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INTRODUCTION


In the south of England, soldiers, sailors, and airmen of the Allied forces massed for the long-awaited invasion of northern France. On the American homefront in this first week of June 1944, tensions rose as D-Day neared. But in Times Square, the Broadway theaters, the movie palaces and the nightclubs played on. Mary Martin starred at the 46th Street Theatre as a statue come to life in One Touch of Venus. Harry James brought his orchestra to the Astor Roof. Imogene Coca drew the laughs at the supper club Le Ruban Bleu. Servicemen were everywhere, looking for girls, and war-plant workers flush with cash were looking for night spots to empty their wallets.


Carlos Romulo, the Pulitzer Prize–winning Filipino journalist who fled Corregidor with General Douglas MacArthur’s staff in the early months of the war, had arrived in Manhattan soon afterward to find “a city living apparently in a state of fiesta.”


“I came from the battlefield into the Starlight Room of the Waldorf where men and women in evening clothes were dancing to Cugat’s music,” Romulo would recall. “Everyone was out having fun, and only the paper hats and horns were lacking to make every night a perpetual New Year’s Eve.”


As a native New Yorker intrigued by the city’s history, as someone who had written on World War II combat, I had wondered: Was there really a war on so far as Brooklyn and the Bronx could tell?


Indeed there was. In seeking to answer this question, I came upon a story of scientific brilliance, artistic genius, a generous spirit, and the courage of ordinary men and women.


Times Square hosted a nightly frenzy, but why not? The more than three million servicemen who passed through it between Pearl Harbor Sunday and V-J Day were racing against time. Like the three sailors of Broadway’s On the Town looking for love on a twenty-four-hour pass, they were on their final flings before facing an uncertain fate.


In recalling the show’s signature number “New York, New York,” Betty Comden and Adolph Green, who wrote the book and lyrics and became one of its three couples, were convinced that “New York was a helluva town.”


There were nine daily newspapers, you could buy a hot dog for a nickel, adventure in the streets may have been raffish but not necessarily fatal, and you could see a Broadway movie for 40 cents before 1 p.m., and it might have been Betty Grable or Hutton corn, but not porn.


New York was going to show the men and women headed overseas a good time before shipping them out. And it dispatched their armaments from its magnificent harbor while the Brooklyn Navy Yard built the battleships and aircraft carriers to avenge Pearl Harbor.


The city’s popular culture became an arsenal of democracy of another sort. On the Broadway stage, Lillian Hellman, Robert Sherwood, Maxwell Anderson, and John Steinbeck championed the democratic cause, Irving Berlin’s This Is the Army and Moss Hart’s Winged Victory paid tribute to the armed forces with their all-servicemen casts, and Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Oklahoma! buoyed American optimism at a time of national testing. Broadway’s leading actors and actresses performed at the Stage Door Canteen in Midtown and at bases and military hospitals around the world.


And New York became a haven for the scientists, artists, journalists, and playwrights fleeing Nazi-occupied Europe.


Laura Fermi, the wife of the Nobel Prize–winning physicist Enrico Fermi, remembered the morning of January 2, 1939, when she arrived with her husband and two children in New York from Southampton, England, aboard the steamship Franconia on the final leg of their journey from fascist Italy:


The New York skyline appeared in the gray sky, dim at first, then sharply jagged, and the Statue of Liberty moved toward us, a cold, huge woman of metal, who had no message yet to give me. But Enrico said, as a smile lit his face tanned by the sea: “We have founded the American branch of the Fermi family.”


Enrico Fermi became part of an unseen New York.


Fermi joined with his fellow émigré Leo Szilard to conduct pioneering experiments in nuclear fission at Columbia University leading to creation of the atomic bomb, the Manhattan Project having been named for the place where it all began. The FBI, meanwhile, chased after Nazi spies in the city, Navy intelligence enlisted the Mafia to avert sabotage at the mob-run docks, and the British mounted a vast intelligence operation from obscure offices in Rockefeller Center.


Long before 9/11, New Yorkers felt vulnerable to a foreign foe. The city was assumed to be “Target Number One” if the Germans could send bombers into America’s skies or shell the coastline from U-boats. Some 400,000 New Yorkers served as air-raid wardens while antiaircraft guns ringed the city. New Yorkers bought war bonds, donated blood, planted Victory Gardens, and collected metal scrap for conversion to armaments. Lest nostalgia get the best of us, this was also a time of racial and ethnic tensions. Racism and poverty spawned a riot in Harlem. A national rise in anti-Semitism brought attacks upon Jewish youngsters on New York streets.


Finally, this is a story of New York’s transformation at war’s end. The more than 800,000 New Yorkers who served in the armed forces came home to a city that was emerging as the world capital. New York surpassed Paris in art and fashion, London in financial prowess—its international clout underscored when the newly created United Nations voted to establish its permanent headquarters along the East River.


After ten years’ absence from New York, the British writer J. B. Priestley passed through the city in 1947 on his trip to Mexico for a meeting of the United Nations Economic and Social Conference.


Speaking on the BBC when he came home, Priestley took notice of New York the world city.


Its huge cosmopolitanism—it has more Jews than Palestine and more Italians than Naples—is untouched in the history of man. And this gives its little shops and restaurants and odd corners a unique charm. The ends of the earth are gathered together down one New York side street. You can dine, drink and amuse yourself in three continents. The New York that O. Henry described forty years ago was an American city, but today’s glittering cosmopolis belongs to the world, if the world does not belong to it.








PART ONE
THE THREAT








CHAPTER 1

WORLDS OF TOMORROW


The images endure. In his twelve years as the greatest mayor of the world’s greatest city, he smashed slot machines with a sledgehammer, donned a fireman’s raincoat at the first whiff of smoke, and, most famously, narrated Dick Tracy’s exploits on the radio when a newspaper strike deprived youngsters of their comic strips.


But on the afternoon of Sunday, April 30, 1939, the colorful and charismatic Fiorello La Guardia went formal. Wearing a top hat, a cutaway morning coat, and striped trousers; swinging his arms vigorously; and bowing to the cheering crowds, the mayor strolled down the center aisle of the Court of Peace in the parade opening the New York World’s Fair at Flushing Meadows, Queens. A garbage dump had been turned into 1,216 acres of technical genius, futuristic architecture, offerings of foreign culture and cuisine, and high- and low-brow entertainment.


La Guardia brimmed with pride over his fair and his city. To the mayor, the fair was all about New York. It celebrated the 150th anniversary of George Washington’s inaugural in Lower Manhattan as the first president, but it was conceived by business and financial interests headed by Grover Whalen, the city’s official greeter. And it propelled Parks Commissioner Robert Moses’s vision of a magnificent park on the Flushing Meadows site.


In his speech welcoming visitors, a prelude to President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s address formally opening the fair, La Guardia viewed New York as a model for democracy, a place where seven and a half million people of diverse national and racial strains lived together in harmony.


New York was no exception to the racial and ethnic divisions of the time, but La Guardia hoped the world could emulate its better nature. As he put it: “The City of New York greets The World of Tomorrow.”


Consolidated Edison’s City of Light diorama at the fair, a three-dimensional architectural model that depicted a twenty-four-hour cycle in New York’s life, portrayed it as the “wonder city of the modern world.”


Elected mayor in 1933, when New York was in desperate shape at the depths of the Depression, plundered by Mayor Jimmy Walker and Tammany Hall, La Guardia had melded boundless energy and the New Deal’s money to transform New York into a well-governed, modern city.


The son of Italian immigrants, he was born in Greenwich Village but had grown up in the American West where his father, Achille, was a bandmaster on Army posts. His father was Catholic (though he ultimately renounced Catholicism), his mother, the former Irene Coen, was Jewish, and Fiorello became an Episcopalian, the ultimate triple for New York politics. Standing just over five feet tall, his wide frame suggesting he was even shorter, La Guardia was nonetheless an overpowering presence, hardworking and incorruptible, with a profound sympathy for the underdog. Coming to the mayoralty after a stint as an Army flier in World War I and a tenure as a liberal Congressman, nominally a Republican but more of a maverick, he oversaw the creation of public housing in slum-ridden neighborhoods and the creation of social welfare programs, parks, highways, and a nonpolitical civil service.


The effects of the Depression lingered, but the New York of 1939 was the manufacturing, financial, and cultural capital of America with a modernistic skyline. The Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building, Rockefeller Center, the Lincoln Tunnel, the Triborough Bridge, and the George Washington Bridge were all less than a decade old. La Guardia Field was built off Flushing Bay in Queens in 1939 to replace the outmoded Floyd Bennett Field in Brooklyn as the city’s municipal airport.


But the looming involvement of America in another world war overshadowed all.


In the fair’s two seasons, nearly 45 million people marveled at Democracity, the General Motors Futurama, and the signature Trylon and Perisphere, whose crystal ball envisioned peace and prosperity in “The World of Tomorrow.” Prosperity would return to New York and to America, but it would be fueled by war.


By the time the fair was into its second spring, Nazi Germany had overrun Poland, the Low Countries, and much of France. The Soviet Union’s pavilion, perhaps the most impressive among the foreign buildings, had been torn down. The Dutch abandoned their pavilion, and the British and the French mounted war displays. America debated intervention on behalf of the British, who stood alone against Hitler. The fair’s Parachute Jump would ultimately be an emblem of the American paratroopers who jumped into Normandy four years later.


When the fair closed in October 1940, the 4,000 tons of steel in the Trylon and Perisphere were purchased by Bethlehem Steel for tanks, ships, shell cases, and gun forgings. Plumbing fixtures from fifty-nine buildings at the fair were installed in new naval stations along the Eastern seaboard.


While the fair was promising a blessed “World of Tomorrow,” another world emerged—the age of atomic energy, the unlocking of the elemental forces of the universe to bring about previously unimaginable destruction.


Back in 1936, John Dunning, a physicist at Columbia, directed the design of its cyclotron in Pupin Hall. It weighed thirty tons, stood seven feet high and twelve feet wide, and its arms held a huge electromagnet to guide subatomic particles in spiral paths at speeds up to 25,000 miles per second before smashing them into their targets.


By 1939, Enrico Fermi and Leo Szilard were working at Columbia, utilizing the cyclotron in separate teams for pioneering research. The urgency of their work was underlined in January 1939 when the Danish nuclear physicist Niels Bohr, newly arrived in New York, confirmed that German scientists had achieved atomic fission: Hitler was evidently on the path toward developing an atomic bomb.


Fermi had split the atom in an experiment at the University of Rome in 1934, though he hadn’t realized it at the time. He received the Nobel Prize in Stockholm for his nuclear research in 1938.


The evening of January 25, 1939, brought a milestone in the road toward a nuclear bomb. That afternoon, Fermi and Dunning met at lunch in Columbia’s Faculty Club to discuss their work. Fermi took a train to Washington afterward to attend a scientific conference. Hours later, Dunning, along with Herbert Anderson, a graduate student studying under Fermi, and fellow physicists placed a thin sheet of solid uranium in the cyclotron’s chamber along with a beryllium-radium mixture as the radioactive agent to bombard it.


Wavy green lines appeared on the screen of the cyclotron’s oscilloscope, a device that measured the amount of energy given off by a substance under bombardment.


Dunning had never seen anything like it. “God!” he exclaimed. “This looks like the real thing.”


After a series of tests to make certain the cyclotron was working properly, the physicists convinced themselves that uranium atoms had indeed been split for the first time in America.


On March 3, 1939, Szilard and Walter Zinn, a Canadian physicist, huddled over an oscilloscope in a seventh-floor laboratory at Pupin Hall, awaiting the outcome of their own experiment, months in the making. Szilard, a native of Budapest, had taught physics in Berlin during the 1920s, then went to England after Hitler’s rise to power. He came to New York in 1938 with a reputation as an extraordinary theorist.


Would Szilard and Zinn see flashes signifying the emission of neutrons in the fission process of uranium on that March day? If that happened, as Szilard would tell it, “the large-scale liberation of atomic energy was just around the corner.”


Szilard and Zinn watched as the picture tube heated up. They saw nothing. Szilard, shuddering at the thought of atomic weaponry, felt a sense of relief. Then Zinn noticed something. These brilliant scientists had forgotten to plug the screen in.


It was finally connected, and then, as Szilard remembered it: “We saw the flashes. We watched them for a little while and then we switched everything off and went home. That night there was very little doubt in my mind that the world was headed for grief.”


Szilard felt compelled to bring the results of the Columbia research to the White House. As dreadful as the prospect of America wiping out cities with a nuclear weapon might be, an atom bomb in Hitler’s hands meant catastrophe.


On July 12, 1939, Szilard and a fellow physicist from Hungary, Eugene Wigner, drove from the King’s Crown Hotel in Morningside Heights, where Szilard was living, to visit Albert Einstein, the most renowned of the émigré physicists, who was spending the summer at a friend’s home in Peconic, Long Island. When their 1936 Dodge coupe crossed the Triborough Bridge, Szilard and Wigner surely saw the grounds of the World’s Fair. The world they were unlocking would be very different from the “World of Tomorrow” prophesied at Flushing Meadows.


Einstein was receptive to making an approach to Roosevelt, and Szilard followed up by drafting a letter that Einstein signed on August 2. It was delivered to Roosevelt in October by a Wall Street investment banker, Alexander Sachs, who had privately advised the president during the New Deal.


Citing “recent work by E. Fermi and L. Szilard,” the letter stated “it may become possible to set up a nuclear chain reaction in a large mass of uranium” that could bring about “extremely powerful bombs.” It noted that the Germans were conducting just that sort of experimental work.


The Einstein letter ultimately spawned the Manhattan Project that built the atomic bomb.


Important work continued at Columbia well before the Manhattan Project got under way. In 1940, Dunning played a leading role in isolating the relatively rare uranium 235 isotope, which could readily be split in two, suggesting the possibility of a controlled chain reaction to release huge quantities of energy. Fermi and Szilard worked on creating it, and they got help in the fall of 1941 from beefy Columbia students who lugged the graphite blocks and uranium chunks used in their cyclotron experiments.


As Fermi recalled it, George Pegram, the head of Columbia’s physics department and dean of the graduate school, noted there was “a football squad at Columbia that contains a dozen or so of very husky boys who take jobs by the hour just to carry them through college.” Pegram suggested that Fermi hire them, and, as Fermi put it, “it was a marvelous idea,” the football players “handling packs of 50 or 100 pounds with the same ease as another person would have handled 3 or 4 pounds.”


But for all the excitement in stretching the frontiers of science, Fermi was troubled. One day, he was standing at his office window high in Pupin Hall. George Uhlenbeck, a physicist who shared the office, saw Fermi cup his hands as if he were grasping a ball as he glanced down at Manhattan Island. “A little bomb like that,” he said, “and it would all disappear.”


Early in 1942, the efforts to create a nuclear “pile” were shifted to the University of Chicago. On December 2, 1942, on a squash court underneath Stagg Field, the university’s football stadium, Fermi, Szilard, and their team created history’s first nuclear chain reaction.


The Manhattan Project had outposts throughout New York. It established its first headquarters, from June to September 1942, at 270 Broadway in Lower Manhattan, the offices of the North Atlantic division of the Army Corps of Engineers, which oversaw the vast atomic bomb project under the direction of General Leslie Groves. The Baker and Williams Warehouses, three buildings on West 20th Street in Manhattan, housed processed uranium. The Archer Daniels Midland warehouses on Staten Island stored almost 1,250 tons of high-grade uranium ore obtained from a mine in the Congo.


The bomb-building project got its name from its origins in the city, but more important from the need to avoid even a hint at its purpose. The Manhattan Project was a vast national enterprise with industrial facilities in Tennessee, Washington State, and elsewhere beyond the testing grounds at Los Alamos, New Mexico. Manhattan as an identifier hid all that.


General Groves proposed the term Manhattan Project in August 1942, following the custom of naming Army Engineer districts for the city in which they were located. The Army’s general order approving the name was bland enough. There would be “a new engineer district, without territorial limits, to be known as the Manhattan District … with headquarters at New York, N.Y., to supervise projects assigned to it by the Chief of Engineers.”


While the scientists were harnessing the power of the atom, important figures in New York’s legal and financial establishment went to Washington to run the war.


Henry Stimson, named by FDR as secretary of war in 1940, was a native New Yorker who had gained prominence long before with the Manhattan law firm of the influential Republican Elihu Root. Stimson had been appointed by Teddy Roosevelt as the United States Attorney in Manhattan before serving as secretary of war under William Howard Taft and Secretary of State under Herbert Hoover.


Three of Stimson’s four assistant secretaries of war came from New York’s power circles. Robert Lovett, who oversaw the Army Air Forces, had been a partner in the Brown Brothers Harriman investment bank. Robert Patterson, who managed procurement for the Army, had been a federal district court judge in New York and then a member of the United States Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit, based in the city. John McCloy, handling many matters for Stimson, was recruited from Wall Street’s Cravath law firm. James Forrestal, assistant secretary of the Navy and then the secretary following Frank Knox’s death in 1944, had been president of the Dillon, Read investment house.


While the debate between isolationists and interventionists raged in the spring and summer of 1940, prominent figures in New York’s intellectual and cultural worlds who were members of the Century Association, one of the city’s most venerable and prestigious private clubs, gathered there to pursue the cause of aiding Britain in what became known as the Century Group. FDR and Stimson were Centurions, as members of the Century called themselves, and so was internationalist Republican Wendell Willkie, Roosevelt’s opponent in his bid for a third term. So the voices of the international-minded Century Association members who gathered at their Stanford White–designed building on West 43rd Street, off Fifth Avenue, would be heard.


The Fight for Freedom Committee and the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies, calling for the United States to stand with Britain, had strong ties to the Century Group. And the group persuaded General John J. Pershing, the esteemed commander of the Allied Expeditionary Forces in World War I, to make a national radio address in August 1940 backing FDR’s quest to provide overage destroyers to Britain. On March 28, 1941, Willkie, speaking at the Century Association nearly five months after he was defeated by Roosevelt, told his fellow Centurions that he would work to build public sentiment behind FDR’s foreign policy so the president “would become the most famous occupant of the office from George Washington on.” The club’s library rang with applause.


The isolationist cause displayed its fervor in May 1941 when Charles Lindbergh spoke before an America First rally at Madison Square Garden. It drew a capacity crowd of 22,000 with perhaps another 14,000 people outside listening over loudspeakers. Lindbergh told the crowd that if America entered the war in Europe its losses were “likely to run into the millions” and “victory itself is doubtful.”


In the fall of 1940 and spring 1941, Americans were watching newsreel images of London ablaze in the Blitz and listening to the eyewitness accounts of Edward R. Murrow on CBS.


The prospect of an Axis attack on America’s East Coast nonetheless seemed remote. Congress was not about to appropriate significant funds for civil defense as long as America wasn’t in the war. But the Army staged war games in New York, and in April 1941 it unveiled a low-tech response should a bombing raid cut all communications: the use of homing pigeons to carry messages. Two Army pigeons took the subway from Rockefeller Center to Kew Gardens, Queens, with their handler, Private Felix Orbanoza, who turned them loose in a vacant lot. One arrived back in Rockefeller Plaza twenty-four minutes later, and the other one checked in afterward.


New York got its first air-raid shelter in April 1941, when the Allerton House for Women on Manhattan’s East 57th Street reinforced the walls and ceiling of its subbasement, 45 feet below street level. The hotel’s chief engineer, Samuel Lea, getting some ideas from the Illustrated London News, stocked the shelter with beds, desks, medical supplies, kerosene lamps in the event of a power failure, and Saltines and Sanka. A small banner on one wall read “God Bless America.”


A modern-furniture shop on East 49th Street named Artek-Pascoe sold indoor shelters made of wood blocks for placement in cellars or basements to protect against falling beams or masonry. One of the shelters, resembling an igloo, could be had for $135, plus $10 for shipping and installation. A store display outfitted the shelter with a double mattress and bedding; an ax, shovel, and crowbar; a first-aid kit; a stirrup pump; pails for water and sand; an oil lantern; a flashlight; asbestos gloves; a helmet; and canned foods.


Abercrombie & Fitch, Hammacher Schlemmer, and Altman sold Garinol, a colorless liquid that was said to turn ordinary glass into nonshatterable safety glass. In a demonstration at Rockefeller Center’s Museum of Science and Industry, the manufacturer hurled a simulated bomb against a Garinol-coated window pane, a blow that would have produced countless slivers in ordinary glass. The Garinol glass gently and harmlessly collapsed, remaining in one piece. And a powder called Instant A-Z was billed as just the thing for smothering fires started by incendiary bombs. Lewis & Company sold it in two-and-a-half-pound tubes.


La Guardia was looking far beyond New York and its embryonic defense preparations. In February 1941, he testified before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in support of the Lend Lease plan to aid Britain.


In April, La Guardia, who headed the American-Canadian Permanent Joint Board on Defense, an agency considering ways to defend North America in the event of an Axis attack, presented Roosevelt with a plan for a cabinet-rank director of civil defense. He proposed a vast bureaucracy that would not only engineer defense drills but deter sabotage, mount home-front propaganda against the Axis, and oversee local public health agencies, and he suggested he was the man to run it. La Guardia had already created a secret “sabotage” squad in the New York police department, 180 officers trained to infiltrate subversive organizations.


Roosevelt named La Guardia as the nation’s first director of civilian defense in May 1941. This was an unpaid post that did not have cabinet rank, but La Guardia would be allowed to attend cabinet meetings.


Amid skepticism he could manage the national civil defense effort and still run New York effectively—the New York Times and Newsweek both questioned La Guardia’s unbridled ambitions—the mayor tore into his new role with his customary verve. He typically spent midweek in Washington meetings or trips around the country. He proposed the issuance of 50 million gas masks for residents of the East, West, and Gulf coasts, creation of a guard force for railroad beds and defense plants, and emergency plans for defense of cities, none of which had a chance of being financed.


Perhaps hoping to ingratiate himself with Roosevelt, who was growing irritated at La Guardia’s self-importance, according to the presidential adviser Bernard Baruch, La Guardia named Eleanor Roosevelt as codirector of the OCD in September, placing her in charge of its vaguely defined propaganda and morale-boosting tasks. But La Guardia seldom confided in Mrs. Roosevelt, and Republicans in the House of Representatives took swipes at the president by criticizing his wife for her do-good, social engineering plans as a civil defense official.


La Guardia could be patronizing toward Mrs. Roosevelt, as happened when he was victimized by her Spartan ways. After having lunch with her at a small apartment she kept in Greenwich Village, he remarked to her on leaving: “My wife never asks me where I have been, nor whom I saw, nor what I did, but she always asks me what I had to eat. Today I can truthfully say I did not have too much.”


In November 1941, La Guardia was elected to a third term. But his volatility—he initiated a nasty political spat with the popular New York governor, Herbert Lehman—and questions over his ability to continue running the city effectively while trying to amass national power cut into his margin. His victory over the Democrat William O’Dwyer was a bit more than 130,000 votes, the closest in a New York mayoral election since 1905.


A newspaperman nevertheless congratulated La Guardia on yet another mayoral victory. “Thanks,” he said, “but the next four years will be hell.”





CHAPTER 2

PEARL HARBOR SUNDAY


President Roosevelt was having lunch in the Oval Office at the White House with his aide Harry Hopkins. On Constitution Avenue, Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox was meeting with Admiral Harold Stark, the chief of naval operations. It was nearing 2 p.m. when a communications officer burst into the naval meeting with a startling message from Hawaii: “Air Raid on Pearl Harbor—This Is Not Drill.”


In New York City, events far removed from the Japanese attack were at hand on this Sunday, December 7, 1941. There was a pro football game to be played, and for the more aesthetically inclined, a New York Philharmonic concert at Carnegie Hall.


This was Tuffy Leemans Day at the Polo Grounds. Before the National Football League’s New York Giants played the Brooklyn Dodgers on a cold, windy afternoon before a crowd of 55,051, the Giants presented Leemans, their star running back, with $1,500 in defense bonds.


In the Polo Grounds press box, the Associated Press ticker reported a score from Chicago—Cardinals 7, Bears 0—and then it broke in with the words “cut football running” to report that America was at war.


The Polo Grounds public address announcer paged the Army officer who would later direct clandestine war actions as head of the Office of Strategic Services. “Attention please. Here is an urgent message. Will Colonel William J. Donovan call operator 19 in Washington immediately.”


Wellington Mara, the twenty-five-year-old son of the Giants’ founder and owner, Tim Mara, had been watching from the sidelines. “Late in the second quarter, there were public address announcements for military people to call Washington, but I didn’t pay much attention to it,” he would recall. “Then at halftime Father Dudley, our chaplain, told me, ‘The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor.’”


George Franck—or Sonny Franck as he was known—the Giants’ speedy rookie halfback and a former All-American at the University of Minnesota, bruised his pelvis early in the game. At halftime the Giants put him in a taxi and sent him to a hospital.


“Somebody had said that all of the commanders with a lot of stars on were being asked to leave the stands at about the same time,” Franck remembered. “They said something was going on but we didn’t know what it was.”


Franck was hearing news reports on the taxi’s radio. “I said to the taxi driver, ‘Why don’t you turn on the football game?’ He said, ‘This is the football game.’ I said, ‘What the hell are they talking about?’ He said, ‘The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor this morning.’”


The radio bulletins were spreading the word as the Giants and Dodgers played on in the final Sunday of the N.F.L.’s regular season. The Mutual Broadcasting System broke into the play by play: “We interrupt this broadcast to bring this important bulletin from United Press. Flash! The White House announces Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.”


Some listeners were distraught not so much by the Japanese attack but the interruption of the football broadcast. One caller to the Mutual switchboard, remembering the panic stirred by the Orson Welles War of the Worlds radio play of 1938, told the Mutual operator: “You got me on that Martian stunt. I had a hunch you’d try it again.”


But Sonny Franck knew what lay ahead for him. He had enlisted in the armed forces and was waiting to be called up.


Seymour Wittek, a twenty-year-old from the Bronx, was in the radio audience for that football game. He had been working in Manhattan’s fur district and pondering his immediate future as 1941 neared its end. His father had died when he was a youngster and he was essentially raised by his grandparents. As a boy, he shined shoes in a pool parlor while his mother worked in a steamy laundry in the basement of the Hotel Commodore on East 42nd Street. By December 1941, Wittek’s cousins and friends had joined the military, and he was eager to join as well, though it meant leaving his mother alone.


But on Sunday, December 7, romance was uppermost in his mind. On Wednesdays, Fridays, and Sundays, he would visit his girlfriend, Anne Cooperman, at her home in Brooklyn. They hoped to be married before long.


“Since the Giants were playing, I was going to get to Brooklyn early so I could listen to the game,” Wittek remembered. “I was at her house when they interrupted it to announce Pearl Harbor. It was complete disbelief.”


On the fourth floor of the RCA Building in Rockefeller Center, Robert Eisenbach, an editor in the National Broadcasting Company’s news department, heard the clanging on the Associated Press teletype machine at 2:27 p.m., signaling an item of the highest priority. Reading the Pearl Harbor flash, he phoned the network’s master control room, ordering it to cut off all programming. The Red Network silenced Sammy Kaye’s Sunday Serenade and the Blue Network halted the Great Plays presentation of Gogol’s The Inspector General.


Eisenbach had never been on the air. But now he picked up the newsroom’s emergency microphone. He was the sole voice on the 246 stations affiliated with the two NBC networks, and he reported that America had been plunged into war. Two minutes later, when NBC had its regular station break, a fourth chime sounded after the familiar cadence tolling N-B-C. That was a code telling personnel at home to contact headquarters for instructions.


The skaters at the Rockefeller Center ice rink, the crowds waiting to see Cary Grant and Joan Fontaine in Alfred Hitchcock’s Suspicion at Radio City Music Hall, watched paper airplanes descend from the Time and Life magazine offices, each inscribed by newsmen with the words “we are at war with Japan.”


At the 44th Street Theatre, Sono Osato, dancing as the Lilac Fairy in the Ballet Theatre’s Princess Aurora, was in a state of panic. Her father, Shoji Osato, was a Japanese native who had come to America just after the turn of the century. Her mother, Frances Fitzpatrick Osato, was of Irish and French-Canadian background. Dancing for the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo and then performing with the Ballet Theatre, Osato had noticed that her Japanese heritage was invariably mentioned in press notices.


On Pearl Harbor Sunday, “I came out the stage door after the matinee,” she recalled, “and I heard something about the Japanese, an attack.”


She was scheduled to appear in Princess Aurora before an evening audience as well.


“My heritage had never been hidden. I thought, ‘Oh, my God, people in the audience who had a child in Hawaii. What if someone gets up and yells something? What if someone throws something at me? What’s going to happen if they hiss me when I come on stage?’”


Osato’s boyfriend and future husband, Victor Elmaleh, an architect awaiting Army service, tried to calm her, and she came back to the theater for the evening performance. As she stood in the wings before an audience of 400 while the orchestra played the overture, she told Pat Dolin, a coach for the dancers, that she feared going on stage. “Nonsense,” he told her, “don’t be silly.”


She danced in a daze, but “nothing did happen.”


At Carnegie Hall, Artur Rubenstein was performing the Chopin E minor piano concerto with the New York Philharmonic-Symphony Orchestra before an audience of 2,200 and a CBS Radio hookup. The audience response was so enthusiastic that when Rubenstein completed the work, he beckoned the conductor, Artur Rodzinski, from the podium to share in the acclaim. While the applause was still resounding, Warren Sweeney, the CBS announcer for the concert, came to the stage and told of the Japanese attack.


Selwyn Hirsch, seated in the audience, recalled how “there was a stunned silence until the orchestra began to play ‘The Star-Spangled Banner.’ The entire audience stood and sang. It was just like a scene from the movies. I remember thinking that the world would never be the same again.”


Robert Satter, a Rutgers University graduate in his first year at Columbia Law School, may have been one of the last New Yorkers to learn of the Japanese attack.


“I had a job as a guard at the Planetarium, and in the afternoon I noticed that hardly anybody was there. I finished about 6 o’clock and walked across a little park toward Broadway. I had my supper at a restaurant. I was the only one in there. I walked across Broadway to get the subway up to Columbia. I hadn’t heard. I saw these blaring headlines in The New York Enquirer, but I didn’t believe what they said because I never believed the Enquirer.


“I got up to Columbia and went into Furnald Hall, the law school dormitory. Across from my room, a door was open and a radio was blasting. My friend across the hall was sitting with his head in his hands and he told me about Pearl Harbor. And then he said his brother was in the service on Guam.”


Kay Travers, a couple of years out of Prospect Heights High School in Brooklyn, was riding with friends to Packanack Lake in New Jersey for a Sunday outing.


I was with a fellow I was dating and a couple of other people. The boy whose car we were in was showing us his new red convertible. He was a wealthy boy and his father had given it to him, probably for his 21st birthday. We insisted on leaving the top down so everyone could see us. We were freezing. He put the radio on and someone announced there had been a bombing at Pearl Harbor. There were about six of us. Everyone in that car was a bright person. Most of the boys were halfway through college. But nobody except the fellow who was driving knew where Pearl Harbor was. The only reason he knew was because his family had visited Hawaii.


Everybody was stunned. Then they started talking about us going to war. We were all making such fun. “Imagine Jack in a uniform … imagine this one.” We thought it was hysterical. It was all sort of light-hearted. We couldn’t absorb it. It was such a shock.


The dimensions of the Japanese attack could indeed be hard to process.


Dr. Benjamin Spock was at his home in New York, where he had been practicing pediatrics since 1933. His wife, Jane, and his oldest son went to see the Disney movie Dumbo and had urged him to come along, but he had too much desk work to do. He was listening to music on the radio—just some soothing background—when he heard the bulletins. He found it difficult to continue with his work.


“After a while Jane and my son came back from the movies,” he recalled, “and my wife said, ‘oh, you should have gone, it was wonderful.’ And I said: ‘Do you know what has happened? Since you’ve been away the Japanese have bombed Pearl Harbor.’ And she said, ‘You really should have come.’”


For New York’s Chinese community, whose homeland had been invaded by Japan and victimized by atrocities, the Pearl Harbor attack represented hope.


“They’ve committed national hari-kari,” said Tom Lee, a life-insurance executive known as the Mayor of Chinatown. “They’re rats and double-crossers. With the help of America and American munitions, China will win this war in no time.”


The writer Marcia Davenport and her husband, Russell, the managing editor of Fortune magazine, were at home on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. The Davenports had been ardent interventionists as Hitler’s armies marched across Europe. They were active members of the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies, and Marcia Davenport had spoken at rallies of British War Relief. And the Davenports were friends of the renowned conductor Arturo Toscanini, who had helped emigre musicians find work in New York.


On Saturday night, the Davenports had been at Toscanini’s NBC Symphony concert. Sunday’s Philharmonic concert held no special attraction for them but they had tuned to the broadcast. Russell Davenport was listening while Marcia was elsewhere in their apartment when the Pearl Harbor bulletin arrived, and he called to her in what she remembered as a “high, tense voice.”


“‘Japan?’ we asked each other. ‘Japan?’” The Davenports had been so bound up with the war in Europe that the threat of war with the Japanese had held no immediacy for them. That evening, the Davenports invited friends for supper. They expected Hitler to launch a sneak attack on the East Coast timed with the Japanese bombing, and that brought the war very close as Marcia pondered the day’s catastrophic events so far away. Military men who had visited with the Davenports in recent months had noticed the five long windows in their drawing room overlooking the East River and its bridges and had concluded, “What a target.”


The dinner group sat talking in low voices, each of the guests seeking to remain calm, when an air-raid siren began to wail. “We stopped talking and looked round the table with raised eyebrows,” Marcia Davenport remembered. “Was there really an air attack approaching New York?” She turned on a radio and turned off the apartment lights. Some time later they learned it was only a test.


La Guardia rushed from his apartment to City Hall for a conference with police and fire officials in midafternoon, then went on the radio to warn New Yorkers to be ready should “murder by surprise” arrive from the skies. He banned gatherings by the city’s thousand or so Japanese nationals, and the police closed the Nippon Club, a social group on West 93rd Street.


Amid stepped-up security at vital installations, policemen arrived at the International Building in Rockefeller Center while the Japanese consul general, Morito Morishima, and his staff were preparing to leave their thirty-sixth-floor offices. The police left a guard there and escorted Morishima to his home. Three Japanese men emerged from the building with trunks, suitcases, and briefcases, presumably containing documents, and departed in a limousine.


By nightfall, FBI agents and the police began rounding up German, Japanese, and Italian aliens who were evidently on a Justice Department list of security threats. By the predawn hours of Monday, more than sixty Japanese had been taken to the Barge Office in Lower Manhattan for transfer via ferry to detention on Ellis Island. A Park Avenue physician identifying himself as E. Espy, who had been picked up at his home, said he had been in America for thirty-five years and had not been in Japan since 1917. “This is an unfortunate situation,” he remarked.


Roosevelt called a meeting of his cabinet for Sunday night, and the White House’s chief switchboard operator, Louise Hackmeister, was trying to round up its members.


Frances Perkins, the secretary of labor, and her stenographer had been working through the afternoon in a room at the Cosmopolitan Club in Manhattan, drafting a report on relations with Latin America. They called out for soup and sandwiches and had seen no one else. Then came a phone call from a Labor Department chauffeur in Washington: “Miss Perkins, they say on the radio that the cabinet’s been called in for tonight.” Perkins said she was usually skeptical of what she heard on the air, but would check and call back. Moments later, Hackmeister phoned, telling Perkins to be at the White House by 8 o’clock.


“What’s the matter, Hacky?” Perkins asked. “Why the cabinet meeting tonight?”


“Just the war, what’s in the paper,” Hackmeister replied, and hung up.


None of the club’s officers had heard any unusual news, but the taxi driver taking Perkins to La Guardia Field reported how “they said on the radio there was shooting somewhere.”


Vice President Henry Wallace was also in Manhattan that afternoon. So, too, was Postmaster General Frank Walker, who had watched his children perform at a Sunday School concert. Wallace and Walker were at the airport when Perkins arrived there, but neither knew much more than she did. They boarded a charter flight for Washington.


Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau had completed work on a new bond offering Friday night, and he was in Manhattan as well. Weary from wrestling with financial matters and the war news from Europe and Asia, he was planning a brief vacation in Arizona. After lunch with family members, he received the news of Pearl Harbor from his chauffeur. Secret Service agents told him that Roosevelt had been trying to reach him for the past two hours. He boarded a plane that had been waiting to take him to Tucson. It headed for Washington instead.


Sonny Franck was among a handful of rookies on that Giants football team of 1941. Jack Lummus, a Texan from Baylor University in Waco, was another first-year player.


“We had three or four real excellent ends and he was one of them,” Franck recalled. “Lummus blocked well. He acted real sure of himself. He was a little bit cocky but he could do everything he said he could do. He had Texas pride—self assurance. He was a typical Texas swashbuckling cowboy kind of guy.”


After completing his naval flight training, Franck joined the marines, piloting a Corsair fighter in the Pacific, then serving as a ground observer guiding air strikes. Lummus also entered the Marine Corps following the 1941 season and he became a platoon leader—a lieutenant in the 27th Marines, Fifth Marine Division.


On February 19, 1945, Sonny Franck and Jack Lummus came ashore at a place that barely an American alive on December 7, 1941, had heard of—an eight-square-mile speck of volcanic ash in the Pacific called Iwo Jima. They were among 75,000 marines ordered to seize the island from 21,000 Japanese soldiers dug into caves and tunnels and prepared to fight to the last man.


On March 8—thirteen days after the flag-raising on Mount Suribachi created an enduring image of embattled Americans—Lummus stormed Japanese positions on the northern coast of Iwo Jima, moving ahead of his men. Wounded twice by exploding hand grenades, he continued to press forward until his legs were blown away by a land mine. He ordered his men to keep moving. Inspired and enraged, the marines swept ahead and reached their coastal objective.


Lummus was carried to a field hospital. “I guess the New York Giants have lost the services of a damn good end,” he told Lieutenant E. Graham Evans, one of the surgeons. He died that day at age twenty-nine. On May 5, 1946, Jack Lummus was posthumously granted the Medal of Honor, the nation’s highest award for valor.





CHAPTER 3

DECEMBER JITTERS


Within hours of the Pearl Harbor attack, young men began lining up at Army, Navy, and Marine recruiting stations in the city. Some 2,500 applied for enlistment by Monday evening. At Prospect Park in Brooklyn and Fort Totten in Queens, crews manning antiaircraft guns watched the skies. But La Guardia flew to Washington Monday morning after conferring with his aides, turning to his duties as the national civilian defense director. He met with Roosevelt that evening, then flew to the West Coast for a five-city tour to inspect preparedness efforts.


If New Yorkers needed bucking up, it would come from others—someone like Mary Read, a beloved figure at Grand Central Terminal. Read had been serenading travelers since 1928, when she borrowed an organ from a department store and brought it to the North Balcony. In the Depression, she was featured at Grand Central in performances of the Manhattan Concert Band, a New Deal WPA project providing work for unemployed musicians. During the evening rush hour of Monday, December 8, she played “The Star-Spangled Banner,” the strains from the balcony bringing the terminal to a halt. But a stationmaster was displeased. People had to make their trains. The national anthem should not become a daily habit, he told Read.


At Columbia University, some faculty members viewed the war much as the stationmaster had. It was an inconvenience that must not be allowed to disturb routine.


Robert Satter, the law student who had been guarding the Planetarium Sunday afternoon, found that his Columbia professors were unwilling to allow Pearl Harbor to disrupt their lessons.


His first Monday class, at 9 a.m., was civil procedure with Professor McGill.


As Satter remembered it: “The professor called on somebody for a case—unprepared. Another guy for a case—unprepared. Another—unprepared. Finally, somebody was prepared. The professor went through four cases, called on maybe twenty people to get them. At the end of the class he said, ‘Gentlemen’—it was all men at the time—‘if you’re going to be in class on Wednesday, I expect you to be prepared. Good day.’ It was idiotic of him to have shown no awareness of this world-shaking event. These were guys who were 21, 22 years old, all of us expecting to go into the service.


“But even more outrageous,” Satter recalled, “was Professor Julius Goebel, who was teaching Development of Legal Institutions, starting with the year 1066. On December 8 we were up to the 1300s maybe. The class went from 11:20 to 12:10. When we went to him and asked to be excused at 12 o’clock to hear Roosevelt address Congress about declaring war, he refused. When one of us asked whether we could bring a radio to class, he also refused.


“So a couple of us said, ‘Professor Goebel, go to hell,’ and we went down to the Hotel Pennsylvania bar and heard the president address the nation, the Day of Infamy speech.”


La Guardia’s Office of Civilian Defense was said to have 950,000 people enrolled nationally, including air-raid wardens, the firefighting auxiliary, and the medical corps. But it was woefully short of equipment and training, as would quickly become clear in New York.


The city had more than 115,000 wardens, but it possessed not a single air-raid siren. If word were to come from the Army fighter base at Mitchel Field, Long Island, that enemy planes were arriving, sirens on the city’s fire engines and police patrol cars would sound the alarm. Fire Commissioner Patrick Walsh explained that the fire engines would move out in front of their houses, and for a five-minute period they would sound one long blast following by one short blast in a continuous sequence. Police cars would sound the same signal, wherever they were. Upon receipt of an all-clear, the fire engines and police cars would sound a series of staccato blasts for five minutes.


City officials didn’t have to wait long to test the makeshift alarms. Two days after the Pearl Harbor attack, authorities at Mitchel Field ordered a pair of air-raid alerts following a report that enemy planes were 200 miles out over the Atlantic, heading for New York.


The sirens on the fire engines and police cars were indeed wailing. But they could barely be heard over the city’s working-day din. At the Army Building at 39 Whitehall Street in Lower Manhattan, recruiting officers didn’t know an alert was on until newspaper reporters told them about it. And New Yorkers shrugged when air-raid wardens and police officers pleaded with them to get indoors.


On the roof of the Paramount Building in Times Square, wardens were poised with fire carts containing sand, stirrup pumps, asbestos gloves, and long-handled shovels in the event incendiary bombs rained down. But in the streets below, pedestrians gawked at the Times Tower electronic bulletins, then glanced at the sky, saw no bombers, and decided there was no reason to seek shelter. Near City Hall, a policeman ordered two busloads of passengers to flee into a building, but they ignored him. After a five-minute standoff, he screamed at the drivers to get the buses out of his sight.


The average New Yorker clearly wasn’t about to panic, but a selling wave hit Wall Street, sending stock prices plunging hundreds of millions of dollars, the worst slump since the collapse of France in June 1940.


On Wednesday, Army officers acknowledged that the air-raid alarms of the previous day were simply a product of jitters—their own. The first one had resulted from an Army officer on Governors Island in New York Harbor calling Mitchel Field to inquire about an unsubstantiated report of enemy planes in sight. The second one was attributed to confusion over a plane crash or a small fire at Mitchel Field.


Wednesday morning brought another air-raid alarm in New York, this one beginning at 8:41 a.m. and ending twenty minutes later. Once again, New Yorkers ignored the wardens and the police trying to herd them indoors, and once more the fire and police sirens were inaudible. And for the second straight day, it was all an Army snafu. Radio beams from Mitchel Field had detected 150 planes out over the Atlantic, evidently heading for Long Island. It wasn’t until the alarm had been sounded that the Army discovered these were United States Navy planes on a routine patrol.


In Brooklyn’s Bedford-Stuyvesant section, Sid Frigand, a student at Boys High School, experienced a terrifying moment.


“We were in the gymnasium. We had a gym teacher named Harry Kane. He came in and he was near hysteria and he said ‘we just had a siren alarm. It’s the real thing. You guys gotta get out of here and go home.’


“I didn’t bother to change my clothes though I only had gym shorts on and a T shirt, and it was in the winter. I sprinted all the way home from Boys High, which was two or three miles from our house. At first I was running full speed. My mother was there alone and I wanted to make sure I could take care of her. As I’m running, I’m looking around. Trolley cars are moving, traffic is moving, people are walking on the streets—in fact, they were looking at me. By the time I got home I realized it was a drill. I was really chagrined but it was a frightening feeling that it was a real thing.”


In Monday’s early hours, FBI agents arrived at the Park Avenue apartment of Louis Berizzi, an Italian national who imported raw silks for a company based in Bergamo. Berizzi’s family epitomized Upper East Side sophistication, but the father had retained his Italian citizenship so he could travel back to Italy easily on business. Now he would fall victim to the federal government’s haphazard and callous treatment of aliens who posed no threat to America.


The FBI roused Berizzi and his family from sleep. He was told to get dressed—he was being taken away. No explanation was given and the agents wouldn’t say where he was going. They remained in Berizzi’s bedroom as he got out of his pajamas, and family members were given no time to speak with him privately. He could not take his personal effects, even his toiletries.


Three days later, Berizzi’s family received a telegram from him asking that personal items be taken to the office in Lower Manhattan where barges departed for Ellis Island.


Berizzi’s office in Rockefeller Plaza was locked by the office of the Alien Property Custodian and his assets were blocked. When it came time for his son’s tuition at Lehigh College to be paid, the family was required to petition the custodian’s office to unfreeze some of the father’s funds.


In January, Berizzi and a business associate, also an Italian national, were allowed a hearing on Ellis Island. Only family and friends were permitted to speak on his behalf, vouching for his character. The family was not allowed legal representation, and Berizzi’s wife, desperate to secure her husband’s release, became hysterical. Berizzi was ordered to remain in custody, his family allowed to make weekly visits while the government decided what to do with him.


Berizzi’s daughter, Lucetta, personified the image of a cultured and well-educated New Yorker. She had graduated from the Spence School, had studied German at the Lenox School, and had been taught French by a governess. Her language skills had been put to good use at Saks Fifth Avenue, where she helped non-English-speaking European customers.


“The FBI showed up at Saks one day and I was called up to the personnel office,” she remembered. “The meeting did not take very long, but I was subsequently fired. I guess they found what I was doing suspicious.”


She became an office manager at the United States Cane Sugar Refiners’ Association, whose director, Ellsworth Bunker, better known a generation later as the ambassador to South Vietnam during the Vietnam War, was in charge of the nation’s allocations of sugar, a rationed item. So the daughter of the interned alien held a sensitive post. But, as she would put it, “the FBI didn’t seem to mind that.”


Late in 1942, Louis Berizzi was transferred from Ellis Island to Fort Meade, Maryland, where Italian aliens were held behind barbed wire. When his family met with him he had lost weight and wore Army fatigues inscribed PW, for prisoner of war. “He was a pretty crushed guy,” his son, Albert, recalled. The family, its finances stretched, had meanwhile moved into a small apartment.


Although his father remained in detention, Albert Berizzi was clearly deemed no security risk. He entered the Army and was trained in military intelligence at Camp Ritchie, Maryland, then served in the Italian campaign with the Office of Strategic Services. The Berizzi family finally went to Washington with a lawyer, arguing for the father to be freed. On March 4, 1943, the family received a telegram from Fort Meade: “Internee Louis Berizzi to be released.”


Ezio Pinza, the Metropolitan Opera basso and a veteran of Europe’s greatest opera houses, found his celebrity status to mean nothing in the government’s hunt for potentially dangerous enemy aliens. But the Justice Department didn’t get around to holding Pinza, a native of Rome, until mid-March 1942, when he was sent to Ellis Island. It wasn’t clear whether the government had any particular reason to detain Pinza, other than his Italian nationality, but his wife, the former Doris Leak, an American, said at the time that he was suspected of having been friendly with Mussolini, an allegation she called “ridiculous.” Pinza was released from Ellis Island in May 1942. He continued to perform at the Metropolitan Opera, and in January 1944 he donated his two Dalmatians, Boris and Figaro, for training with the Army’s K-9 Corps at Fort Robinson, Nebraska. In 1950, he stepped away from opera to assume what would become his best-remembered role, as a glamorous lover in Broadway’s South Pacific.


In the first hours of war for America, the Pearl Harbor attack claimed a casualty on the Broadway stage. The Admiral Had a Wife, a comedy about Navy officers and their wives on Pearl Harbor, had been scheduled to open at the Playhouse on Wednesday night. The coproducers, Jose Ferrer and Ruth Wilk, announced its cancellation, lest it be “misinterpreted as disrespectful.”


The Broadway columnists were focusing on some peculiar concerns. Cholly Knickerbocker (real name Maury Paul) of the Journal-American told of a rumor that Japanese bombs had hit the lawn of the Doris Duke Cromwell estate in Hawaii. Nancy Randolph of the Daily News also picked up the story, telling of the heiress’s exasperation in trying to reach her caretaker on the telephone. And Cholly Knickerbocker devoted 400 words to musing on whether the society figure Mrs. Frederick Payne should discard her nickname Tokio.


La Guardia caught up with all this in Seattle, continuing his West Coast swing while Newbold Morris, the City Council president, tried to keep track of all those air-raid alarms as acting mayor. “Am I embarrassed? Am I humiliated?” La Guardia fumed, holding up a wirephoto showing New Yorkers milling around during the alarms. “Won’t somebody catch hell about this when I get home.”


When La Guardia returned, he ripped up the interior of City Hall: Its main floor was about to become a headquarters for civil defense volunteers. Changes in public buildings required approval from the Municipal Art Commission, but La Guardia didn’t bother to consult it. On the mayor’s orders, workmen chopped holes in the marble floor of City Hall’s main corridor to install iron fences as barriers to his office. They broke through walls for telephone and electrical circuits and assembled cubbyholes for the defense staff.


Twenty women working as messengers and receptionists turned up in the ground floor rotunda, clad in blue-gray uniforms with brass buttons and gold epaulets. In their first day on the job, they had nothing to do except stand guard outside La Guardia’s office, salute each other when relieved of their shifts, and salute the mayor when he left to witness a test of a Consolidated Edison air-raid siren. They became known as The Palace Guard.


The siren, a large foghorn device placed atop Con Ed’s East Side plant and designed to sound over a wide area, proved as much a fiasco as the fire engine and police sirens had been. Standing expectantly on the Brooklyn side of the Brooklyn Bridge for the test, La Guardia listened in vain for the siren’s wailing.


The mayor, meanwhile, got into a fight with the Democrats who controlled the City Council when he proposed fines of $500 and jail sentences of six months for New Yorkers who ignored air-raid instructions. Councilmen denounced the penalties as “unconstitutional and hysterical” and smacking of “totalitarianism,” and the mayor agreed to clarify its provisions. At any rate, since few wardens had armbands it was hard to know who was really authorized to bark commands.


Ready or not for an air raid, city officials permitted the customary New Year’s Eve celebration in Times Square. A million revelers gathered and tin horns sounded as the lighted ball slid down the flagpole of the Times Tower, proclaiming an emblazoned “1942.” Lucy Monroe sang the national anthem over a loudspeaker, standing at the statue of Father Duffy, a legendary figure of New York’s Fighting 69th Regiment of World War I. The crowd sang along with her, and the radio networks broadcast the spectacle. Newsreel cameras captured the scene for the nation’s movie theaters.


More than 2,000 policemen, an unprecedented number for the annual celebration, stood guard, assisted by 1,600 air-raid wardens who had been briefed in a ballroom of the Hotel Astor. Fire trucks and ambulances were poised for action should the Luftwaffe show up. Black-and-white signs directed the partying throng to “leave Times Square” and “WALK—do not run” if bombs began to fall.


A large sign behind the Father Duffy statue proclaimed “Remember Pearl Harbor.” Underneath it, in huge letters, New Yorkers were exhorted to “Buy Defense Bonds.”


On New Year’s Day, La Guardia was sworn in for a third term. In a radio address from City Hall, he flew into a rage, denouncing critics of his civil defense preparations as “two-by-four editors,” “swivel chair scribes,” and “liars.” He said he had been pleading with Congress for funds to protect communities on the East and West coasts since becoming the civilian defense director in May 1941 but acknowledged it would take “months and months” for the equipment to be purchased.


New Yorkers and their fellow Americans could only wonder whether it might arrive too late.





CHAPTER 4

IN THE EVENT OF AN AIR RAID …


Charles Feldman was working at his desk on the thirty-seventh floor of the Equitable Building in the heart of the Wall Street area—just another routine March 1942 day as a purchasing agent for Kennecott Copper—when it struck him that Friday the 13th was indeed going to be his unlucky day.


What he would describe as “three or four very rapid explosions” followed by a rushing or whistling sound startled him. Seconds later, a projectile hurtled into the wall of the building at 120 Broadway, just missing Feldman’s window. He smelled smoke, or perhaps it was the whiff of burned powder.


A light rain of stone fragments, a mist of gray stone dust and bits of metal hit the pavement, sending pedestrians scrambling for shelter. Feldman, who happened to be an air-raid warden, grabbed his flashlight and prepared to lead an exodus to the thirtieth floor, designated as a safe haven if the Equitable Building were to come under attack. But he paused, evidently fearful of creating a panic. Police cars and fire engines were soon on the scene, and Lieutenant James Pike of the bomb squad picked up what he instantly recognized as a shell.


The Army’s first response? “Not us.”


A military spokesman, finding no immediate evidence of shells being fired from antiaircraft posts ringing the city, suggested that a piece of the Equitable Building simply “fell off,” perhaps the result of “some tremor.”


But an hour and a quarter after the assault on the financial district, the explanation arrived. An Army officer in charge of an antiaircraft battery alongside the East River Drive phoned the Clinton Street police station in Lower Manhattan to report that one of his guns had accidentally discharged eight 37-millimeter shells, each of them seven inches long with a range of more than 2,500 yards.


Seven shells evidently fell into the river. Damage from that eighth shell was limited to a few bricks, and nobody was hurt, but for a while it seemed that the long-feared enemy attack on New York had finally arrived. Excited callers to newspapers wondered whether the Brooklyn Navy Yard had been bombed. Or perhaps the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel, in the early stages of construction, had been blown up.


By early 1942, some 60,000 volunteers of the Auxilary Aircraft Warning Service, mostly men, were stationed at 600 observation points in the New York area in a program overseen nationally by the American Legion. They scanned the skies to note the configuration and course of any plane not clearly a commercial airliner.


Plotters, who took phone calls from the observers concerning suspicious planes, used long pointers to place markers on a large table indicating the whereabouts of the aircraft. The Army was to send fighters aloft to confront planes that hadn’t been accounted for. Most of the plotters were women, among them the Broadway actress Emeline Roche, who received a medal for 500 hours of service. They held down responsible positions but they could not escape patronizing attitudes toward women, even when accompanied by a compliment from Eleanor Roosevelt.


Under the headline “As Others See Us,” The Target, the publication of the New York area warning service, reprinted an item from one of Mrs. Roosevelt’s “My Day” newspaper columns: “I visited the information center of the Aircraft Warning Service yesterday. There is just one point I would like to stress, namely, that ladies are never considered to be able to keep a secret. Yet all over the nation these centers exists and complete secrecy about them is maintained.”


In springtime 1942, in what was evidently a typical antiaircraft unit, soldiers were in position on a two-acre site in Brooklyn that was formerly a dump. The GIs set up a battery of 90-millimeter guns and machine-gun emplacements. The big guns were capable of being directed at a common aerial target by a master control. The men slept in dugouts with room for twenty soldiers apiece, and a telephone switchboard and two power plants were constructed underground. Newly planted hedges graced the paths, and iris and pansy plants were flowering to camouflage the antiaircraft position as a minipark.


But the outpost was no secret to the neighbors, who had brought the soldiers food soon after they arrived, while one man backed up a truck to their fence and dumped a load of blankets over it. A donation of another sort came from Harry Glantz, the first trumpeter of the New York Philharmonic—recordings of Army bugle calls, including his version of “Reveille.”


The Empire State Building, built in the depths of the Depression, symbolizing American optimism in the face of adversity and soaring 1,250 feet to its dirigible mast, was envisioned as a prime target for a bombing attack.


Early in 1942, the building’s management undertook detailed preparations for an air raid. A retired police department inspector named John Hennessy, who was overseeing civil defense preparations for Schenley Distillers, the building’s largest tenant, with 800 employees, also became its civil defense director. Hennessy enlisted 1,200 volunteers, giving them identification shields with ranks like floor director, group captain, and monitor. The volume was stepped up on fire-alarm bells. Pails of sand and shovels were placed on each floor. Firefighting asbestos suits were stored, ready for transport via elevator to any spot in the building. Surprise drills were held weekly, and on the 86th floor observatory American Legion volunteers looked for enemy bombers.


Fire Commissioner Patrick Walsh became the fire defense coordinator for New York. A broad-shouldered 200-pounder, Walsh had battled countless blazes over the years. At age sixty-eight, he had vivid memories of the horrific Triangle Shirtwaist fire of 1911, when he was among the first firemen on the scene. His wartime task: to prepare for a far greater calamity. As a first step, he oversaw the training of 60,000 auxiliary firemen to back up the department in the event of bombings or other military emergencies. And he sent three fire officers to England to observe its firemen in action during air raids.


But the flurry of false air-raid warnings by the Army in the days following the Pearl Harbor attack, the confused state of civil defense preparations in the city, and the lack of sirens and firefighting equipment made it clear that little had been accomplished in New York beyond the massing of volunteers and the bluster on the need for vigilance.


In January 1942, Roosevelt named James Landis, dean of the Harvard Law School, to head the national Office of Civilian Defense administrative functions, effectively cutting into La Guardia’s authority and paving the way for his removal. La Guardia was already frustrated in his job and under Congressional fire, along with Mrs. Roosevelt, for seemingly frivolous social projects like the appointment of the movie actor Melvyn Douglas to direct theatrical activities and naming of the rhythmic dancer Mayris Chaney, a protégé of Mrs. Roosevelt, to oversee programs for children during air raids. He quit as OCD director on February 10.


In his resignation letter to Roosevelt, he made no mention of the criticism, saying only that he had completed his organizing work and awaited an order from the president “to serve in any capacity for the defense of our country”—an order that would never come. Landis replaced La Guardia, and soon after that Mrs. Roosevelt left the agency as well.


La Guardia kept his post as civil defense director for New York, and when he stepped down from his national job the city had more than 210,000 airraid wardens.
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