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PRAISE FOR OPERATION SNOW


“I found Operation Snow to be an irresistible page-turner. The attack exacted a terrible toll on both countries and changed the world forever. It is important to understand why that happened. Koster has made a significant contribution.”

—Admiral Ronald J. Hays USN (Ret), 
former commander in chief Pacific Forces

 



“To paraphrase Cicero, a nation can survive its fools and even the ambitious, but, as a rule, it cannot survive treason from within, especially when the traitor—in this case Harry Dexter White—is allowed to lead the fools and the ambitious. The U.S. survived. It’s a cautionary tale—the exception that proves the rule.”

—Thomas K. Kimmel Jr., 
former FBI agent, Pearl Harbor scholar, 
grandson of Admiral Husband Kimmel

 



“Fascinating and compulsively readable. What a book! The House Un-American Activities Committee transcripts are arresting in their exposure of White’s duplicity.”

—Louise Barnett, Ph.D., 
professor of American Studies, Rutgers University, 
author of Atrocity and American Military Justice 
in Southeast Asia and Touched by Fire 


 



“John Koster’s Operation Snow opens a whole new window on the Russian role in fomenting Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor to safeguard Russia’s eastern front.”

—Edward H. Bonekemper III, 
Civil War historian, author of Grant and Lee


 



“Since the November 1917 Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, communist regimes have killed at least 100 million people. Now, thanks to John Koster, we must add American, Japanese, and other casualties of World War II in the Pacific to the already staggering number of victims of communism. Koster establishes beyond any doubt that on Stalin’s orders, Harry Dexter White subverted America’s national interests in the western Pacific and northeast Asia.”

—John Czop, 
editor, Polish Action


 



“This book is important because Harry Dexter White was the most dangerous traitor in American history.”

—Mikhail Smirnov, MA, 
Moscow University, former Soviet soldier

 



“Highly readable and full of startling information. Koster’s massive use of translated material and full text of federal documents never before published makes a very strong case against Harry Dexter White.”

—Angus Kress Gillespie, 
professor of American Studies, Rutgers University





To Sergeant John Cordes, United States Army Air Corps;
 Petty Officer Harold Traber, United States Navy; and
 Ensign Takeo Obo, Imperial Japanese Navy—the uncle
 I never met, the cousin who once saved my life, and the
 brother-in-law who explained the other side to me.
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 INTRODUCTION


Why another book about Pearl Harbor? Obviously, because none of the other books got it right. I started my adult reading with Day of Infamy by Walter Lord—at the end of his life, Walter was a cherished friend of the family—and I would not presume to rival his mastery of what the attack looked like to the people who were there. After that, it all kind of went downhill.


Day of Infamy came out in 1957—the version I first read as a teenager was serialized in Life magazine when it was still a weekly. My senior cousin, Harold Traber, fought the Japanese off Saipan, in the Philippines, and at Okinawa; a kamikaze once slammed into a compartment where he had been sleeping a couple days before.  He saw the mass suicides of Japanese settlers on Saipan and wept at the sight of dead women and children floating in the water. He survived the killer typhoon that capsized three destroyers just like his own. He also saw a Japanese pilot from a shot-down plane pull a pistol and try to shoot it out with his own Fletcher-class destroyer. His ship depth-charged a Japanese submarine and got an oil slick but no bodies or wreckage and no confirmation. Hank was on the third ship into Tokyo Bay, the USS Cushing. He later splurged on the whole series of official books about the history of the U.S. Navy in World War II and on the comprehensive books about U.S. destroyer and submarine operations in World War II by Theodore Roscoe.

Another senior cousin, John Cordes, was killed in a B-17 bomber over Germany. His daughter grew up without a father because her mother never remarried. My own father served thirty months in the infantry. He left the U.S. Army a buck sergeant with double lobar pneumonia, a mild limp, and a medical discharge. Uncle Al Phillips, Uncle Dan Bravman, and Uncle Herb Pooley also served in World War II. None of what any of them told me bore the slightest resemblance to the “official version.” I watched Victory at Sea by Richard Hanser and Henry Salomon, with that magnificent Wagnerian music by Richard Rodgers and Robert Russell Bennett, every Saturday night, right before my weekly bath. I learned to love thematic music and became a very imperfect Wagnerite, but as I read more, things got worse.

My father, though he was a U.S. veteran and a third-generation American, was fully bilingual—trilingual in a sense, since he had picked up German from his grandmother and the handyman, and neighborhood Italian by osmosis—and we had some interesting guests for Thanksgiving dinners: a Polish countess who had been dispossessed by the Soviets and raped by Russian soldiers in Berlin; the daughter of a German physician, once engaged to a Jewish  man, later married to a World War I sniper; a Hungarian conscript who had been captured in the Ukraine with twenty-five of his buddies and was one of two who survived the Gulag in Siberia; Russians whose kids I met in college and who prided themselves on having soldiered for the Wehrmacht; any number of Germans I met in the skilled trades who had beat it out of Prussia or Saxony one jump ahead of the Red Army; Frenchmen who had been in the Resistance and Englishmen who had been in the London fire brigade or the RAF and who told me that, in retrospect, the war was not exactly as depicted in textbooks. I began to have serious doubts about the black-and-white, good guy–bad guy history I learned from high school and Hollywood.

While I was recollecting memories of World War II stateside, my wife, Shizuko, who as a baby embarrassed her mother by crying during an American air raid on Tokyo, also had some memories. She grew up amid the wreckage of a city where more people died than at Hiroshima, foraging for edible weeds. Her mother, still alive at 106 at the time of this writing, had once shopped for vegetables with Hideki Tojo’s wife. Her older brother had been a kamikaze pilot and saw the family house burn. Shizuko’s family did not understand the total picture any better than I did, but my dealings with them convinced me that all Japanese were not congenitally homicidal. Something had to be lurking beneath the surface to trigger an attack on a country with twice their population and twenty times their natural resources.

The other books on the subject were not much help. Samuel Eliot Morison’s official history was written with such eloquence that I wondered if I was reading about the Peloponnesian War instead of the one I had heard about from my father and Hank Traber. Morison’s references to “the gods of battle,” “the Fates,” and—so help me—“the Indian sign” did not ring true to me. Morison’s Pearl Harbor was the opening gun of a German-Japanese attempt to take over the world—period—despite the staggering amount of evidence that neither Japan nor Germany had wanted a war with the United States in 1941. Henry Salomon had been Morison’s chief assistant. Morison ended his chapter on Pearl Harbor with a quotation from Sophocles, dead a mere 2,300 years when the bombs fell on the Pacific Fleet. Go figure.

Walter Lord was better, but he tended to ignore the question of motivation. Lord served in Army Intelligence in London in World War II, and—unlike Morison and most of the other mainstream historians—he was not a racist, though he was certainly a patriot. His one literary flop was a book he wrote in praise of the civil rights movement.

Gordon Prange, given the last word on the subject by the historical establishment, blandly dismissed the plausible warnings by the Yugoslav-German double agent Dusko Popov and the Korean patriot Kilsoo Haan of an attack on Pearl Harbor. The latter even had the date right. The United States certainly took these two seriously after the attack. Both Popov and Haan were threatened with retribution if they went public with news of their attempts to warn the government.

On the other hand, John Toland in Infamy mingled some very plausible information—including slightly convoluted accounts of Popov and Haan—with some outright nonsense. Toland was on the right track, but his occasional problems with accuracy undermined what could have been a strong case. He had the concept right but his facts were all over the map.

Still worse was Harry Elmer Barnes. In his account, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who supposedly inherited a deep love of China from his grandfather, deliberately planned the attack on Pearl Harbor. FDR’s grandfather, Warren Delano, was an opium trader, and his views on the Chinese, as revealed by my friend and former editor Geoffrey Ward, were contemptuous and deeply racist.  Delano once accidentally shot and killed a Chinese boatman, gave the widow $150, and told her the accident was the best thing that could have happened to her family. He despised an American who treated his Chinese concubine like an actual wife and loved his half-Chinese children. People of that ilk do not lose sleep over Japanese atrocities, real or fake, and this kind of family sentiment did not launch World War II.

The man who came closest to the truth was Herbert Romerstein, co-author of The Venona Secrets. A dropout from high school communism and later a U.S. counter-intelligence worker, Romerstein based his hatred of communism on what he saw as a soldier during the Korean War. The Koreans are a great source for the facts about the evils of communism, but their objectivity on Japanese foreign policy is open to question. When it rains on a Korean wedding, the Koreans wonder how the Japanese made this happen. Romerstein, with his affection for the hard-working and generally lovable Koreans, failed to see that Japan did not want a war with the United States in 1941 and did whatever it could to avoid such a war. The Koreans, however, cannot otherwise be discounted as observers. They courageously opposed Japanese and Russian colonialism as the Japanese opposed American and European colonialism. A historian needs both a Japanese and a Korean perspective if he is to understand why Japan attacked Pearl Harbor.





CHAPTER 1

 MEETING OF MASTERMINDS


Vitalii Pavlov groped through his pocket and finally came up with two quarters and a dime. He was nervous. At twenty-seven, Pavlov was the second in command of Soviet espionage operations for the NKVD in the United States, following a purge in which Josef Stalin had murdered many of the senior agents. Successor to the Cheka and predecessor of the KGB, which replaced it in 1946, the NKVD was a murderous agency with its own foreign policy. Pavlov had arrived in the United States a month earlier, in April 1941, and was still fumbling through a new world of cultural confusion. Blond, handsome, self-conscious about his shaky command of English, and in over his head in the  lethal world of espionage, Pavlov was on a mission of importance far beyond his years or experience.

Pavlov slid into a phone booth in Washington, D.C., and shut the door. He inserted the coins into the unfamiliar telephone, heard the clink and jangle, and dialed. The phone started to ring. He said later that he felt time had stopped. Someone picked up at the other end.

“White here,” the voice said.

“Mr. White, I’m a friend of your old friend Bill,” Pavlov said. “Bill is in the Far East and wants to meet with you when he comes back. He wants you to meet with me right now.”

Harry Dexter White was the director of the Division of Monetary Research of the U.S. Treasury Department. “Bill” was Iskhak Abdulovich Akhmerov, a Russified Tatar NKVD agent posing as an expert on China whom White had met two years earlier on the recommendation of Joseph Katz, yet another NKVD agent and active “first line” spy recruiter. Katz was co-owner of a New York City glove manufacturing company which operated as a cover. Akhmerov, a Bolshevik since his teens in 1919, with dark hair, narrow eyes, and a square classic profile, was handsome in a Hollywood tough-guy way that women found fascinating. Katz, who wore alarmingly thick eyeglasses, full dentures, and walked with a limp, spoke German, Lithuanian, Russian, and Yiddish. He was a superb middleman in the world of espionage because he looked nothing like a spy.

“I have a pretty busy schedule,” White said nervously. Pavlov was ready for this. NKVD sources had described White as a dedicated communist sympathizer and a source of information since the mid-1930s, but also as timid and rather cowardly.

“I’m only going to be in Washington for a few days, and it’s important to Bill that you meet with me,” Pavlov said. “If you can give me half an hour at Old Ebbitt Grill, I’ll pay for the lunch.” 


“How will I know who you are?” White asked.

“I’ll try to get to restaurant a few minutes before you do,” Pavlov said, sensing agreement. “I’m of average height, blond hair, and I’ll be carrying a copy of New Yorker and leave it on table.”

“All right,” White said reluctantly.

Pavlov had breakfast the next day with his handler, an NKVD agent known as Michael, and went over the details as they rode to the Old Ebbitt Grill in a Soviet embassy limousine. Michael reminded him that White was a senior official of the United States government and that Pavlov should not make any offer that included outright treason, for fear of entrapment and the notoriety that entrapment might bring. Michael reminded Pavlov that he was protected by a diplomatic courier’s passport, and even if White refused to help and turned him in to the FBI, Pavlov himself would be safe—though with the tacit understanding that Comrade Stalin did not like people to fail.

Michael probably knew, even if Pavlov did not, that Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s most devoted follower and the top Nazi fluent in English, had flown to a meeting with British aristocrats on May 10 to make an astounding offer. Britain, then apparently losing the war with the Hitler-Stalin alliance, could have peace with Germany if Britain agreed to stay neutral in the coming clash between Germany and Russia. Hitler offered to evacuate France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Norway, and Denmark, keeping only German-speaking Luxembourg and Alsace-Lorraine, if Winston Churchill stepped down as prime minister and Britain gave Germany a free hand in Eastern Europe. The control of Russian farmland and resources had obsessed Hitler since he and Hess hammered out Mein Kampf in 1923–1924. Churchill would not step down. The British did not trust Hitler, and they, like the Germans, wrote off Rudolf Hess as a self-promoting lunatic. But the NKVD knew that  Britain’s consideration of Hess’s proposed alliance could not be ignored. It comported with Britain’s traditional hostility to Russia and its more recent fear of communism.

“Comrade Akhmerov’s ideas are all compatible with the national security of the United States,” Michael told Pavlov. “White is already anti-fascist, so make sure to emphasize that these ideas are dictated by the need to counteract German fascism and Japanese militarism.... Tell him that we anticipate a Hitlerite attack on our country, and, by protecting us from the aggression of Japan in the Far East, he will assist in strengthening the Soviet Union in Europe. Anything that helps bridle Japanese expansion in China, Manchuria, or Indochina would be equally useful to us and to the American interests in the Pacific region. If you need to, remember to mention the Tanaka Memorial.”

The Tanaka Memorial, supposedly Japan’s scheme for a world takeover, was a Soviet forgery that dated back to 1931. The Russian forgers claimed it was a memorandum from Gi’ichi Tanaka, a soldier in the Russo-Japanese War and the Japanese prime minister in 1927, just after Emperor Hirohito’s ascension to the throne. The Tanaka Memorial detailed the need to conquer first China, then Russia, then Western Europe, and finally North and South America. When renegade Japanese communists translated the Tanaka Memorial from its original Russian, its expressions were so foreign to Japanese thought and idiom that it was instantly recognized as a fake.

Michael had just described to Pavlov what Soviet intelligence had code-named “Operation Snow.” For the Soviet Union to be able to fend off a German attack from the west, the Japanese threat from the east would have to be neutralized. A war between Japan and the United States would achieve that goal nicely. Pavlov’s job was to find a friend in the U.S. government with enough  influence over American policy to subtly but effectively provoke that war.

Pavlov was calm when he arrived at the Old Ebbitt Grill to meet White and found an empty table. He set out his copy of the New Yorker and noticed with satisfaction that he was the only blond customer in the dining room. A few moments later, Harry Dexter White walked in. Pavlov recognized him from Akhmerov’s description—energetic if slightly pudgy, with a small dark moustache and metal-frame glasses. Pavlov took him to be between thirty-five and forty years old, though White in fact was almost fifty. His childlike timidity made him look younger than he was.

Pavlov stood up. “Mr. White.”

“Mr. Pavlov,” White replied as he walked over. Pavlov noticed that White had mild, sad eyes. As they were shaking hands, the waiter walked up.

“May I take your order?”

“You can just order breakfast for me,” Pavlov said. White spoke to the waiter and then turned back to Pavlov.

“I must apologize for my barbarous English,” Pavlov said. “I’ve been living in China long time, far from civilization.”

“I don’t believe that will prevent us from getting to know one another,” White said gently. (This was an ironic remark. White had tried to teach himself Russian—with little success—so he understood Pavlov’s problem. In Chinese and Japanese, as in Russian, there are no definite and indefinite articles, and people who translate their thoughts literally into English tend to sound rather primitive even if the thoughts themselves are elegant or profound.)

“Bill sends you his regards,” Pavlov said. “He’s friend of mine, but he’s actually more like an instructor, whom I deeply respect—you understand?”

White nodded with approval.

“Bill has told me little bit about you,” Pavlov said. “He asked me for a favor which I willingly granted. He emphasized that I should try to be very genuine and that it was impossible to postpone the message until he returns home and can meet you.”

“When is Bill coming to the USA?” White asked.

“Bill wants to come back as soon as possible, no later than end of this year,” Pavlov said. “He is trying to figure out the American and Japanese attitudes. The expansion of Japan into Asia has him constantly alert. This is why he asked me to meet you, only if you didn’t object, to get acquainted with the idea that he’s most involved with right now.”

Pavlov was lying. Akhmerov was not in China—he was in Moscow under detention. Akhmerov had broken protocol by romancing and marrying an American communist, Helen Lowry, a niece of Earl Browder, the highly visible leader of the Communist Party of the United States. Stalin’s paranoid binge of executing his own followers had brought Akhmerov back to Moscow to answer charges, and he had been spared execution but put on hold. Akhmerov was eagerly awaiting the results of the dialogue between White and Pavlov.

“I had a good impression of Bill when I met him a couple of years ago,” White said. “He’s obviously a very wise person. I’ll be glad to listen to you.”

“I must apologize again for my lack of English knowledge,” Pavlov said with a smile. He dipped into his breast pocket and put a small, folded note on the table in front of White, next to the New Yorker. White unfolded the note and read it carefully. His eyes betrayed astonishment and apprehension, but his mouth and breathing were under tight control as he read an outline of Operation Snow.

“I’m amazed at the concurrence of my own ideas with what Bill thinks, according to this,” White gasped, to explain his visible  response. His pudgy face was pale. White tried to tuck the note into his own breast pocket, but when Pavlov stuck his hand out for it he tamely gave it back.

“I’m going to China in couple of days, and Bill wishes to know your opinion,” Pavlov said. “In fact, he is so worried whether he is going to see a management of the USA of the Japanese threat, and whether something will be done to bridle the Asian aggressor.”

“You can tell Bill this from me,” White said nervously. “I’m very grateful for the ideas that corresponded to my own about that specific region.... I’ve already started to think about what is possible and what is necessary to undertake... and I believe with the support of a well-informed expert, I can undertake necessary efforts in the necessary direction.... Did you understand everything I just said?”

“You are very grateful of ideas that correspond with your own about that specific region.... You have already started to think about what is possible and what is necessary to undertake ... and you believe with the help of well-informed expert, you can undertake necessary efforts in necessary direction.”

White nodded with satisfaction. “Karasho,” he said in Russian with an American accent. “Your memorization is very good.... Let me pay for lunch.... I ordered it.”

When Vitalii Pavlov walked out of the Old Ebbitt Grill, he was a “made man” in Soviet intelligence. He survived subsequent paranoid purges as Stalin slipped into senescence, and he later retired as a lieutenant general of the KGB. Akhmerov, the mastermind behind the plot, was restored to Stalin’s good graces and was back in the United States by September, in charge of the most successful NKVD spy operation in history. Akhmerov would remain head of the Soviet espionage program in the United States until 1948. Katz fell from favor when he admitted he was not man  enough to kill Elizabeth Bentley, “The Red Spy Queen,” after her defection. Bentley had always said she found the gentle little cripple likable, so sentiment may also have been involved. Katz was shuffled back to Europe. Harry Dexter White, a trusted assistant to Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s close friend and secretary of the Treasury, Henry Morgenthau Jr., had just bought Vitalii Pavlov lunch. White had also accepted a written NKVD order on behalf of Josef Stalin to protect the Soviet Union’s Pacific flank. He had agreed to provoke a war between the United States and Japan.





CHAPTER 2

 AGENT OF INFLUENCE


Harry Dexter White was never actually a member of the Communist Party USA. He worked under deep cover, posing as a conventional, rather conservative economist whose specialty was international financial relations. On the surface, he never ventured farther to the left than his one-time hero John Maynard Keynes, the British economist. Behind the scenes, White was the brains behind Henry Morgenthau Jr., who in turn tried to be the brains behind Franklin D. Roosevelt.

Roosevelt, an Anglo-Dutch patrician from the Hudson River Valley of New York, coasted to success after Groton and Harvard through his double relationship to President Theodore Roosevelt—once remotely through birth, and again more intimately through  marriage to his cousin Eleanor, TR’s niece. People who had watched Franklin grow up said that the family’s main problem would be preventing him from becoming president of the United States. The girls at the Seven Sisters colleges, who were courted by Ivy League men, used his initials—FDR—as an abbreviation for “feather duster” and thought of him as a light-weight, though he was a good football player and a marvel on the dance floor.

Roosevelt was never a communist. He was an astute, intuitive politician with a liberal program—which the Depression made imperative—who thought he could use the communists, just as the communists thought they could use him. FDR, in fact, had been preconditioned to dislike radical politics by two events that could have cost him his life. Two narrow escapes may have convinced him that he was a man of destiny and also that a benign authoritarian government was vital to the interests of his own family and social class.

In 1919, when he was assistant secretary of the Navy, Roosevelt was at a somewhat bibulous party with Attorney General Mitchell Palmer, who asked him for a ride home. Roosevelt, whose own drinking was under control at that point, gladly obliged. Palmer asked Roosevelt to stop off for a nightcap in his home library, but Roosevelt declined the offer. Palmer went straight to bed and Roosevelt drove away. That night, an anarchist dropped off a bomb that blew up the library and could have killed Roosevelt and Palmer if they had sat up drinking there. The anarchist himself was killed by the premature explosion of the bomb.

On February 15, 1933, Roosevelt, then the president-elect, was in Miami, Florida, to deliver a speech. Crippled by then with polio, Roosevelt was sitting atop the back seat of a convertible. Giuseppe Zangara, an Italian-born anarchist with mental health problems, popped up from the crowd and started shooting. A woman hit Zangara’s arm with her purse, and his shots struck four  other people, including Mayor Anton Cermak of Chicago, but not Roosevelt. Whether these random homicide attempts predisposed FDR to favor authoritarian government—communism, or, in its earlier days, Nazism—is anybody’s guess, but he clearly believed that the best government was the government that protected the common man from himself.

Roosevelt relied heavily on his secretary of the Treasury, Henry Morgenthau Jr., the scion of a German-Jewish family whose large fortune was built by Henry Morgenthau Sr. The first member of the family in America, Lazarus Morgenthau, emigrated from the Kaiser’s tolerant Germany, where a prosperous and overwhelmingly loyal Jewish community had enjoyed full civil rights for almost a century. Lazarus, however, was near-bankrupt in the most prosperous era in German history. He stayed near bankruptcy in America, backing inventions he could not market, such as a “tongue scraper.” He was a gifted eccentric. His son, Henry Morgenthau Sr., more gifted and not at all eccentric, made a substantial fortune in New York real estate. A force in the Democratic Party and a strong supporter of Woodrow Wilson, Morgenthau was unable to obtain a cabinet-level appointment—prejudice against Jews was strong in large parts of the Democratic constituency—but he was able to win appointment as ambassador to the Ottoman Empire in 1913. He distinguished himself in that position by bringing the Armenian genocide to the attention of the West and is honored as a hero by the Armenian people. He was a brilliant man, an exemplary citizen, and a genuine humanitarian.

Henry Morgenthau Sr. and his wife had three daughters and one son, Henry Morgenthau Jr. The boy was something of a disappointment at first. His father sent him to Cornell, where he studied architecture, possibly with an idea that he could help run the Morgenthau family’s massive real estate operations, but young Henry never finished college. Morgenthau eventually set Henry  up as a gentleman farmer on an estate propitiously near the property of Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt. His path to success in the Democratic Party was paved by his father’s intelligence, reputation, and money. Morgenthau’s government service began in the Department of Agriculture and later brought him to the Treasury. He was governed throughout his career by two concerns: a decent attempt to defend the Jewish community from its worst threat since Roman times and a constant fear of offending the Hudson Valley grandee who gave him his cabinet job despite his shaky academic and intellectual qualifications.

Harry Dexter White—his birth name was either Weit or Weiss—came up the hard way, not as a rich man’s son like Franklin Roosevelt or Henry Morgenthau Jr. Born on October 29, 1892, he was the youngest of the five sons of Jacob Weit, a Jewish peddler who came to America from Lithuania when that Baltic nation was an unhappy part of the Russian empire. White later appropriated the name Dexter from an Anglo-Saxon friend. White’s Jewish ancestors had been persecuted by the tsarist regime, often out of resentment for their intelligence and learning, just as he himself—small, clumsy, annoying in his intelligence—was persecuted by ruffians in the tough working-class Boston neighborhood where he grew up.

Despite this background, White had aspirations. He belonged to a grade-school reading group that met one night a week at the Webster Literary Club, where each boy would read a composition he had written. White’s hard-working father eventually owned four hardware or crockery stores, and he moved his wife, Sarah, and the seven children to suburban Everett, where Harry attended high school. His grades were mediocre. After graduating, he took over his father’s hardware and crockery business with two of his brothers but did not like it. In 1911, Harry was admitted conditionally to the Massachusetts Agricultural  College (today’s University of Massachusetts) after failing the U.S. history and civics entrance examinations. He stayed in college only one semester, leaving with a C+ average.

White was still working in the family business when the United States declared war on Germany in April 1917. Four days after the declaration of war, he enlisted in the Army. His strong performance in a military science course at Massachusetts Agricultural College won him admission to Officer Candidates School, to be turned into what Army regulars called “a ninety-day wonder”—a freshly minted second lieutenant. In the wartime swirl he met Anne Terry, a student at Pembroke College in Providence, Rhode Island. Like White, she was a child of Jewish immigrants from the Russian empire—in her case, from the Ukraine. Unlike White, she was an excellent student, almost a prodigy. They married just before he was shipped overseas with the infantry.

Second Lieutenant White got to France with the American Expeditionary Force, but he never saw combat. For most of his Army career he worked at administrative jobs, including the management of an orphanage for the cast-off children of American doughboys and French and Belgian girls. He returned to the United States as a first lieutenant in 1919, left the Army with an honorable discharge, and moved to New York City, where he turned his sad experience at the orphanage for unwanted children into a job as the manager of a settlement house where poor immigrants came for help with their health, their English, and their grocery bills and rent. Day-to-day contact with poor people who lacked the intelligence and initiative of Jacob and Sarah Weit convinced Harry that the world was a cruel place and that an education was crucial. He enrolled at Columbia University in February 1922 and studied there for three semesters, earning much better grades than he did at Massachusetts Agricultural College. He transferred to Stanford  University in California and received his bachelor’s degree “with great distinction” in 1924, winning the coveted Phi Beta Kappa key. The next year, he received a master’s degree in economics from Stanford.

Marriage to Anne Terry and his academic success increased White’s self-confidence, and he developed a “take-charge” personality. Once, driving through a small town in rural California with Anne by his side, White spotted a house fire. He parked the car, jumped out, and took charge of the volunteer firemen, who had never seen him before. Under his command, the firemen saved the furniture and most of the house. Harry and Anne rode off into the sunset like the hero and heroine of a cowboy movie.

White’s next stop was Harvard, where he earned a doctorate in economics in 1930. He then began teaching economics there as an adjunct professor, as well as at Simmons College in Boston.

White did not obtain a permanent position at Harvard. William James had demanded that Harvard accept Jewish professors at the turn of the century, but there was still an unspoken but palpable quota. So in 1932 White moved with Anne and their two daughters to Appleton, Wisconsin, and joined the economics faculty at Lawrence College. The same year, Lionel Trilling became the first Jewish instructor in the English department at Columbia, Trilling’s own alma mater and the most liberal campus in the Ivy League. “My appointment to an instructorship in Columbia College was pretty openly regarded as an experiment and for some time my career at the College was conditioned by my being Jewish,” Trilling would recall. He was summarily—and unfairly—dismissed in 1936 and told that as “a Freudian, a Marxist, and a Jew” he would be “more comfortable” somewhere else. Trilling, who preferred the classics to the moderns and actually despised Stalinism, talked them out of it, and by the time he finally became a full professor in 1948,  he was one of the most popular figures at Columbia and generally regarded as America’s greatest living literary critic.

Students interviewed by Time magazine in the 1950s did not think White was anything like Lionel Trilling. They remembered him as “an excellent instructor but a distant, arrogant man who thought that the White opinion was the only opinion.” His classroom teaching was standard conservative economics, but his one book, based on his Harvard dissertation, contained tributes to Lauchlin Currie, who read the manuscript, and George Silverman, who clarified certain points. Both would later be exposed as Soviet agents.

In June 1934, as Franklin Roosevelt and his advisors were struggling to lift the United States out of the Great Depression, Harry Dexter White was tapped for a summer assignment at the U.S. Treasury by Jacob Viner, an internationally known economist from the University of Chicago who was said to be an even tougher professor than White. Viner was a liberal but not a communist and part of FDR’s famous “Brain Trust.” White wrote some memoranda on the gold standard and international trade that attracted notice in the administration. The New Dealers were struck by the transformation of the United States from a land of self-sufficient farmers and craftsmen into an industrial power with international ties. Many of these men were simply warm-hearted Americans who felt sorry for the poor and the downtrodden. Others were closet communists or, like White, intense communist sympathizers.

White’s affinity for communism went through two phases. In the first phase he was a communist in everything but name and an active conduit of U.S. government secrets. In the second phase, he dived for cover after a serious scare and posed as an ostentatiously loyal American while his betrayals grew more furtive—and more lethal. He seems to have become an admirer of Soviet communism  around 1934, about the time he came to Washington. Almost immediately, he began passing classified information to agents of the Soviet Union.
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