the “In” and “Out” signs from the swinging men’s room doors, fixed them to their stiff shirtfronts, and drunkenly insisted on introducing each other as “Mr. In” and “Mr. Out.”

Then they were off in search of champagne for Sunday morning breakfast. “You buy it,” Fitzgerald told Gillespie. “Your father has the money to pay for it.” They were refused at several hotel bars but finally got some at the Commodore and ended up rolling the empty bottles among the legs of the early morning churchgoers on Fifth Avenue. In after years, Fitzgerald put the antics of “Mr. In” and “Mr. Out” into one of his best stories, “May Day,” which also caught his feelings of frustration and failure at the time.

Not long afterward, Fitzgerald went down to Montgomery where Zelda, who had had enough of an engagement that looked every day less and less likely to lead to marriage, gave him back his ring. Fitzgerald received the blow poorly. “He seized her in his arms and tried literally to kiss her into marrying him at once,” he later wrote in a story called “‘The Sensible Thing,’” which incorporated his own experience. “When this failed, he broke into a long monologue of self-pity, and ceased only when he saw that he was making himself despicable in her sight.” Zelda saw him off at the train station and he climbed into a Pullman; as soon as she was out of sight, he switched to a day coach, all he could afford.

Back in New York, Fitzgerald borrowed from classmates and went on a “roaring, weeping” three-week drunk. “I was a failure—mediocre at advertising work and unable to get started as a writer,” he declared. Sheer physical exhaustion put an end to the binge but it had “done its business; he was over the first flush of pain” at Zelda’s decision to drop him. “Since I last saw you,” he wrote Edmund Wilson, “I’ve tried to get married and drink myself to death.”

Fitzgerald quit his advertising job with relief and left for St. Paul early in July to rewrite The Romantic Egoist with the hope of producing a best-seller, win back Zelda, and become rich. His parents disapproved of his writing ambitions. His mother had hoped he would make a career of the army and his father wanted him to go into business. They were deeply disappointed when he turned down the offer of a “real” job as advertising manager of a St. Paul department store. Yet when he skipped meals they left sandwiches and milk at the door of his room and took his telephone calls so his friends would not distract him. Still, they kept the purse strings tight, fearing he might take off on some fresh escapade.

Working around the clock, Fitzgerald ripped the old manuscript apart. Cigarette stubs overflowed the ashtrays onto the floor of his room. When he ran out, he salvaged butts and relit them. He ruthlessly lopped out chapters and scrawled new ones in pencil. From the beginning, he seemed to write effectively only about himself and those he knew. He threw in elements of previous stories, sketches, and even a one-act play, causing a cynical friend to call the book “The Collected Works of F. Scott Fitzgerald.” In the process, he developed an easy narrative style that was rich with images, a sense of comedy, and natural dialogue.

Now retitled This Side of Paradise, the novel is the story of Amory Blaine, who bears a sharp resemblance to his creator. Like Fitzgerald, Amory enjoys the gaiety of undergraduate life at Princeton, serves in the army, and writes advertising copy in New York while on a journey from youth to maturity. “I know myself but that is all,” he proclaims in his valedictory. Rosalind Connage, Amory’s great love, has touches of Zelda Sayre—“glorious yellow hair … the eternal kissable mouth, small, slightly sensual, and utterly disturbing … gray eyes, and an unimpeachable skin with two spots of vanishing color”—and she rejects Amory because he has no money. In Rosalind, Fitzgerald created the flapper: bright, beautiful, and possessing a sure sense of how to handle her men. Her tragedy was that almost any day now, she might find herself twenty rather than nineteen.

Once the manuscript was typed, Fitzgerald sent it to Max Perkins on September 3, and while waiting to hear from him, went to work roofing freight cars at the shops of the Northern Pacific Railroad. Told to wear old clothes, he showed up for work in a polo shirt and dirty white flannels, exotic gear to the other laborers. Fitzgerald’s railroad career did not last long. On September 16—eight days before his twenty-third birthday—he received a special delivery letter from Perkins telling him This Side of Paradise had been accepted for publication. “The book is so different that it is hard to prophesy how it will sell but we are all for taking a chance and supporting it with vigor,” wrote the editor.

Intoxicated, but not on alcohol, Fitzgerald dashed out into Summit Avenue to stop pedestrians and cars and tell everyone about his good fortune. It was just the beginning. Over the next few months, his life became the concrete expression of the American Dream of easy, overnight success that is a persistent theme of the Jazz Age. He married his girl, magazine editors clamored for his stories—some even bought those they had previously rejected—and This Side of Paradise was adopted by his contemporaries as their Bible. The first printing sold out in twenty-four hours.

The book is flawed by a haphazard framework, the author’s borrowing from other coming-of-age novels is readily apparent, its characters are inconsistent, and the writing uneven, yet it captures the rhythm and feel of its era. Flippant, ironic in tone, and drenched in alcohol and an innocent sexuality, it consigned the remnants of Victorian morality to oblivion and gave voice to the attitudes, pleasures, and self-doubts of “a new generation … grown up to find all Gods dead, all wars fought, all faiths in man shaken.”

As he and Zelda set up housekeeping at the Biltmore in March 1920, Scott Fitzgerald sensed a new world coming. “America,” he said, “was going on the greatest, gaudiest spree in history.” Money, mobility, and celebrity would be the motifs of the age and it would have a perverse duality: innocent yet worldly, sentimental yet dissipated, idealistic yet cynical.

And he would be there to tell all about it.



CHAPTER 1
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“The Personal Instrument
ofGod”


Wearing an old golf cap, Woodrow Wilson watched with his wife, Edith, from the bridge of the troopship George Washington as the pewter gray towers of Manhattan faded into the winter mists. It was December 18, 1918, little more than a month after the Armistice. Large crowds cheered the president as he left for a peace conference in Paris that was to create the new world eagerly awaited by Scott Fitzgerald and his generation. Hundreds of vessels sounded their whistles in an impromptu salute as the former German liner passed the Statue of Liberty. Six escorting U.S. Navy destroyers took up station as the huge ship reached the open Atlantic and picked up speed.

For a day, the ocean was rough and the weather boisterous, but after the George Washington entered the Gulf Stream, conditions moderated. Under the advice of his personal physician, Rear Admiral Cary T. Grayson, every day Wilson walked two miles about the promenade deck with the first lady at his side. Wilson’s long-jawed, long-toothed face often cracked into a smile at some joke she made. A small boy, the son of the Italian ambassador, jumped up from his deck chair and briskly saluted each time the couple passed. Wilson soon assured the lad that one salute a day was enough.

Wilson and Edith Bolling Galt had married only three years before, having met following the death in 1914 of the president’s first wife, the gentle Ellen Wilson. Sometimes he called Edith, sixteen years his junior, “Little Girl.” The second Mrs. Wilson was a descendant of Pocahontas and the widow of a wealthy Washington jeweler.* Stylishly dressed by Worth of Paris, statuesque and vivacious, she brought a new lightness into the former professor’s arid life. An amused Secret Service man reported seeing the prim Wilson leap into the air the morning after the wedding, click his heels, and burst into the popular song “Oh, You Beautiful Doll.”

Wilson was the first American president to leave the Western Hemisphere while in office. Lifeboat drills and the threat of floating mines added spice to the voyage. Enjoying his moments of leisure, he put off a meeting with “the Inquiry,” the group of scholars who had produced nearly two thousand reports for him on subjects likely to come up at the peace conference, until the ship was steaming past the green slopes of the Azores.

The Virginia-born Wilson was the product of two centuries of Calvinist divines. He grew up steeped in righteousness and exuded moral certainty. Wilson’s father had wished his son to follow him into the Presbyterian ministry, but the young man’s own ideal was William Ewart Gladstone, the British statesman and prime minister. As a child, he had practiced speechmaking before the empty pews of his father’s church so he could bring great thoughts to the world. Wilson briefly practiced law and yearned for a political career but, lacking the stomach for the rough and tumble of politics, switched to teaching government and history, first at Johns Hopkins, then Bryn Mawr and Wesleyan and finally Princeton, his alma mater.

Wilson’s efforts as Princeton’s president to democratize the university were well publicized and in 1910, New Jersey’s Democratic bosses, looking for a reformer as a front man, picked him as their gubernatorial candidate. Two years later, he was elected president when former president Theodore Roosevelt, convinced that William Howard Taft, his conservative successor, was undoing the progressive reforms made during his administration, tried to recapture the White House on the third-party Bull Moose ticket and split the Republican vote.

The Wilson administration represented the full flowering of the Progressive Era—that extraordinary wave of reform that swept the United States in the early years of the twentieth century. Although he had denounced Roosevelt’s platform as dangerously radical, Wilson boldly hijacked most of it. Much to the anger of the Rough Rider, he made it the heart of his own plan for reform, the New Freedom. The Federal Reserve System, the Federal Trade Commission, lower tariffs, the income tax, direct election of U.S. senators, and votes for women—all the things reformers had long dreamed about—were enacted into law during his first term or were on the verge of approval. On the other hand, Wilson, who had grown up in the post-Civil War South, was a disappointment to American blacks. Although he had told them during the campaign that “they may count upon me for absolute fair dealing,” he brought racial segregation to the federal government offices in Washington where clerks of both races had previously worked together without friction. And he dismissed every black holding a postmastership in the South on grounds that no white man should be forced to work for a black.

Socialists, anarchists, social workers, suffragettes, feminists, union organizers—reformers of every stripe—thrived in the progressive years. They spoke in terms of crusades and used words like “sinful,” “wicked,” and “obligation.” With evangelical fervor, they waged campaigns against predatory monopolies, corrupt political machines, foul tenements, tainted food and drugs, and the evils of alcohol and child labor. The progressives created the modern state, which regulated corporations, directed the economy, and protected the interests of workers and consumers against the excesses of capitalism.*

Free-wheeling young Americans—the “moderns”—sloughed off Victorian prudery in literature, psychology, drama, and art. “Realism” was an agent of social protest. New magazines, from the Socialist Masses to the arty Dial, mixed politics and literature. Literary clubs, little theaters, and experimental schools were organized all over the country. Alfred Stieglitz’s “291” gallery on the top floor of a Fifth Avenue brownstone and the Armory Show of 1913 introduced Americans to the latest art forms from Europe and the United States and signaled the decline of traditional painting and sculpture. People came to “291” to see “the craziest painters in America” and Stieglitz hectored them into becoming believers in modern art. He exhibited the work of John Marin, Abraham Walkowitz, Max Weber, Marsden Hartley, and Arthur Dove, among others. Without subsidies from Stieglitz and his friends, many of these artists would have starved.

Young people from all over the country flocked to a colorful bohemia that flourished in the neighborhood below Washington Square known as Greenwich Village, where they were free “to be themselves.” Back alley stables became studios and decayed mansions with surrealistic plumbing provided rookeries for artists, writers, and radicals. A furnished hall-bedroom could be rented for $2 or $3 a week. Long-haired men and short-haired women pursued free love, free speech, Socialism, and politically engaged art, while joyfully assaulting the bedrock values of bourgeois culture.

Looking homeward from Europe, Idaho-born Ezra Pound foresaw an American cultural upheaval that would “make the Italian Renaissance look like a tempest in a teapot.” Isadora Duncan was revolutionizing dance. Georgia O’Keeffe made an impression not only as a painter but as a model for Stieglitz’s photographs and later became his wife. The American theater was infused with a fresh energy when the Provincetown Playhouse presented the early one-act plays of Eugene O’Neill in an old stable in MacDougal Street. Pretty, redheaded Edna St. Vincent Millay came down from Vassar to flout convention in her life and poetry and to burn her candle at both ends. Bohemian women slept with men they had no intention of marrying—and with other women, too. Margaret Sanger, fresh from prison where she had been jailed for propagandizing for birth control, extolled the joys of the flesh and ridiculed the traditional sense of sin. Gay men and lesbians were prominent in Village culture although male homosexuals were still largely closeted. Sigmund Freud’s studies of dreams and the unconscious were endlessly discussed—if not completely understood. The idea of free love was so prevalent that one bohemian couple was too embarrassed to tell friends they were married.

The Village attracted the aspiring, the ambitious, the angry, the exhibitionist, the curious, and those along for the ride. Ideas and ambitions clashed at the tables in Polly Holliday’s restaurant and in saloons like the Working Girls’ Home and at the salon of wealthy Mabel Dodge, a pretty, plump heiress from Buffalo who originated “radical chic.” Both the Armory Show and a giant pageant held in Madison Square Garden to dramatize a strike in the silk mills of Paterson, New Jersey, were incubated in Mrs. Dodge’s drawing room at 23 Fifth Avenue.

Frequent guests at her “evenings” included muckraker Lincoln Steffens, and his protégés Walter Lippmann and John Reed (soon to be the hostess’s bedmate), both of the Harvard class of 1910;*gnomelike Dr. A. A. Brill, Freud’s leading disciple in the United States; Eugene O’Neill; Floyd Dell, chronicler of Village life and loves; one-eyed “Big Bill” Haywood, leader of the radical Industrial Workers of the World, and his companion, fiery labor organizer Elizabeth Gurley Flynn; Emma Goldman, anarchist and advocate of free love; Randolph Bourne, the hideously deformed but brilliant conversationalist and essayist; artists; Vassar girls; poets; stage designers; and those who came merely for the food and drink. “Whether in literature, plastic art, the labor movement … we find an instinct to loosen up the old forms and traditions, to dynamite the baked and hardened earth so that fresh flowers can grow,” proclaimed the writer Hutchins Hapgood. But American society could not sustain, for more than a limited time, the tension and turbulence of reform. Some of these romantic rebels were to be buried in the wreckage.

In the West, the IWW was active among the bindle stiffs, loggers, silver and copper miners, and other members of the postfrontier underclass. Unlike the conservative American Federation of Labor, an organization of craft unions and skilled workers, the IWW supported the idea of “one big union” in which in all workers, both skilled and unskilled, would be united. Mainstream Americans, however, were badly frightened by the Wobblies’* rhetoric of class warfare and reputation for violence.

Europe, in these same years, enjoyed unprecedented growth and prosperity, a circumstance made possible by an equally unprecedented degree of cooperation and integration of the economies of the major nations of the Continent and the United States. Political leaders, industrialists, intellectuals, and ordinary citizens all agreed that such cooperation made war impossible. Nevertheless, William James, the American philosopher, warned in his 1910 essay “The Moral Equivalent of War” that “modern man inherits all the innate pugnacity and all the love of glory as his ancestors.” In August 1914, the wisdom of James’s observation was proven when young men in European countries eagerly trooped to the recruiting stations as if they were going to a sports event.

In the United States, progressive intellectuals, as the self-appointed custodians of ideals and fundamental moral principles, were shocked by the unstoppable rush to war in Europe. The Europeans, said the New York Times on August 2, 1914, seemed to have “reverted to the condition of savage tribes.” Few ordinary Americans were concerned with the outbreak of war, however. They were engrossed in the exploits of the Boston Braves, who were in last place in the National League on July 4, and then went on to win the pennant.

Wilson, faithful to his party’s traditional isolationism, opposed American intervention in the struggle, fearing that militarism would infringe upon the campaign for reform. Power must yield to morality, he said, and armed conflict to the force of public opinion. The tide turned when huge British and French orders for American war matériel and foodstuffs financed by private bankers—the so-called Morgan loans—boosted the depressed economy and, together with Allied propaganda about supposed German atrocities, created public sympathy for the Allied cause. Wilson continued to oppose intervention and was narrowly reelected in 1916 with the campaign slogan “He Kept Us out of War.” But in April 1917, in the face of repeated German violations of American neutrality, he led the nation into the conflict “to make the world safe for democracy ”—just in time to prevent the defeat of the exhausted British and French.

A mobilization designed to harness the nation’s immense and sprawling economy to the needs of war created a revolution that fulfilled progressive dreams. New federal agencies regulated industry, agriculture, and the railroads, reined in the power of capital, and augmented the rights of labor—causing establishment intellectuals such as John Dewey to support the war. The war, he said, would bring about the “democratization of industry.” The Food Administration, headed by Herbert C. Hoover, a brilliant mining engineer, directed the production and distribution of prodigious amounts of food. William G. McAdoo, Wilson’s son-in-law and treasury secretary, overhauled the chaotic rail industry. Labor won the right to collective bargaining and an eight-hour day.

World War I was the great turning point of modern history. Over 15 million lives were lost in the struggle, including those of about 130,000 Americans. The universal presumptions of the Victorian Age—progress, order, and culture—were blown to bits. For those who had endured the savagery of the fighting and those who lost husbands, fathers, brothers, lovers, and friends, life would never be the same again. The war ushered in a world of violent change that produced the leviathan state, consumerism, mass culture and mass communications, and the global economy—an era in which America would be supreme.

With Germany’s defeat looming in 1918, Wilson envisioned a liberal peace, a peace without victory, a peace that would restore Germany to its rightful place in a world of free trade and international harmony. It would be capped by an international organization—the League of Nations—to provide collective security and prevent future wars. Essentially, Wilson’s plan—the Fourteen Points—was designed to project abroad the progressive and reformist ideals of the New Freedom. America, said Wilson, “is the only idealistic nation in the world,” implying that the world should be remade in the American image. Wilson was also determined to prevent the spread of Bolshevism, which had seized power in Russia in November 1917 after the overthrow of the Czarist regime.

To millions of Americans war’s end meant the completion of a great and noble task and the beginning of a bright future. “You carry with you the hearts and hopes and dreams and desires of millions of your fellow Americans,” Stockton Axson, the brother of Wilson’s first wife, wrote him as he departed for Paris. “Your vision of the new world that should spring from the ashes of the old is all that had made the world tolerable to many of us. That vision has removed the sting, has filled our imaginations, and had made the war not a tragedy but a sacrament. Nothing but a new world is worth the purchase price of a war.”

Unhappily, victory fed Wilson’s messianism and he had already betrayed these dreams. Although aides advised him to remain at home to avoid being pressured into hasty decisions, he insisted on going to Paris. And rejecting the political bipartisanship that had prevailed during the war, Wilson shocked the Republicans by calling for the election of a Democratic Congress in 1918 to give him a free hand in making the peace. The nation would have been far better served had Wilson asked for a bipartisan Congress of both Democrats and Republicans who would support him.

Speaking for the angry Republicans, Theodore Roosevelt rose from his sickbed to address a rally at Carnegie Hall in New York City on October 28, 1918, in which he attacked Wilson for ignoring the loyal opposition in the peacemaking process. “We can pay with the blood of our hearts’ dearest, but that is all we are to be allowed,” thundered the former president, whose own youngest son, Quentin, had been killed in an air battle over France only a few months before.

Roosevelt, stung by Wilson’s refusal to allow him to lead a volunteer division like the Rough Riders to France as well as the pirating of his 1912 platform, had earlier denounced Wilson’s “peace without victory.” He urged Congress to pass a resolution demanding the unconditional surrender of Germany because it would “safeguard the world for at least a generation to come from another attempt by the Germans to secure world domination.” Roosevelt was cautiously affirmative about the League of Nations—but with reservations that would prevent any international body from overriding the Constitution and such fundamental principles of American nationalism as the Monroe Doctrine. In his speech accepting the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts to end the Russo-Japanese War, he had proposed a League of Peace that foreshadowed Wilson’s League of Nations, but little attention had been paid to it at the time.

Wilson was rebuked at the polls in November as the Republicans narrowly won control of both houses of Congress—the Senate by only a single vote. Henry Ford, the automobile magnate, who had run as a pro-League Democrat in Michigan at Wilson’s personal request, lost the race by only eight thousand votes.*Had Ford won, the Senate would have been tied forty-eight to forty-eight and the vice president, Thomas R. Marshall, a Democrat, would have cast the deciding vote. The Senate Foreign Relations Committee, which made recommendations to the full Senate on all treaties, would have had a Democratic chairman and majority.

The president’s usually shrewd political judgment failed him. Rather than conciliating the opposition, he obstinately refused even to include pro-League Republicans such as former President William H. Taft and ex-Secretary of State Elihu Root in the American delegation to Paris. In the words of his principal biographer, Arthur S. Link, he acted “like a divine-right monarch in the conduct of foreign affairs.”†

As Wilson boarded the George Washington, Roosevelt’s imprecations resounded about his head. “Mr. Wilson has no authority whatever to speak for the American people. His leadership has just been emphatically repudiated by them.” It was the old lion’s last roar. Worn out by sixty years of strenuous living, Roosevelt died peacefully in his sleep on January 6, 1919. “Death had to take him sleeping,” said Vice President Marshall, “for if Roosevelt had been awake, there would have been a fight.” Wilson’s reaction to his great rival’s death, noted a reporter, was surprise, then pity, and finally “transcendent triumph.”

Woodrow Wilson may have suffered a setback at home, but in Europe he was greeted by frenzied throngs who hailed him as the champion of justice and the apostle of peace. In remote villages, peasants burned candles before his picture. A hundred thousand people packed the Place de la Concorde in front of the Hôtel de Crillon, the headquarters of the American delegation in Paris, to cheer him, many waving tiny American flags. A U.S. Army captain named Harry S Truman later said he never again saw anything like the welcome the French gave Wilson in 1919. Critics grumbled, however, that this acclaim only fed the president’s vanity and messiah complex.

Paris was in a carnival mood. The city teemed with supplicants and suitors: Macedonians, Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Slovaks and Czechs, Arabs in flowing robes shepherded by a craggy-faced little Englishman named Lawrence; Zionists, Armenians, Azerbaijanis, and tiny men from Indochina with wispy beards—all wishing something at the expense of their neighbors. The world tingled with expectation as it awaited for a new age to be born in the Salon de l’Horloge, the gathering place of the victorious Allied leaders. Europe was in chaos. The kaiser had fled into exile; Russia was convulsed by civil war; the Hapsburgs had been deposed; and the Ottoman Empire had collapsed. Famine, typhus, and cholera stalked the Continent and the pandemic of Spanish flu that killed hundreds of thousands of people around the globe was in its final stages. And the red cloud of Bolshevism was spreading westward. “The wolf is at the door,” warned Herbert Hoover, who had the task of caring for Europe’s starving and dispossessed. Short-lived Communist regimes seized power in Hungary and Bavaria and the Bolsheviks boasted that all Europe would be Communist within a year.

With the intention of isolating the bacillus of Bolshevism, the Allies dispatched troops to northern Russia and Siberia to intervene in the civil war on the side of the White counterrevolutionaries. On Armistice Day 1918, a sizable contingent of American, British, and Canadian troops clashed with Red soldiers near Archangel with heavy casualties. Allied troops remained in the Soviet Union until the counterrevolution collapsed in April 1920. About 150 Americans were killed during this misadventure and it was a source of lasting hostility between the Soviets and the West.

Tension quickly flared between Wilson and the other members of the “Big Four”—David Lloyd George of Britain, Georges Clemenceau of France, and Vittorio Orlando of Italy. No agenda had been established but the American president wanted the Covenant of the League of Nations—the organization’s constitution—to be the conference’s first order of business. Wilson feared that if the League was not adopted early on, it would be lost in the scramble for spoils. He saw the League in apocalyptic terms—not as a step on the road to an ultimate world order but as an effort to remake the world itself.

Wilson’s partners misinterpreted his words and actions, believing they were merely intended for show. More interested in dividing up the booty of war—reparations and Germany’s colonies—than the League and peace without victory, the Allied leaders were shocked and surprised to discover that Wilson actually meant what he was saying. In character, thought, and temperament, he was not so much a lawyer, a scholar, or a politician as he was, like his forebears, a theologian, and he wrapped his mission to Paris in a religious and moral intensity.

To the other leaders, he appeared priggish and self-righteous and set on crushing his opponents if he could not convince them. Wilson’s great failure in Paris was his inability to understand that the art of diplomacy consists of trying to convince the other fellow that all parties to a negotiation share a common interest rather than browbeating him into submission. Wilson sacrificed considerable bargaining strength in making the League Covenant the first order of business.

Despite the promise of the Fourteen Points, with its declaration of “open covenants … openly arrived at,” the conference met behind closed doors, and the outside world knew next to nothing of its proceedings. Each nation had its own selfish aims, most of them mutually conflicting. A good number of the Fourteen Points were ignored, violated, or compromised. Wilson tacitly accepted several “secret treaties” signed by the Allies before America entered the war that divided the spoils, although he later denied it. The haggling was intense, worse than any Congress. Sometimes, the Allied leaders met for eighteen hours on end, often holding meetings on different subjects at once in different rooms, arguing with one another as they rotated between them. As the debate dragged on, the German people continued to suffer because of the continuation of the wartime starvation blockade.

Even as Wilson was playing midwife to the difficult birth of the League, he was inundated with demands from the United States where inflation, ugly race riots, and strikes raged. Hatreds whipped up by the wartime demand for “100 percent Americanism” and fear of a Bolshevik revolution spawned a suspicion of foreigners and radicals that became known as the Red Scare. “Come home and reduce the high cost of living,” cabled twenty Massachusetts state legislators. West Coast residents demanded that Japanese immigration be halted. From wives, mothers, and sweethearts came calls for the two million American troops overseas to be brought home immediately and for an end to wartime restrictions.

On February 14, 1919, Wilson appeared before the full conference to triumphantly read the Covenant of the League of Nations. “A living thing is born,” he declared. That night the exhausted president boarded the George Washington at Brest to report to the American people and to be on hand for the opening of the new Sixty-fifth—and Republican-controlled—Congress. The ship also carried a full load of returning soldiers. Unlike the passage to France, the weather was bad and the ship rolled and pitched her way across the Atlantic.

Among the bystanders watching the negotiations were Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin D. Roosevelt and his wife, Eleanor. Roosevelt was returning home on the George Washington after overseeing the disposal of navy surplus property in Britain and France. He was a distant cousin of Theodore Roosevelt and his wife was the Rough Rider’s niece.

Franklin Roosevelt hoped to discuss the Covenant with the president, but Wilson and his wife kept to themselves during most of the voyage. Eventually, the Roosevelts were invited to lunch in the presidential cabin. The conversation turned to the League of Nations and Wilson made a remark that the younger man never forgot: “The United States must go in or it will break the heart of the world, for she is the only nation that all feel is disinterested and all trust.” Roosevelt learned an important lesson from Wilson’s failures: foreign policy cannot be carried out in a partisan manner. When World War II approached, he brought Republican elders into his cabinet and the Republicans were encouraged to participate in creating the United Nations.

The day before the George Washington was due to arrive in Boston, fog rolled in and the navigator was unable to make out her position. Suddenly, bells sounded throughout the ship and the engines were put full astern. “We are almost on the beach!” someone told Mrs. Roosevelt. Legend has it that her husband dashed to the bridge and took over the helm of the George Washington and steered the vessel to safety, but his role was far less dramatic. Finding the ship’s officers confused by the sighting of land where no land was supposed to be, Roosevelt, an experienced yachtsman familiar with these waters, said they were near Marblehead—and when the fog lifted it was discovered he was correct. The great ship and its accompanying destroyers had nearly run aground just off Cape Ann.

Wilson received a tumultuous greeting in Boston. “We could see the President and Mrs. Wilson ahead of us, the President standing up and waving his hat at intervals to the crowds which lined the streets,” reported Mrs. Roosevelt, who rode with her husband a few cars back in line. “Everyone was wildly enthusiastic.” Even the Republican governor of Massachusetts, the stone-faced Calvin Coolidge, was “sure the people would back the President” on the League.

Wilson confronted his critics for the first time at a White House dinner for the congressional committees dealing with foreign affairs on February 26, at which he presented an outline of what had occurred in Paris. Wilson’s chief adversary was Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, the new majority leader and chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee. Both men heartily detested each other. Lodge, a strong nationalist like his friend Theodore Roosevelt, charged that Wilson had betrayed America’s interests in Paris. Why should the Stars and Stripes fly beneath the banner of some international superstate? Lodge had endorsed Roosevelt’s plan for an international peacekeeping organization—in fact he had called it “the united nations”—so the issue at this point was not whether the nation would engage the world but on what terms.

The differences between the two men transcended politics, however. The austerely elegant Boston Brahmin had a doctorate in history from Harvard, had written several books, and, until the arrival of Woodrow Wilson on the scene, was regarded as the “Scholar in Politics.”*Lodge sorely resented having to share this distinction with Wilson. The president, for his part, hated the senator with such passion that he refused to even share a platform with him at ceremonies marking the centennial of a Washington church.

Wilson’s aides thought his presentation had gone well but his inquisitors were unimpressed. “I feel as if I had been wandering with Alice in Wonderland and had tea with the Mad Hatter,” said Senator Frank Brandegee of Connecticut. Lodge derided Wilson’s scholarship by drawling in his high, irritating voice, which sounded to some like the tearing of a bedsheet, that the president’s presentation “might get by at Princeton, but certainly not at Harvard.”

Nevertheless, Lodge and other Republicans were concerned that the president, a resourceful politician, might use the fight over the League as a springboard for seeking a third term in 1920. Throwing down a challenge, they published a “Round Robin” signed by thirty-nine senators—more than the one third plus one needed to reject the treaty—saying the League was unacceptable because it undermined American sovereignty. Wilson considered the Round Robin a bluff; the Republicans would not dare incur the odium of rejecting the treaty in the face of the strong popular support for it.

Returning to Paris, the president fought over the next two months with little success for a just peace against the demands of the Allies for revenge and reparations from the Germans. Clemenceau, even though seriously wounded by an assassin’s bullet, was his bitterest foe. The Fourteen Points had been a unilateral American declaration, according to the Tiger of France, and he scorned them. “Mr. Wilson bores me with his Fourteen Points,” he declared. “Why, God Almighty has only Ten!” Twice in less than a half century, France had been invaded by the Germans, and the French demanded a security that could be obtained only from a prostrate Germany.

Wilson tried to convince the French that security was unobtainable by imposing intolerable burdens on the vanquished. But his health was failing. Never robust, the president had developed under the stress of wartime a twitching about one eye. Now, half his face twitched spasmodically and he may have had an undetected stroke while in Paris. He spent hours on his hands and knees on the floor of his suite poring over maps and charts, trying to master the complicated maze of facts involved in the negotiations. In contrast, Clemenceau dozed off when matters not of concern to France were being discussed. Worn out and exhausted, Wilson contracted the flu and grew thinner and his hair appeared to whiten day by day.

To Wilson, the French were greedy, the British unreasonable, and the Italians unhelpful. He was testy, failed to heed the advice of his experts, and didn’t use the press effectively. And he began to act irrationally. He was obsessed with the idea that all the French servants in his quarters were spies.*He insisted that everything in his rooms be painstakingly inventoried because he suspected items were being stolen. He was overheard saying, “If I didn’t feel that I was the personal instrument of God, I couldn’t carry on.”

Several observers were disappointed that the president failed to use the “unlimited physical power” he and America possessed to make the Europeans adopt his demand for a just peace. “Never,” wrote John Maynard Keynes, an economic adviser to the British delegation, “had a philosopher held such weapons wherewith to bind the Princes of the World”—and failed to use them.

Herbert Hoover, who knew more about what was actually happening in the devastated countries of Europe than anyone else in Paris but was never consulted by Wilson, was slipped a copy of the still secret treaty early on the morning of May 7. “I was greatly disturbed,” he later wrote. “It seemed to me the economic consequences alone would pull down all Europe and injure the United States.” Hoover was so upset that he dressed and went out to walk the darkened streets of Paris to work off his agitation. “In a few blocks I met General [Jan] Smuts [the South African leader] and John Maynard Keynes,” he continued. “It flashed in all our minds why the others were walking about at that time of day…. We agreed that it [the treaty] was terrible.”

The Germans, who protested that they had surrendered to Wilson’s promise of peace without victory, were dismayed by the document presented to them on the point of a bayonet. It was little more than unconditional surrender. Germany was also saddled with the guilt of having launched an aggressive war—blame that could easily have been spread among all the belligerents. The train carrying the German delegation to Versailles was forced to creep through northern France at ten miles per hour so its members would be fully exposed to the damage wrought by their armies. The ceremonies were held amid the regal splendors of the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles on June 28, 1919, the fifth anniversary of the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria, which touched off the war.

France regained Alsace and Lorraine, which she had lost after the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, and was awarded a trusteeship over the rich coal mines of the Saar Valley. Germany also had to pay the victors a staggering $33 billion in reparations and was stripped of her colonies. A newly independent Poland was given part of eastern Germany and a goulash of new nations was carved out of the old Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires. In the final analysis, rather than giving birth to the liberal and peaceful new world promised by Wilson, the Versailles Treaty carried within itself the seeds of World War II. Keynes passionately opposed the Versailles settlement. “Vengeance, I dare predict, will not limp” if the victors insist on impoverishing the vanquished, he declared.

Keynes was not the only one to sense the catastrophe lurking in the future. Prince Fumimaro Konoye, a young Japanese diplomat in Paris, urged his nation to reject the treaty because it failed to acknowledge resource-starved Japan’s need to expand into Asia, particularly into China. Twenty years later, as Japanese premier, Konoye entered into an alliance with Germany to upset the settlement reached at Versailles. Privately, Wilson understood that errors had been made in the making of the peace, and expected them to be adjusted by the League of Nations, in which the United States would, of course, play a leading role.

“The stage is set, the destiny disclosed,” the president declared in tones that resembled an evangelical sermon as he submitted the Treaty of Versailles to the Senate for ratification on July 10, 1919. “It has come about by no plan of our conceiving, but by the hand of God, who led us into this way.” There was no doubt about the outcome in his mind. “The Senate is going to ratify the treaty,” he grimly told a reporter.

Initially, most Americans favored ratification and some sort of international organization to maintain world peace. In fact, some political observers believed that by wrapping the treaty and the League Covenant in one “package of peace,” Wilson had outflanked the opposition by a maneuver worthy of “a foxy ward politician.” Despairing of defeating the treaty outright, Lodge and his allies adopted the strategy of trying to “Americanize” it by adding a number of amendments or reservations. Perhaps the stubborn Wilson would play into their hands and refuse to accept an emasculated version.

Not everyone was certain that Wilson would be taken in by this ploy. “Suppose the president accepts the treaty with your reservations,” Senator James Watson of Indiana asked Lodge. “Then we are in the League.” Lodge smiled confidently and spoke of Wilson’s personal hatred for him. “Never under any circumstance in this world would he be induced to accept a treaty with Lodge reservations appended to it.” Lodge knew his man. Asked by the French ambassador if he would accept any reservations, Wilson snapped: “I shall consent to nothing.”

To allow time for opposition to build up against the treaty, Lodge staged elaborate public hearings before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, which he had packed with anti-League men—the “Battalion of Death.” He personally read the entire 264 densely printed pages of the document into the record. This consumed two weeks. Expert testimony took another six weeks. Half a hundred amendments and reservations were introduced and anybody with a grievance was allowed to appear. The senators solemnly listened to arguments for the breakup of the British Empire, for a united Ireland, for Italy’s claim for Fiume, on the Adriatic, which had been given to the newly created Yugoslavia, and many similar ideas.

The struggle over the treaty was one of the most brutally partisan and bitterly personal disputes in American history. As the debate droned on in the cruel heat and monsoon rains of a Washington summer, Wilson invited the Foreign Relations Committee to the White House to meet with him. Although he answered questions for three hours, he made little headway. Later, he observed that one of his most persistent questioners, Ohio’s Senator Warren G. Harding, “had a disturbingly dull mind and that it seemed impossible to get any explanation to lodge in it.”

As Lodge had forecast, disappointment and disillusionment with the treaty mounted as the details became known. Liberals were profoundly disturbed by the cynicism and land-grabbing in Paris and by what they saw as the bartering away of the Fourteen Points. Hoover urged the president to forget about “turning the Covenant into a constitution for the human race” and to make the League simply an international forum. Walter Lippmann, editor of The New Republic and onetime member of the Inquiry, belabored Wilson for accepting the “secret treaties” and argued that the treaty was unsound and unjust.

The “hyphenates”—German-Americans, Italian-Americans, Irish Americans—were all affronted by some aspect of the treaty or another. Traditional isolationists were convinced that internationalism was a wicked departure from the warnings of the Founding Fathers against entangling alliances. Wealthy businessmen such as Henry Clay Frick and Andrew W. Mellon, fearful of a revived New Freedom and a possible third term for Wilson, bankrolled the opposition. On the far left, the Communists assailed Wilson as a “hypocrite and murderer” because of the intervention in Russia.

Wilson had returned from Paris a premature globalist. He saw a connection between events overseas and tranquillity and progress at home, but the vast majority of Americans were less inclined toward internationalism. Despite the war, they had not abandoned their traditional sense of American exceptionalism and isolation. Returning soldiers were unimpressed with what they had seen of the European way of life. They thought Europeans different from Americans with their kings and wars and famines and felt that they must bear the consequences of that difference. We had gone over there to fix things for them, and if they couldn’t keep them sorted out, that was too bad.

The most common demand for alterations in the League Covenant was to bring it into conformance with the Constitution and American practice. Most vexing was Article X, which pledged the United States to send troops abroad to uphold the “territorial integrity” and “political independence” of any member nation. Americans saw this proposal as an infringement on congressional authority to declare war. Although critics pointed out that Wilson had accepted numerous compromises to obtain British and French approval of the League, he refused with the obstinacy of his Scotch-Irish ancestors to give a single inch to win over moderates and isolate Lodge and the “irreconcilables,” who refused to vote for the treaty in any form.

Wilson blindly insisted that the Covenant was perfect, that it could not be improved, even though he had privately expressed the need for changes. Rather than acknowledging that the League was an experiment, and that there was no reason to believe the Covenant to be any more perfect than the Constitution, which had been repeatedly amended, Wilson stubbornly refused to make concessions—such as reaffirming that the Constitution was paramount in cases where the Covenant came into conflict with it. In failing to accept any reservations, he did as much as Lodge to ensure that the United States did not join the League of Nations. They were collaborators in catastrophe.

Warned that the treaty was losing ground and that he would have to accept some of Lodge’s reservations, Wilson retorted: “Never! Never! … I’ll appeal to the country.” He was an eloquent speaker and had previously reached over the heads of his opponents with success. On September 3, 1919, he left Washington in a seven-car special train on a barnstorming tour across the heartland of America to the Pacific Coast and back again. At sixty-three, Wilson was weak, trembling, and worn out, and this physically punishing journey was undertaken against the advice of his wife, Dr. Grayson, and numerous friends.

Over the next twenty-two days, Wilson covered eight thousand miles and gave about forty speeches—some longer than an hour—plus innumerable talks from the rear platform of the Mayflower, the presidential car. At first the crowds were lukewarm. But as Wilson got farther from Washington, enthusiasm increased. In St. Louis, storms of applause capped almost every one of his sentences. Wilson’s audience in Omaha screamed outrage at every mention of the president’s opponents. Excited crowds turned out in Billings and Helena. His reception in Seattle was overwhelmingly positive. Wilson addressed fifty thousand people in San Diego through a recently installed loudspeaker system. In Salt Lake City, the Mormon Tabernacle was packed to suffocation. In Cheyenne there was a parade and Denver was ablaze with lights. Meantime, with delicious irony, Lodge reported that the Foreign Relations Committee had completed its work and recommended ratification of the treaty—with forty-two amendments and reservations.

Wilson’s whirlwind tour had a downside, however. Plagued by blinding headaches that sometimes made it almost impossible for him to speak, he was nearly irrational in his hatred for his opponents. Pounding the rostrum, he questioned their patriotism and warned that the dissenters were doing the work of the Bolsheviks. Such irresponsible talk fed the hysteria about dangerous subversives and radicals that was sweeping the country.

Every seat and bit of standing room in the Memorial Auditorium in Pueblo, Colorado, was filled long before the president’s arrival on the afternoon of September 25, 1919, and the crowd overflowed into the street. Before his appearance, Wilson, although exhausted, reviewed some ten thousand cheering people at the local fairgrounds in an open car. He appeared pale and tired when the auto drew up at the auditorium. As he climbed up the stairs to the platform, he stumbled, but Colonel Edmund W. Starling of the Secret Service, who was directly behind him, caught the president and set him back on his feet.

Wilson began in his familiar confident manner although his voice was not strong. Suddenly, after a few minutes, he faltered. “Germany must never be allowed …” he declared and stopped. “A lesson must be taught to Germany …” he began again. And again he halted. “The world will not allow Germany …” One of the reporters glanced at Edith Wilson and saw terror in her eyes. Starling thought the president was about to collapse and prepared to leap forward to catch him. But Wilson shook off his difficulties and pressed ahead. He spoke of a visit he had made on Memorial Day to a cemetery in France where American troops killed in the war had been laid to rest.

“There seems to me to stand between us and rejection or qualification of the treaty,” he continued, “the serried ranks of those boys in khaki—not only those boys who came home but those dear ghosts that still deploy upon the fields of France.” He told of seeing French women tending the graves of American soldiers—“putting flowers every day upon those graves, taking them as their own sons, their own beloved, because they had died to save France. France was free, and the world was free because the Americans had come.”

Joseph P. Tumulty, the president’s secretary and friend, who was standing at the side of the platform, saw both men and women in the audience dabbing at their eyes with handkerchiefs. Wilson himself was in tears as he reached the end of his speech. In words that were to be his testament, he declared:


I believe that men will see the truth, eye to eye and face to face. There is one thing that the American people always rise to and extend their hand to, and that is the truth of justice and of liberty and of peace. We have accepted that truth and we are going to be led by it, and it is going to lead us, and through us the world, out into pastures of quietness and peace such as the world never dreamed of before.



The audience rose and cheered for ten minutes. Wilson remained motionless at the podium until the first lady gently led him away. These were the last words Woodrow Wilson spoke to a public audience as president. That night, as the train rolled toward Wichita, he had a stroke. “I seem to have gone to pieces,” he mumbled, the words slurred and almost indistinct. One side of his face seemed fallen and frozen. The rest of the tour was canceled and with the blinds of the Mayflower drawn, the train sped back to Washington. Silent crowds stood by the tracks, watching gravely as it passed.

Wilson, by the time he reached the capital, had recovered enough to walk slowly but unassisted from the train to his open car in the plaza outside Union Station. It was a Sunday morning and the streets were nearly empty, but as the president rode to the White House, aides were shocked to see him take off his hat and bow as if he were acknowledging the cheers of a vast throng. Not long after, on October 2, 1919, he had another stroke—this one nearly fatal—that paralyzed his left side and affected his power of speech.

For five months Wilson lay in the great Lincoln bed in a darkened room on the second floor of the White House, sometimes weeping, sometimes looking blankly out into space. Extraordinary precautions were taken to prevent Congress, the cabinet, and the nation from learning that he was unable to perform the functions of his office. The president had suffered a nervous breakdown, Joe Tumulty was instructed to tell the press, and with rest he would soon be on the mend. Dr. Grayson issued optimistic bulletins, yet in a memorandum not made public until 1990, he acknowledged that Wilson’s condition precluded “anything more than a minimal state of recovery.” Edith Wilson had little knowledge of politics or statecraft and only two years of formal schooling, but she became president in all but name, with Grayson and Tumulty the fellow members of a regency. “He must never know how ill he was; and I must carry on,” she said.

In spite of the efforts at secrecy, some members of the cabinet learned just how incapacitated Wilson was, and Secretary of State Robert Lansing*sought to place in effect the constitutional provisions requiring the vice president to assume the duties of a disabled president. But Grayson and Tumulty said they would resist any such effort. “He has been too kind, too loyal and too wonderful to me to receive such treatment at my hands,” Tumulty declared. And Vice President Marshall, when eventually informed of Wilson’s condition, made clear that he did not want to step in as president.

The great iron gates of the White House were chained and locked. Policemen guarded its approaches as rumors that the president had gone mad swept the country. The government all but stopped. Most domestic matters were settled by the department heads concerned. Diplomatic crises in Mexico and Central America were ignored. Lord Grey, the former British foreign secretary, came over to assist in the League fight, but was snubbed by the White House on grounds that he was weak on the Lodge reservations. Herbert Hoover was unable to find anyone to accept his resignation as wartime food czar and simply shut up shop and slipped out of Washington. The situation “is bad as it can be,” wrote a veteran journalist. “No government—no policies—almost every Cabinet officer a candidate for President…. The Congress is chaotic. There is no leadership worthy of the name.”

To hold things together, Lansing called weekly cabinet meetings-until February 1920, when an angry letter came out of Wilson’s sickroom dismissing him from his post. Every message, every newspaper given the president passed through Mrs. Wilson’s hands and she decided whether it would upset him. If so, he did not see it. Letters to the president from the cabinet were answered in a large schoolgirlish handwriting that meandered down the left-hand margin of the original letter, then across the bottom and up the right margin and then across the top. The first lady received cabinet members in a sitting room off the president’s bedroom. They explained what they wanted and she went in to see him and then returned to pass on what she said was his answer. Two replacement cabinet officers—the agriculture and treasury secretaries—were appointed after chats over teacups with Mrs. Wilson and never saw the president.

“We have no president,” declared Senator Albert B. Fall, a New Mexico Republican. “We have petticoat government.” Fall got himself appointed to a special senatorial committee to call upon Wilson. He claimed that he wished to discuss the case of a constituent arrested by the Mexican authorities, but his real aim was to check upon Wilson’s condition.

“We’ve been praying for you, sir,” declared the unctuous Fall.

“Which way, Senator?” Wilson shot back.

On November 19, 1919, the Senate finally voted on the Versailles Treaty. Forty-two Democrats, following the president’s orders, joined with thirteen Republican irreconcilables to reject the amended treaty. Next, the Senate voted on the original treaty without any reservations: thirty-five senators, all but one a Democrat, voted to approve it; fifty-five senators voted no. By asking for all or nothing, Wilson got nothing. The Republicans were jubilant.

But the American people were not quite ready for the interment of the pact. Under the lash of public opinion, the Senate agreed to reconsider its action. As March 20, 1920, the date for the new vote, neared, Wilson’s advisers pleaded with him to give in, to compromise by accepting some of Lodge’s reservations in order to ensure American participation in the League. Hoover and Bernard Baruch, the chief of wartime economic mobilization, asked Grayson and the first lady to join in making such a plea, hoping their entreaties would tip the balance. Enough senators were ready to vote for the treaty with moderate reservations to win passage, they said, if only Wilson would give his approval.

“For my sake,” Mrs. Wilson asked her husband, “won’t you accept these reservations and get this awful thing settled?”

“Little girl, don’t you desert me,” replied the president, patting her hand.

When Grayson tried to add his thoughts, Wilson shook his head. “Better a thousand times to go down fighting,” he declared.

Having flung health, strength, and life itself into the struggle, he was resolute. Even so, the urge for compromise was strong and only the strictest orders from the White House kept all the Democrats in line. “We can always depend upon Mr. Wilson,” observed Senator Frank B. Brandegee with a grim smile. Even so, twenty-one Democrats broke ranks to vote in favor of the amended treaty and it came within seven votes of winning the two-thirds necessary for ratification. Once the votes had been tallied, Henry Cabot Lodge observed with satisfaction that the League of Nations was now “as dead as Marley’s ghost.”

That night, Wilson could not sleep. Grayson looked in on his restless patient from time to time and just before dawn, the president asked him to get a nearby Bible and read from Second Corinthians: “We are troubled on every side, yet not distressed; we are perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted but not forsaken; cast down but not destroyed.”

“I can predict with absolute certainty that within another generation there will be another world war if the nations of the world do not concert the method to prevent it,” Wilson prophesied. Liberals and internationalists claim the failure of the United States to join the League of Nations was a vital factor in the outbreak of a global war two decades later. But this judgment is questionable. In point of fact, none of the great powers was willing to give the League significant authority to accomplish all that its creator wished. Even if the United States had joined, it, too, would probably have continued to act outside the bounds of the League, especially in the Western Hemisphere. And short of an actual threat to national security of the United States, the American people were unlikely to assume an obligation to defend the territorial integrity of another nation or its political system.

Woodrow Wilson had ventured beyond the realm of reality as it was understood in the United States and around the globe in 1919. The League was a cry for restraint, but the world was not yet ready to heed it—and would not until the horrors of World War II and Hiroshima provided an incentive.

* There was unsubstantiated gossip that she had been the mistress of the swashbuckling German ambassador, Count Johann von Bernstorff.

* By 1920 progressivism was largely a spent force for reasons still debated by historians. Its achievements proved to be ambiguous, contradictory, and often disappointing. A handful of giant companies continued to dominate the American economy. Unsympathetic to unions, the progressives left in place legal barriers that blocked the right of labor to organize until the New Deal. Regulation created a new class of bureaucrats and highly organized interest groups. And the reforms intended to curb the power of the political bosses—the referendum, initiative, and primaries—perversely increased the influence of big money and mass media on politics. Unsatisfied by the accomplishments of the progressives, the New Dealers who followed saw their task as nothing less than the redistribution of wealth.

* Other members of this class included poet Alan Seeger, who found his “rendezvous with death” as a Foreign Legionnaire in France in 1916; poet T. S. Eliot; radical journalist Heywood Broun; and Hamilton Fish, later a reactionary congressman and longtime political thorn in the side of his Dutchess County neighbor, Franklin D. Roosevelt.

* The name is said to have originated when a Chinese laundryman pronounced IWW as “I Wobble Wobble.”

* In 1915, Ford, a pacifist, fell under the spell of Rosika Schwimmer, an eccentric peace activist, and announced that he was going to personally end the war and “get the boys out of the trenches by Christmas.” Although he had no support from any government, Ford chartered a “peace ship” and sailed for Europe to petition for “continuous mediation.” No one took his mission seriously—a wag let loose a pair of squirrels on the vessel as it sailed to symbolize the “nuts” on board. The fiasco undoubtedly cost Ford votes in 1918 and, hurt and humiliated, he blamed the failure of his peace mission and ensuing political defeat on Madame Schwimmer, a Jew. Some authorities trace his virulent public anti-Semitism to this incident.

† Link was once asked if he liked Wilson after spending years writing his multivolume biography. “I respected him,” was the reply. “But did you like him?” pressed his interrogator. “I respected him,” said Link.

* Paradoxically, Lodge had, as editor of the International Review, published Wilson’s first scholarly article in 1879.

* Wilson was not altogether paranoid because the conference was like a giant poker game. While the major players remade the world, the respective intelligence services, like kibitzers, spied on them to obtain their fallback positions. (See Miller , Spying for America , pp. 205-6.)

* The uncle of John Foster Dulles, secretary of state in the Eisenhower administration and his brother, Allen Dulles, director of central intelligence under both Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy. As a result of Lansing’s influence both men were junior members of the American team in Paris in 1919.

Allen Dulles had spent the war as an intelligence officer operating out of the American legation in Bern, Switzerland. On April 11, 1917, he was duty officer, most of the staff having left for the day, when he received a telephone call from a man who spoke Russian-accented German. The caller told Dulles that he was arriving in Bern late in the afternoon and that it was vital that he speak to someone in authority at the legation. Regarding him as one of the troublesome émigré cranks who populated Switzerland, Dulles, who had a tennis date with a girlfriend, told him the legation would be closed then and to come the next day. “Tomorrow,” said the man, his voice rising in excitement, “will be too late.”

Dulles insisted that the meeting could not take place until 10 A.M. the next day, and kept his tennis date. The caller, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, couldn’t wait. By ten o’clock the next morning he had already left Switzerland for Russia on the famous “sealed train” provided by the Germans, who hoped Lenin and his Bolsheviks would take Russia out of the war. In later years, Dulles often cited the incident to new CIA recruits as an example of the folly of failing to follow up on a lead.



CHAPTER 2



[image: Image]
“To the RedDawn!”


Eleanor and Franklin Roosevelt were parking their car near their home at 2131 R Street, off Embassy Row in Washington, on the night of June 2, 1919. Having just returned from a pleasant dinner at the Chevy Chase Club on the outskirts of the city, they were enjoying the soft evening air. Washington’s social season with its round of formal diplomatic receptions and parties was drawing to an end and the surrounding streets were quiet. Here and there, random lights burned in the tall windows of embassies and private residences, illuminating tiny patches of sidewalk.

Suddenly, the tranquillity of Embassy Row was ripped apart by a violent explosion. Flames and a cloud of acrid yellow smoke soared into the air. Startled residents ran into the street in various stages of undress, windows were blown out, cars were damaged, and nearby trees were scorched. A bomb had ripped away the front of the home of Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer, directly across the street from that of the Roosevelts. Palmer, leader of a postwar crusade against radicals and subversives, and his family were badly frightened, but escaped injury.

Roosevelt rushed homeward, fearing that his eleven-year-old son, James, the only one of his five children in the house that night, might have been hurt. Bloody pieces of a corpse lay on the front steps of Roosevelt’s house amid shards of shattered glass. He thought it was the body of his son. “I’ll never forget how uncommonly unnerved Father was when he dashed upstairs and found me standing at the window in my pajamas,” Jimmy Roosevelt later recalled. “He grabbed me in an embrace that almost cracked my ribs.”

Investigators determined the explosion had probably been premature. The bomber had evidently stumbled on the front steps of Palmer’s home and been blown to bits by his own device. His head was found on a nearby rooftop. The evidence indicated he was an anarchist from Philadelphia.*His crumpled hat bore a Philadelphia hatter’s mark, a return railroad ticket to that city was discovered in the bloody rags that had been his clothes, and a copy of Plain Words, an anarchist tract, was found nearby. “We will kill,” it proclaimed. “There will have to be destruction … we are ready to do anything and everything to suppress the capitalist class.” Some thought him to be a former editor of Cronaca Sovverso, an Italian-language anarchist paper.

The bomb was one of eight explosions that evening. In Cleveland, the mayor’s home was dynamited. The residence of a Massachusetts state legislator was damaged. A bomb exploded in the vestibule of a federal judge’s residence in New York City, killing a passerby. Other attempts were made to kill judges in Boston and Pittsburgh. In Paterson, New Jersey, where workers in silk mills had conducted a hard-fought strike in 1913, a bomb wrecked the home of a mill owner. In Philadelphia, the residence of a prominent jeweler was bombed as was the rectory of a Catholic church.

Only a few weeks before, bombs disguised as packages from Gimbel’s department store had been sent by mail to thirty-six prominent Americans, including Mitchell Palmer; financial titans J. P. Morgan and John D. Rockefeller; Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes; and Ole Hanson, the anti-labor mayor of Seattle. Only one was delivered, severely injuring the wife of Thomas W. Hardwick, a former Georgia senator, and a black servant. The rest were delayed in the New York Post Office where they were detected by an alert clerk, because of inadequate postage. No one was ever arrested for these terrorist acts, but officials and the press blamed foreign radicals.

The bombings were probably the work of a handful of deluded individuals rather than a wide-ranging revolutionary conspiracy. But to people inflamed by a sensation-seeking press, there was no difference between peaceful reformers and revolutionaries. To most Americans, “Red” meant “bomb”—and “bomb” meant a wild-eyed, bearded, foreign radical. Fear of the spread of the Bolshevik Revolution, inflation, an unprecedented wave of strikes—more than 3,600 in 1919 alone—the increasing presence of blacks in Northern cities, Prohibition, and the franchise for women, had all unsettled the public mind.

Americans had been united by a common set of beliefs. Farmers in the Nebraska heartland, miners in the West Virginia coal fields, and immigrants on the sidewalks of New York all knew that life meant struggle, sacrifice, and obligation, with the rewards falling to one’s children, not to oneself. But a sharply divided vision of themselves and their future materialized in the years following World War I. While Americans took pride in the country’s remarkable growth in the twentieth century, many were convinced the old moral and spiritual values were being undermined by industrialization, standardization, and mass society.

Wealth was being concentrated in ever fewer hands and discontent was rising as the social bond among classes disintegrated. Urban slums produced a new and dangerous criminal class. Racism and antipathy to blacks and immigrants were rife. Although the continent had been conquered and the frontier closed, this triumph had been accompanied by reckless and wasteful exploitation of land, forest, and water. Wartime controls had also resulted in mounting hostility to federal intervention into the lives of the American people—an issue that continues to shape policy discussions in our own time. A search for order, for conformity and homogeneity at every level of society, was under way. But as philosopher-historian Henry Adams gloomily noted, chaos was the law of nature.

Only the flimsiest of evidence was required to convince the public that the bombings were part of a Bolshevik plot. Even though Wilson’s physical collapse and withdrawal contributed to the disarray, it is doubtful that even a healthy and active president could have prevented the spiral downward from the exhilaration of the Armistice to the brutal repression of 1919.

Mitchell Palmer, with the intention of winning the Democratic presidential nomination in 1920, seized control of the crusade against radicals, immigrants, organized labor, and dissenters. Wilson turned to Palmer at a cabinet meeting and admonished: “Do not let this country see red.” Paradoxically, Palmer was the prototype of the Wilsonian liberal. As a congressman from Pennsylvania, Palmer fought for votes for women, helped pass laws against child labor, and was considered pro-union. Now, driven by political ambition and a fanatic’s zeal, the “Fighting Quaker” saw Reds everywhere.

He charged that Bolshevism was an immediate threat to the sacred American values of religion, private property, and democracy. “Like a prairie-fire the blaze of revolution [is] eating its way into the homes of the American workman,” an impassioned Palmer declared. “Its sharp tongues of revolutionary heat [are] licking the altars of the churches, leaping into the belfry of the school bell, crawling into the scared corners of American homes, burning up the foundations of society.”

Following the bombing of the attorney general’s home, Congress appropriated $500,000 for the establishment of an anti-radical General Intelligence Division within the Justice Department’s Bureau of Investigation.* An ambitious, twenty-four-year-old bureaucrat named John Edgar Hoover—no relation to Herbert Hoover—was placed in charge. Hoover had begun his government career as a card cataloger in the Library of Congress and quickly put this skill to use by organizing a 200,000-card file containing detailed information on every suspected radical and subversive, a project he zealously pursued for the next half century.

Government agents infiltrated the Socialist Party, the IWW, and the American Jewish Congress, for the Red Scare had a strong anti-Semitic cast. Jews were seen as the masterminds behind the Russian Revolution and were a highly visible presence in radical organizations. Admiral Albert P. Niblack, of the Office of Naval Intelligence, warned of a terrorist plot led by Emma Goldman, the notorious anarchist, and her lover, Alexander Berkman—both Jews. Dredging up every bugaboo likely to arouse alarm, Niblack claimed that this uprising would be carried out by a sinister combination of Jews, Mexican bandits, and a Japanese master spy named Kato Kamoto. “The Terror will surpass anything that ever happened in this country, and the brains of the plot are already on the Pacific Coast,” he averred.†

The Red Scare had its roots in wartime propaganda, censorship, and violence. “Woe be to the man or group of men that seeks to stand in our way in this day of high resolution,” Wilson had warned after the declaration of war. In creating an atmosphere of total war, the administration lent credibility to blind hatreds and suspicions against foreigners and foreign ideas that lay just below the surface of American life. Chinese immigrants had been excluded from the United States since 1882‡ and Japanese settlers could not be naturalized. Old-stock Americans were disturbed by the arrival of 20 million new immigrants, mostly from Eastern and Southern Europe. Restrictionists used the pseudoscience of eugenics to argue that the new immigrants were racially inferior to “Nordics” from Northern Europe. In 1917, Congress passed legislation, over Wilson’s veto, imposing a literacy test upon immigrants, an initial step toward a total ban on all except Northern Europeans.

Once war was declared, German-Americans became the victims of American prejudices. Although previously highly respected, they were now suspected of espionage and sabotage. The German language was banned from the schools, German books were burned, Beethoven and Wagner were dropped from orchestral programs, and with patriotic zeal, sauerkraut was transformed into “liberty cabbage.” In Baltimore, German Street became Redwood Street and the waiters at the city’s leading German restaurant were rumored to be spies. Writers with Germanic-sounding names, among them Henry Mencken and Theodore Dreiser, were harassed. Super-patriotic vigilante groups such as the American Protective League and the National Security League rounded up supposed “slackers,” pacifists, and conscientious objectors, with official approval.

IWW organizers were beaten and jailed. A man who refused to stand during the playing of “The Star-Spangled Banner” at a Victory Bond rally in Washington was shot dead by a uniformed sailor. The crowd broke into cheers. In Indiana a jury took two minutes to free a defendant charged with killing a man who had yelled “To hell with the United States!” Max Eastman, a Socialist intellectual, was nearly lynched in North Dakota when he tried to give an anti-war speech. Senator Robert M. La Follette, Sr., the Wisconsin Progressive, was charged with disloyalty for opposing the war and it took a Senate committee to clear him. Secret agents were placed among the servants of press mogul William Randolph Hearst, who disagreed with American entry into the war.

Free speech was curbed by the draconian Espionage and Sedition Acts, which made it a crime to criticize the government. Liberal and leftwing magazines closed up shop. Mail was opened and people looked over their shoulders for eavesdroppers before expressing their views to friends. Two thousand Socialists, pacifists, Wobblies, anarchists, and alleged pro Germans were jailed while thousands of other suspects were placed under surveillance. Yet, as the radical press noted, no effort was made to curb the brutal profiteering of big business on cost-plus war contracts. Eugene V. Debs, who had received nearly a million votes as the Socialist candidate for president in 1912, was sentenced to ten years in federal prison for opposing the war.

Prohibition, long the goal of temperance crusaders, became law during this period of turmoil.* Reformers, citing the wartime emergency, argued that alcohol undermined military discipline and caused absenteeism and inefficiency in the war industries. They cannily emphasized that most of the great brewers—Busch, Ruppert, Pabst, Schmidt—were of German origin and doing the kaiser’s work. The Eighteenth Amendment, banning the manufacture, transportation, and sale of intoxicants, swept though Congress on December 18, 1917, after only thirteen hours of debate. Thirty-six states quickly ratified it, five without a dissenting vote. Prohibition was to become effective on January 16, 1920.

Preoccupied with the making of the peace, Wilson had made no plans for demobilization. Without warning, without preparation, the nation stumbled leaderless into a turbulent conversion to peacetime. The first day after the Armistice, Washington residents found it almost impossible to place long-distance telephone calls because the lines were jammed by officials canceling $4 billion in government contracts. Nine million workers were almost immediately thrown out of work. Some four million servicemen were released into an already chaotic labor market with $60 each and a railway ticket home—and without any program for integrating them into civilian life.†

Progressives and liberals, buoyed by the heady wartime experience of regulating the economy, hoped the administration would make these changes permanent, but Wilson dismantled most of the wartime regulatory agencies. Reformers were particularly disheartened by his decision to abandon government operation of the railroads. A plan for joint management by the government, the operators, and the unions was branded by opponents as “a bold, bald, naked attempt to sovietize the railroads of the nation,” and the lines were returned to private hands. Suspicion of the wartime bureaucracy was so great that daylight savings time was repealed. “We might soon have laws passed attempting to regulate the volume of air a man should breathe, suspend the law of gravity, or change the colors of the rainbow,” said one congressman.

A postwar boom was touched off by pent-up consumer demand for hard-to-get civilian goods, easy credit, and foreign purchases of American products that lasted into 1920. Nevertheless, reconversion and demobilization were accompanied by confusion and turmoil. Government clerks and stenographers who had been fired with little advance notice had to borrow money to get back to their hometowns. Haunted and lonely former soldiers wandered the streets of cities and towns vainly hunting down elusive jobs, some still in their old uniforms because they had nothing else to wear. Restless, jobless, and embittered, they searched for scapegoats, and some blamed Bolsheviks, radicals, and foreigners for their plight.

Throughout the country on May 1, 1919, ex-servicemen and civilians taunted and then attacked Socialist demonstrators celebrating May Day, the traditional international holiday for labor. In Boston, police, marchers, and veterans clashed and one policeman was killed. Rioters in New York wrecked the office of a Socialist paper, the New York Call, and broke up rallies and marches in the violence described by Scott Fitzgerald in “May Day.” The riots reached their peak in Cleveland, where one person was killed and forty injured. The police arrested 106 Socialists but not a single anti-radical. “Cleveland recognizes but one flag…. It is the Stars and Stripes,” proclaimed the Plain Dealer. Although the riots were aimed at the radicals, newspapers claimed the demonstrations were “dress rehearsals” for an approaching “Red Revolution.” Senator Kenneth McKellar of Tennessee sought the deportation of foreign-born radicals and the exile of native-born radicals to a penal colony on Guam.

Fearful conservatives suspected that foreign radicals were hiding underground, and noted that some Bolshevik leaders had bided their time here before the Russian Revolution. Nikolai Bukharin had edited the paper of the Russian Socialist Federation in a dank cellar on St. Mark’s Place in New York City, and Leon Trotsky, briefly in the United States in 1917, wrote for the same journal. The blood of Americans was chilled by the boast of Karl Radek, executive secretary of the newly organized Communist International, that the money expended on the uprising in Bavaria “was as nothing compared to the funds transmitted to New York for the purpose of spreading bolshevism in the United States.” Russia … Bavaria … Hungary—might not America be next?

Yet, as the rest of the nation was growing more conformist, American radicals had been electrified by the Bolshevik triumph. “I have been into the future and by God it works!” proclaimed Lincoln Steffens, following a trip to the Soviet Union in 1919.* Greenwich Village bohemians such as John Reed, who had chronicled the Bolshevik coup in admiring terms in Ten Days That Shook the World, now discovered in an anti-capitalist, anti-imperialist Communism the righteous cause their fathers had found in the progressivism of Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. Hardly any of these literary rebels had ever worked with their hands, but they had a romantic vision of themselves in the vanguard of the uprising of the workers of the world. “Toasts were drunk at parties ‘To the Red Dawn!’” recalled Katherine Anne Porter. “‘See you at the barricades!’ friends would say at the end of an evening dancing in Harlem.” Young and idealistic, they envisioned a world driven by altruism rather than greed and materialism. Massacres and atrocities committed by the Bolsheviks in the name of the proletariat were shrugged off as wartime necessities or capitalist fabrications.

Old-line Socialism with its emphasis upon gradualism and parliamentary reform was swept away by a shrill militancy on the left, which fed public unease. The Socialist Party, which under Gene Debs had been largely run by American-born leaders, was captured by alien radicals. Few spoke English and most were so ignorant of conditions in the United States that they thought a revolution imminent. Two thirds of the membership broke away to form rival Communist parties, one dominated by non—English speakers and the other controlled by John Reed and other native-born leaders.*They merged in 1924 as the Communist Party of the United States with an estimated membership of forty thousand to seventy thousand, according to the government, mostly foreign-born.

Raging inflation wiped out the modest gains in wages won during the war. By late 1919, the purchasing power of the dollar was less than half what it was in 1913. For the average family, it was a disaster. The price of bread, butter, and bacon doubled and potatoes had quadrupled in price. Clothing cost twice as much. Professional and salaried workers, including policemen, clerical workers, and government employees, were worse off than at any time since the Civil War. Semiskilled workers earned less than $2,000 a year; unskilled laborers less than the $1,500 generally accepted as the poverty line for a family of five.

American labor entered the postwar period with high expectations. The unions had, with government encouragement, launched successful wartime organizing drives, with membership totaling about five million, almost a fifth of the labor force, and they anticipated further gains. Labor had shown its patriotism during the war by limiting strikes, but once the fighting was over all restraints were thrown off. Job insecurity, layoffs, and miserable working conditions—made worse by employers who thought labor needed disciplining and used the return of peace to take back benefits they had been forced to concede—made strife inevitable. A majority of workers put in a forty-eight-hour week and retirement was almost nonexistent. In good times, they worked feverishly to lay aside something against the inevitable layoffs. Few employers and no state provided any form of unemployment insurance against the day when the production line shut down or the furnaces were banked. Samuel Gompers, the conservative head of the AFL, opposed unemployment compensation on the grounds that it was Socialistic and therefore un-American.

Embittered by decades of government intervention on behalf of employers, Gompers argued that labor should shun government assistance and depend upon its own resources to wring concessions from employers. Unfortunately, labor had few such resources. Four million workers walked picket lines during 1919. Copper miners in Butte, Montana; New England telephone operators; textile workers in Passaic, New Jersey, and Lawrence, Massachusetts; New York City building trades workers and railway shop-men—all went on strike. Most of these walkouts ended in failure and strengthened the will of the corporate establishment to resist labor’s demands.

The year began with a strike by 35,000 Seattle shipyard workers seeking higher wages and shorter hours. Seattle was the center of the militant labor tradition of the Pacific Northwest, and the Central Labor Council, which represented all organized labor in the area, broke from the usual tactics of American unions and called a general strike that shut down the entire city. James Duncan, the leader of the Labor Council, had ties to the IWW, and the Wobblies were blamed for the general strike. Although the strikers saw to it that essential services were uninterrupted and there was no violence, the Seattle newspapers and Mayor Ole Hanson claimed the walkout was the harbinger of a Communist takeover of America. Newspapers across the country followed the same line.

Some 1,500 federal troops were sent into Seattle at Hanson’s request, and the mayor, who rode about the city in a flag-draped car, warned union leaders that unless they immediately called off the strike, he would use the soldiers to crush it. At the same time, Gompers and the top leadership of the AFL came out against the general strike, which they denounced as a weapon of European class warfare. All AFL unions were ordered to cease supporting the shipyard workers, and without their backing, the strike sputtered to an end. Ole Hanson claimed credit for a victory over the Bolsheviks, although the hostility of the AFL leadership to the general strike was the true cause of its collapse. Hanson resigned as mayor to tour the country giving hair-raising lectures on the dangers of the Red Peril—which proved far more lucrative than his elected job.

The crushing of the Seattle strike set the pattern for 1919. Business, industrial, and banking leaders claimed radicalism, not wages or working conditions, was the real issue in most labor disputes. They bankrolled super-patriotic groups that whipped up public anxiety about the Bolshevik menace whenever a strike loomed, and unions were branded “sovietism in disguise.” These campaigns were eminently successful, as the public was convinced that organized labor owed its allegiance to an alien creed. Politicians quickly climbed on the bandwagon and the press found the fight against radicalism a circulation-building substitute for wartime sensationalism.

In September 1919, about three quarters of the poorly paid, miserably treated Boston police force, with greater desperation than hope, went on strike for recognition of a union affiliated with the AFL and improvements in pay and working conditions. They worked a twelve-hour shift for about $23 a week and had to furnish their own uniforms. Mayor Andrew J. Peters urged Governor Calvin Coolidge to call out the National Guard to maintain order. The cautious Coolidge passed the buck back to the mayor, contending he lacked power to intervene in city affairs.

Unlike Seattle, which had remained calm during the general strike, Boston exploded into violence. Three people were killed and shops were looted as efforts by veterans, college students, and businessmen to police the streets were ineffective. From his Western swing in support of the League of Nations, President Wilson denounced the strike as “a crime against civilization” and the strikers—mostly good Irish Catholics—were called “Bolsheviks” and “deserters.”

Mayor Peters finally ordered out local Guard units and order was restored, although the strike went on. Unexpectedly, on the third day of the walkout, Coolidge took it upon himself to order additional state troops into Boston. Realizing that they had made a serious error, the strikers voted to return to work, but Coolidge would not have it. The entire police force was fired and replaced. Samuel Gompers urged Coolidge to reconsider, but the governor refused in ringing tones: “There is no right to strike against the public safety, by anybody, anywhere, anytime.” Anxious Americans hailed Coolidge’s words and even though he had played only a minor role in ending the Boston police strike, he became a figure of national importance.

Two days after the Boston police walked off the job, 365,000 steelworkers went on strike. They demanded an eight-hour day, six-day week, and recognition of their union. Some logged as much as eighty-four hours a week, working twelve hours a day, seven days a week for $28. This was made worse by the periodic “turnover” in which workers stood twenty-four-hour shifts. U.S. Steel’s profits had grown from $135 million in 1914 to $492 million in 1919. One steelworker described his working conditions as follows:


You lift a large sack of coal to your shoulders, run toward the white hot steel in a 100-ton ladle, you must get close enough without burning your face off to hurl the sack, using every ounce of strength, into the ladle and run, as flames leap up the roof. Then you rush out to the ladle and madly shovel manganese into it, as hot a job as can be managed.



Most steelworkers were illiterate immigrants, usually from Central and Eastern Europe, and lived in primitive conditions in drab shacks near the mills, often without running water or indoor plumbing. The steel companies employed spies and if a man was discovered talking union he was summarily fired and blacklisted. Meetings held in foreign languages were banned. Labor organizers were beaten by the police and run out of town.

Steel was the symbol of America’s might and the bastion of anti-unionism in the United States since the brutal crushing of a strike at the Homestead works of Carnegie Steel in 1892. If the steel business could be unionized, the AFL was convinced the rest of American industry would fall into line. To convince the public of the justice of the steelworkers’ case, William “Red Bill” Foster, the strike leader, asked Judge Elbert H. Gary, the head of U.S. Steel and the industry’s spokesman, to agree to arbitration of all matters at issue. Gary, a foppish little man who professed to believe “all” of the Bible, scoffed at the idea of collective bargaining. “The officers of the corporation respectfully decline to discuss with you, as representative of a labor union, any matters relating to our employees,” he coldly replied to Foster’s offer. Gary also dismissed the Wilson administration’s efforts to avert a strike.

Initially, there was considerable public sympathy for the workers’ cause. But the companies, aided by the national press, successfully portrayed the strike as “another experiment in the way of Bolshevizing American industry” and branded Foster as a dangerous radical bent on revolution and chaos. In reality, most of the workers were deeply religious, had no interest in revolutionary ideology, and yearned desperately to be accepted as part of the American majority.
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