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“[W]ho having a practiced vision may not see that ignorance of the true bond between events, and false conceit of means whereby sequences may be compelled—like that falsity of eyesight which overlooks the gradations of distance, seeing that which is afar off as if it were within a step or a grasp—precipitates the mistaken soul on destruction?”

—George Eliot, Daniel Deronda (1876)








One WHY WALLACE?


“WE WANT WALLACE! WE WANT WALLACE!…”

Claude Pepper’s heart was racing. This was it, the senator thought; now or never.

Desperate to get the chairman’s attention, he climbed on a chair, waving his state’s banner. He leaped up and down, yelling. But the din smothered his voice. Someone had killed his microphone.

“WE WANT WALLACE! WE WANT WALLACE!…”

From the podium, an alarmed Samuel Jackson avoided the senator’s gaze.

There was only one chance now. Pepper needed to reach the convention stage.

He elbowed his way through the sea of chanting bodies. Delegates, reporters, and spectators turned to watch as he fought his way to the front.

If he could get there in time, he could nominate Henry Wallace—now, while the hall was his. The vice president would not only keep his post, but would become the frail president’s heir apparent. The party bosses, for all their powers of backroom dealing, could not control a frenzied crowd.

“WE WANT WALLACE! WE WANT WALLACE!…”

Pepper reached the gate barring the path to the stage. He smiled at the guard, an old friend from the railway unions. The man smiled back, opening the latch.

Jackson turned to see Pepper dashing up the stairs.

This was not in the script. Shaken, he turned back to the crowd.

“Motion made, the convention adjourned,” he announced. “All in favor of the motion, let me know by saying ‘aye’!”

Pepper neared the top step; voices yelled back, “AYE!”

The gavel struck. Bang!

“Convention adjourned!” Jackson yelled. Voices came back, louder now: “NO, NO, NO!…”

The following night, July 21, 1944, it was all over. Harry Truman, “the Missouri Compromise,” was elected on the second ballot.

He, and not Henry Wallace, would be FDR’s running mate.

He, and not Henry Wallace, would become president of the United States.



The space between history and fiction, between what was and what wasn’t, can be so small, yet loom so large. Jackson would later tell Pepper that he hated what he had done. But what if the senator had been quicker to the podium? The failed nomination of Henry Wallace remains one of history’s fascinating what-ifs, perpetually reversed and rerun in works of imaginative speculation—in books, in films, and even in theater productions.1

Had Henry Wallace kept his place on the Democratic ticket in June 1944, he would have become president of the United States on April 12, 1945—the day Franklin Roosevelt died. With Henry Wallace in the White House, there would have been no Truman Doctrine. No Marshall Plan. No NATO. No West Germany. No policy of containment. All of these initiatives, foundational to what has been called “the American Century,” Henry Wallace opposed.

According to the film director and screenwriter Oliver Stone, and activist-historian collaborator Peter Kuznick, a Wallace presidency would also have meant no Cold War.2 This claim has captivated idealistic young people across America. It is, understandably, comforting and inspiring to hear that peace needs only a leader who believes in it.

Yet Stone’s claim, given his media presence, has vexed pedigreed historians such as Yale’s John Lewis Gaddis and Princeton’s Sean Wilentz.3 From what we today know of Soviet ambitions in the early postwar years, a Wallace presidency could only have resulted in a delayed Cold War—delayed, that is, until November 1948, at which time he would almost surely have been defeated in an election. Wallace himself doubted he could have swung Congress or “public opinion” in his favor. “[I]t is a very grave question whether I would have been [elected] with the tactics that I would have used in order to preserve the peace,” he reflected in retirement. Most likely, he concluded, “I was done a very great favor when I was not named in ’44.”4

In any case, a delayed Cold War would have come at great cost to U.S. security and economic interests. A failure to resist and deter Joseph Stalin would likely have meant Soviet domination of northern Iran, eastern Turkey, the Turkish Straits, Hokkaido, the Korean Peninsula, Greece, and all of Germany. Stalin, contrary to Wallace’s professions of belief, coveted these territories, and never valued peace for its own sake. As Churchill said in his famous “Iron Curtain” speech of March 5, 1944, Stalin did not desire war but “the fruits of war.”5 He valued the opportunities that a passive United States afforded him to expand his empire. And so to imagine that Oliver Stone’s World That Wasn’t is a better world than that which emerged under Harry Truman is to imagine that wider Russian dominion would somehow have afforded humanity more freedom, more prosperity, and more security.

From 1933 to 1949, Henry Wallace imagined his own World That Wasn’t. It was a world in which a new sovereign spiritual paradise was to emerge in Central Asia, arrogating territory contested by four world powers. It was a world in which Siberia, traversed by Wallace for four weeks in 1944, was testament to Soviet economic, social, and artistic accomplishment, and not home to a vast prison-labor complex. It was a world in which Stalin, having no territorial ambitions in Europe or Asia, wished only to perfect “economic democracy” at home. It was a world in which Henry Wallace believed deeply and passionately—at least until he didn’t. Much would change in 1950.



Besides being a compelling focal point for counterfactual history, Henry Wallace is a fascinating human being—one who has been incompletely, and often inaccurately, portrayed by his chroniclers. This failing owes both to ideological factors and a lack of access to critical historical documents.

Wallace’s biographers have tended to see him as a well-meaning visionary—one who was occasionally led astray by an excess of exuberance and a dearth of vigilance.6 Yet none of them made use of the remarkable trove of Russian archival material that was, at least until the invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, accessible to the curious and persistent, nor of revealing FBI surveillance transcripts, relevant to many important episodes in Wallace’s career. These include his appointment of Nicholas Roerich, a White Russian mystic with a revolutionary political agenda, to lead an expedition to Central Asia in 1934–35; his weeks-long trek through an NKVD-constructed Potemkin continent in Siberia in spring 1944; his rash freelance diplomacy with Chinese leader Chiang Kai-shek, uncovered by a Soviet official, in the week which followed; his manipulation by Soviet assets within the Commerce Department in 1945–1946; and his back-channel collusion with Stalin to undermine official U.S. foreign policy in the presidential election of 1948.

These episodes show Wallace as not just naïve, but at times reckless and lacking in candor. No doubt, he believed that what he said and did, when he said and did it, were in the best interests of his country and humanity at large. But it is notable that within a year of being trounced as a presidential candidate in 1948, he began a dramatic revision of his views of the Soviet Union and Communist influence within the Commerce Department and the Progressive Party he led. This revision would be ignored or glossed over by acolytes, such as Stone and Kuznik, leaving an incomplete and distorted portrait of the man and his evolution.

Henry Wallace was a most unlikely politician, and could almost certainly never have attained elective office other than as FDR’s running mate. He had distinct intellectual and personality traits which we today associate with Asperger’s syndrome7—a condition first described by the Austrian physician Hans Asperger in 1944, the year in which the Iowan lost his job as vice president.

Wallace was a highly intelligent man, exhibiting great focus and persistence, an aptitude for recognizing hidden physical and numerical patterns, and superior attention to detail—at least when it came to inanimate objects, such as corn, or Lend-Lease matériel in Russia. Like those typically diagnosed with Asperger’s, however, he also had great difficulty with social interactions, which tired or pained him, and he frequently failed to recognize even elementary cues as to people’s motivations and agendas.

Wallace loved humankind, but was mostly vexed or bored by humans—excepting those rare ones who showed insight into matters scientific or spiritual. A relentless empiricist with natural phenomena, such as plants or weather, he was, when it came to political affairs, remarkably credulous and dismissive of facts and evidence. He preached the supremacy of “human rights over property rights,”8 yet excused the absence of human rights in Russia as an unavoidable cost of agricultural and industrial progress. He inspired loyalty among followers, yet could be vindictive toward subordinates or confidants whose actions brought him embarrassment. He had a messianic streak which blinded him to failings and contradictions in his logic. He bore criticism as the biblical burden of righteousness, rarely questioning the plausibility or ethics of his judgments. He joined, and quit, three political parties, leaving supporters bitter and disillusioned.

Still, this most unpromising of political figures came within a whisker of becoming FDR’s successor at a critical crossroads in twentieth-century geopolitics. And even if the Cold War had only been delayed by a Wallace presidency, postwar history would no doubt have been very different because of it.






Two OF MAIZE, MATH, AND MYSTICISM


Of the boy’s Christian name, there was never a doubt. It was to be Henry. His father was a Henry. His father’s father was a Henry. Such was the family tradition, and the boy would carry it on with his own first son.

His mother having been christened Mary Brodhead, however, the boy’s full name should, by custom, have been Henry Brodhead Wallace. Yet whereas Calvinist Mary had due regard for custom, such regard was not uncritical, and Brodhead was simply not good enough for her Henry.

Mary was, in spirit, not a Brodhead, but an Agard—the Agards being the superior clan. Among her earliest American forebears was one Arthur Agard, believed to have been knighted “Sir Arthur” back in England. A later Agard, Noah, had fought in the Revolution under General Washington. No such distinctions attached to the Brodheads. And so Mary’s superior son was to be an Agard: Henry Agard Wallace.

Henry, or “Agard” or “H.A.,” as he would often be called, to distinguish him from his father and grandfather, was born in a modest frame house about five miles outside the village of Orient, Iowa1—sixty-four miles southwest of the state capital, Des Moines. The year was 1888. A quarter century earlier, the young American nation had been convulsed in war with itself. A quarter century later, it would, in defiance of George Washington’s legendary admonition, be violently entangled on the European continent—a continent from which America could no longer remain isolated. The great industrial age advances in technology had shrunk the world.

Eighteen eighty-eight was the year in which the American inventor William Seward Burroughs patented his remarkable new adding machine, the year in which George Eastman patented his “roll-film camera,” the year in which two-and-a-half-pound Edith Eleanor McLean became the first infant successfully nursed to self-sufficiency in an incubator machine. It was the year in which Nikola Tesla patented his revolutionary induction motor, the year in which Elisha Gray patented his telautograph (a precursor to the fax machine), the year in which Samuel J. Mixter patented his charger for magazine firearms.2 It was also the year in which the National Geographic Society, an institution dedicated to the diffusion of knowledge from around the globe, was born in Washington, D.C. It was, in short, a time midway between the existential struggles of an insular pioneer America and the far-flung exertions of a rapidly maturing America, hesitantly flexing its newfound technological, industrial, and military muscle.

Little Henry was born on the seventh day of October. October was a beautiful month in Iowa—Iowa meaning “The Beautiful Land” in the language of the native tribes.3 From the middle of August until early November, the state was typically blessed with a long “fall” season of near-continuous mild, bright, clear, sunny days, with flowers growing on the wide, rolling prairies, surrounded by lush forests; forests filled with oak and maple, elm and linden, alder and aspen, interspersed with blue brooks flowing over pebbled earth. The low grounds of these fertile lands were well suited to the growing of flint corn, known to the European settlers as “Indian corn.” Their tall, tasseled, tightly spaced stalks would soar from the deep, rich soil, their tops undulating in the light, dry wind.4 Born during the harvest, Henry would cultivate a long, discerning, and prosperous fascination with corn, his state’s most sacred crop.



The Wallaces had immigrated from Scotland and Ireland three generations back, settling in western Pennsylvania. In 1854, John Wallace’s firstborn son, Henry (of course), now eighteen, broke with family tradition and renounced farming, adopting what his mother knew to be the only respectable alternative—preaching.5 “Uncle Henry,” as he was later to be known, became a Presbyterian minister, working as a chaplain to Northern troops during the Civil War.

It was in 1877, eleven years before the Henry of our narrative was born, that the tall, bearded, cigar-smoking Uncle Henry, now forty and suffering from tuberculosis, ecclesiastical angst, and chronically stretched finances, decided to move his wife and five children to Iowa, where he returned to the family roots in farming. This move proved to be salubrious—for his health, for his finances, and for the family legacy. He bought up several productive farms, and became the editor and part-owner of a reputable farm journal. He quickly grasped that rural prosperity, in the America of the late nineteenth century, was bound up with national politics—the politics of tariffs, of trade, of monetary policy; of regulating freight rates and soil conservation—and became a leading voice on such matters. He would in 1895, at age fifty-nine, found his own journal, Wallaces’ Farmer (motto: “Good farming… Clear Thinking… Right Living”), which would become one of the nation’s most authoritative periodicals on matters agricultural—as well as the religious and political viewpoints that ought to attach to them. Now himself a well-regarded national figure, resembling in appearance a prophet of the Old Testament, Uncle Henry was reputedly twice offered, and twice declined, the federal government’s new cabinet post of secretary of agriculture.

Uncle Henry’s son, our young Henry’s father—Henry Cantwell Wallace, known as “Harry” to mitigate the inevitable confusion—lacked the patriarch’s charisma and creative intellect, but proved a capable, hardworking steward of the family enterprise. Born in 1866, Harry would later run the Wallace farms while teaching dairying at Iowa State College in Ames, ultimately taking over Wallaces’ Farmer on Uncle Henry’s passing in 1916. He would shepherd it into a highly profitable national paper of record. With the tremendous growth in demand for farm produce during World War I, it earned the nickname “Wallace’s Gold Mine.” Harry, like his father, would become a leader among the Midwestern farmers against the sundry monopolists who afflicted them. For seventeen years, Harry was secretary of the Corn Belt Meat Producers’ Association, which waged incessant war with the railroads and the Chicago meatpackers. Such battles were, for the Wallaces, God’s work, as well as sound business. Solid, pious Republicans, they opposed irresponsible populists and inflationists, such as the perennial Democratic presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan, as fiercely as they opposed the rail and packing trusts who contended for the soul of their own party.

Unlike his father, Harry would heed the call of political office—serving as secretary of agriculture under Presidents Warren Harding and Calvin Coolidge, from 1921 until his untimely death, at age fifty-eight, in 1924. His tenure was marked by bitter rivalry with fellow Iowan Herbert Hoover, the powerful secretary of commerce whose support for industry, particularly in the form of high industrial tariffs, which limited Europe’s ability to earn dollars with which to buy farm goods, exacerbated the plight of farmers reeling from the loss of wartime markets. Europe could not import U.S. farm products without dollars from manufacturing exports. Harry’s backing for congressional efforts to boost domestic agricultural prices, through the government purchase and dumping abroad of surplus product, was to no avail. Coolidge, in 1927 and again in 1928, vetoed legislation to effect the scheme, arguing that it would exacerbate overproduction and penalize dairy farmers, who would pay more for grain.6 Harry’s failed struggle for “farm relief” would precipitate the family’s permanent break with the Republican Party.

Harry’s son, our young Henry, shared with his industrious father, and father’s father, a devotion to faith and farming, though he identified more with the latter’s idealism than with the former’s pragmatism. “My father,” Henry would later say, “was a curious combination of worldly impulses and a strict sense of duty. He loved high living; he had an Irish heart but a Scottish conscience.”7 Henry silently favored grandfather’s more devout holistic Scottishness. But he did not emulate him; he could not. He lacked the anchor of Uncle Henry’s clear, simple, unchanging humanist convictions. He lacked, as well, the personal magnetism that drew in followers. He loved, above all else, raw, unsentimental ideas, and found plants far more amenable to his direct and unforgiving methods of testing, applying, and expressing them than did people.

Henry grew up with two younger brothers and three younger sisters, as well as local cousins. Though surrounded by free-range adolescents, this shy, serious boy took little interest in—indeed, he disdained—the normal irresponsibilities of youth, and was critical of others for succumbing to them. At age twelve, he was named his district’s “champion plowboy.” When not working on the farm, he loved outings in the woods, and it mattered little to him whether he was alone or with humans. He preferred plants. He was fascinated by their differences. It was his mother, Mary, who first taught him how to crossbreed pansies, and he was instantly drawn to the process of creating new strains and charting the results.

By far the most influential friendship he forged in early childhood was with a brilliant young man who would go on to become one of his nation’s most acclaimed agricultural scientists. Born into slavery in Missouri in c. 1864, George Washington Carver suffered decades of hardship and discrimination before becoming Iowa State’s first Black student in 1891. Tall and slender, inquisitive and philosophical, Carver quickly became an accomplished botanist as well as a talented painter. While working on his master’s degree, he also became the university’s first Black faculty member. Harry Wallace, then a professor at the university, befriended the prodigy and introduced him to Henry—barely four years old at the time. Carver took the boy on long walks, teaching him the rudiments of plant breeding. Though Carver would leave Iowa to become the first director of agricultural research at Alabama’s Tuskegee Institute in 1896, the friendship would mark Henry’s life. Not only did Carver cultivate the boy’s natural interest in plant science in a way that no one else could, but he infused him with the confidence to believe that he, Henry Wallace, could actually improve the knowledge and application of it.8 When Henry would meet the great man again nearly forty years later, it would be as an accomplished plant geneticist in his own right—as well as the nation’s eleventh secretary of agriculture.

But “in my early life,” Wallace later reflected, “I thought completely in terms of seeds, plants, and farming. At that time, I had no thought of public life.”9 Indeed, even before he had entered high school, just after the turn of the new century, his life’s passion had been Iowa’s passion: corn. His beliefs about the crop, however—what distinguished the good from the bad—could not have differed more from those of the experts who dominated the local “corn shows.” It was, for them, a given that the best corn was the best-looking corn. They prized the uniform yellow kernels, and took it for granted that such aesthetic regularity signaled superior quality, hardiness, and yield. To Henry, such thinking was lazy and idiotic. What, after all, did the chief consumers of corn—that is, hogs—care about how it looked? And why should beauty equate with resilience or abundance? At that point, Henry had no clear idea of what the best corn was, but he set out to determine the answers scientifically.

He made his first test planting in the spring of 1904. To get the right answers required an enormous amount of meticulous, laborious work on five acres of land—planning, sorting, breeding, planting, monitoring, harvesting, organizing, calculating—and mistakes at any stage could invalidate his findings. The part which thrilled Henry the most was the last—carrying out the complex set of calculations to compute the yield in bushels per acre. The revelations heightened his love for plants and mathematics: plants because they, unlike people, spoke only God’s truth, and mathematics because it made this truth discernible.

In the end, his findings would forever change how corn was appraised and bred. Yields, he discovered, ranged widely—from thirty-three to seventy-nine bushels—and it was possible, through hybridization, to improve, and then replicate, the highest-yielding versions. He further showed that the ear of corn deemed the finest by the eye of the state’s famed “corn evangelist,” Professor Perry Greeley Holden, was among the lowest yielders, demonstrating that looks meant nothing.10 Henry would spend many years refining his breeding technique. But even after his very first experiment, no agricultural shaman could ever again commit the sin of judging a corn by its color.



In high school, Henry Wallace was, predictably, an excellent student. He was, by his own later recollection, usually “competing with some very bright Jewish girl… to be the brightest [pupil] in the class.”11 Yet he was not what one would today adjudge well rounded. He did not sing in a choir, play in a band, or join a club. Having each day to walk two miles to school, and to milk a cow on his return, he had little time for extracurriculars. But neither did he have the inclination to conform or adapt to groups. Still, being restless and competitive, he embraced a somewhat manic dual-handed approximation of tennis—a game he had never seen played, but which he taught himself by reading a Spalding rule book.

In 1906, he entered the Iowa State College of Agricultural and Mechanical Arts in Ames. Its name, however suggestive of established authority, was at the time aspirational. Its ramshackle campus had yet to acquire even an auditorium or proper library.12

Now eighteen years old, Wallace had reached his full height of five feet, ten inches. He was a trim but farm-solid 150 pounds. His face was an elongated rectangle; his eyes a cool blue-gray; his auburn hair thick, its rightward ends resistant to reason. He smiled infrequently, shaved irregularly, dressed unmindfully. He was, classmates would recall, studious and intense. Though pleasant and approachable, he was averse to speech without informational or spiritual purpose. He did not smoke or drink. He did not swear. He disliked pursuits in which he could discern no prospect for self-improvement, such as telling jokes, playing golf, or reading fiction. He dutifully attended campus functions, bringing a date as obliged, but was more likely to show her the poultry barn than the night sky. When he imagined the future, it was one in which the ingestion of meals, so inefficient in its usage of time and resources, might be replaced by the swallowing of a single, cheap, nutrient-rich daily pill. He experimented with minimalist diets, such as strawberries and corn meal, or experimental cattle feed, for which his mother (and his body) often scolded him. His conversations, when not fixed on agronomy and victual science, tended naturally toward philosophy or religion.13 His grandfather approved of these interests, though he must have fretted inwardly as they veered in ways increasingly un-Protestant.

By the time Henry Wallace had arrived at Ames, he had already become fascinated with the transcendentalist writings of the philosopher-essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson. Emerson believed that truth could be experienced intuitively, through nature itself. By way of Emerson, Wallace discovered the writings of namesake philosopher Ralph Waldo Trine. Trine held that the universe was “the result of the thought energies of God, the Infinite Spirit that is back of all,” and preached the creative power of “positive thinking.”14 Something in Wallace must have connected the thought of Emerson and Trine with that of Carver, who had so influenced him as a child. Carver, like Emerson and Trine, believed that the spark of the divine was immanent in all living things, such as the plants and flowers he had helped the boy to distinguish and reverence.

Wallace never outgrew this early fascination with what was widely called spiritualism. To the contrary, it opened his mind to non-Western philosophies that were even less appreciated by those around him. Throughout his later time in Washington, he would confront the charge that he had become a credulous mystic, prone to being deceived by charlatans and cranks. He would, in fact, come to confess himself a sort of “practical mystic,”15 a man in search of eternal truths which, whether gleaned through calculation or introspection, could inform the path to positive social, economic, and political change.

On the surface, it can appear difficult to reconcile the mystical Wallace with the empiricist one—the man who ran elaborate experiments and studied data for hidden patterns and causes. Scientists were then, as now, far less likely than the general populace to believe in a God or in other unknowable “truths.”16 But such reconciliation is possible if we understand religion and spirituality as Wallace came to do through the influence of men such as Carver, Emerson, and Trine.

Though Wallace was raised a Presbyterian, and routinely quoted scripture throughout his life, he nonetheless came to mock what he called “the wishy-washy goody-goodiness and the infantile irrelevancy” of Christian orthodoxy.17 He felt it lacked practical relevance. His was an instrumental view of religion, not unlike his view of science. It was a way of knowing and a guide to acting when data were lacking and experimentation impossible. “It was a mistake,” he would later say, “for scientific and common-sense people to shut the door to some of these things which they cannot understand.”18

But by what criteria was a religion true? It is here that the thinking of William James, a neo-transcendentalist19 psychologist and philosopher of religion, is not merely helpful, but necessary. Wallace would call James, whom he came to discover by way of Emerson, James’ godfather, an enormous intellectual influence in his life.20

James was not interested in whether Jesus was the messiah, or whether the Jews were chosen. For James, a “true” belief was one that was useful to the believer. It was neither necessary nor useful to inquire as to whether a belief was true in the sense that it corresponded to some objective external reality, since that might be unknowable. It was necessary only to ask whether the belief had practical value for the believer here and now, which in turn depended on the use to which he or she put it. This conception of truth derived from the tenets of the pedigreed philosophical program of pragmatism.

Since much of what we require to make sense of the world is simply not available to us, it was, James argued, only rational to evaluate a belief based on whether it helped the believer to cope effectively.21 Understanding “true” belief as being a property of the believer, and not something that could necessarily be shared by others, may not be commonplace. Yet for those like Wallace, who internalized it, pragmatism freed them to examine spiritual systems and to reserve judgment until their effect on one’s ability to navigate the world could be evaluated. Wallace embraced James’ controversial argument that it was often rational to believe without evidence, for the reason that access to evidence may first require the adoption of certain beliefs.22 As a political figure, particularly at the apex of his career, Wallace would elevate James’ “beliefs about beliefs” to a central place in his quest to transform not just the content of American foreign policy, but the very way in which America conducted diplomacy. He would never fully, however, take to heart the philosopher’s warning: that whereas “we have the right to believe” without evidence, we do so “at our own risk.”23



“The man who is on God’s side,” grandfather wrote to Wallace in October 1909, the fall of his senior year, “is really on the side of the majority, although the world will not think so” right away.24 If ever the family patriarch were to utter words which the grandson would absorb utterly, it was these. In consequence, Wallace would strike people in sharply different ways. Those for whom he was on God’s side would see him as upright and bold. Those for whom he was not would see him as foolish and self-righteous.

Confidence and conviction pervaded his pronouncements. His undergraduate thesis, for example, which examined the “Relation Between Live Stock Farming and the Fertility of the Soil,” concluded not only that the federal government had to support soil conservation, but that the nation faced the choice “between that and ruin.”25 He briefly considered graduate studies, but concluded that he could learn and accomplish more with his own study and experimentation. He joined the family business, Wallaces’ Farmer, as a writer and an editor, and taught himself statistical analysis on the side. After a reader took issue with a piece he had written in praise of hog rearing, he “learned how to calculate correlation coefficients” and began forecasting, with some success, the path of hog prices based on historical relationships with those of corn. He then began applying these methods to diverse phenomena such as planetary movements and weather, population growth and economic development.

On the backs of such calculations, from which he would not infrequently, and with great assuredness, draw firm policy conclusions, Wallace would become widely known as an economist—at least to noneconomists. Pedigreed American economists, afflicted as they were with formal education, were never so generous in bestowing the appellation. Given their regard for the dynamics of market forces, they typically believed that simple statistical correlations, of the sort Wallace unearthed, were apt to break down when targeted for control purposes. Wallace scoffed at such economists, saying that they “dealt too much with economic theory.”26 Soviet economists of the 1950s and ’60s, however, contemptuous of market forces by training and political necessity, would pursue Wallace’s approach with fervor.

In the spring of 1913, though, our budding economist had his mind on other things. At an evening picnic in Des Moines, he met a demure, pretty, round-faced girl with brown eyes and matching wavy hair. “That’s the girl I’d like to marry,” he told his sister that night, forgoing statistical evaluation. The object of Wallace’s affection, the daughter of a local businessman, was named Ilo Browne. Ilo’s friends disapproved of her new suitor, thinking him conspicuously odd. They protested his strange diets and unfashionable ties. Yet even as Ilo had no interest in matters such as the history of Chinese agriculture—a topic on which he expounded during their first date—she found him genuine and solid. And so, with grandfather performing the rites, Henry and Ilo were married on May 20, 1914.27 So taken was the groom with his father’s gift, a shiny new Ford, that he dashed straight from the church into the wondrous black machine, ignoring “the kissers and congratulators.” He drove off, failing to return for over an hour, at which point he leaned from the driver’s seat and yelled to his astonished bride: “Get in Ilo, I’d forgotten about you.”28



When war in Europe broke out in 1914, the elder Wallace was, in his grandson’s words, “profoundly disturbed.” He dreaded his country getting drawn into the carnage. He also feared that that carnage would not cease until both Britain and Germany felt secure in their maritime access to the wider world. Reflecting the regard with which he was held in Washington, the Wallace patriarch, a staunch Republican, was granted an audience with the Democratic president, Woodrow Wilson, in October 1915. There, in the White House Blue Room, Uncle Henry laid out his thoughts on the need for a new international system to assure freedom of navigation. Wilson was respectful, but noncommittal.29

Henry Wallace, the grandson, twenty-seven at the time, was comparatively unmoved and unaffected by the war. He continued his intensive investigations in corn breeding, determined to best the leading commercial enterprises in the trade. He continued to write number-laden articles in Wallaces’ Farmer, replete with graphs showing trends in commodity prices. And when the military draft came in 1917, he requested an exemption—an exemption which he received on the grounds of being a “necessary assistant, associate, or hired manager of a necessary agricultural enterprise.”30 He would decades later, on the basis of his exemption request and periodic antiwar statements, be labeled a “pacifist.” Yet he would not always oppose war. And in 1917, his concerns were more prosaic than that. Set against the attractions of remaining at home with his young wife, his two-year-old son, and a flourishing family enterprise, the prospect of joining in a far-off slaughter, one that had been set off by vile strains of hyper-nationalism, simply held little appeal for him.

When the war ended in November 1918, most American farmers were flourishing. They were producing at full capacity to replace the output traditionally supplied by their counterparts in war-ravaged Europe. Yet there was no government plan to reconvert the sector from a wartime to a peacetime economy, and farmers could not fine-tune production like nail manufacturers.

The problems started with hog farmers, who, mistakenly believing that the government’s corn-hog program would guarantee them a profit, overbred the animals at a time when their primary feed, corn, was at record prices. The result was massive losses. Harry Wallace, president of the Corn Belt Meat Producers’ Association as well as the editor of Wallaces’ Farmer, attacked Herbert Hoover’s inaction during the war, as director of the United States Food Administration, on their behalf.

The hog problem, however, morphed into a far larger one as corn prices plummeted by 70 percent between 1919 and 1921. Farm exports, in concert, plunged by 54 percent. Against this background, Henry Wallace emerged as an authoritative voice for radical changes in farm practices and policy. In 1918, he had argued in Wallaces’ Farmer that land and labor prices had risen too much, and that farmers would, in the absence of careful retrenchment, be buried under mountains of debt as those prices declined.31 He was right.

In 1920, he self-published a 224-page tract entitled Agricultural Prices, which comprised one of the country’s first major econometric studies. Half the book was charts, tables, and graphs of pricing trends. As for the other half, the dry, verbose, occasionally caustic style would become his signature for the next three decades.

“Strangely enough,” Wallace would later observe, “I do not like to write.”32 Yet, no doubt encouraged by the attention brought to his ideas through the family enterprise, he was nothing if not prolific, even after entering government. As a writer, he was spontaneously liberal with his prose, never using three words where, with less effort, he might employ nine. This exemplary instance may suffice:


It is believed, however, that powerful corn belt farmers’ organizations working in co-operation with the packers should be able to educate consumers to the cost-of-production idea, and so far as seasonal vagaries in the demand are concerned, the farmers and packers should be able to come to an agreement providing for paying rather more than the demand price for hogs in times of good demand, in an effort to make price meet cost of production rather than temporary demand idiosyncrasies.



For those who can bear the spoiler alert, the moral of the story is here revealed: that the evils of pricing according to “supply and demand” must be ended, at least as they apply to hogs. Doing so, he assured readers, “does not necessarily involve governmental control.” It requires, rather, that our schools teach the young “the ratio method of price judging” and suchlike, and that “production engineers and statistical economists,… men whose supreme motive is not profit but… love of the work to be done” should come to supplant “business men” in the setting of prices.33 On entering government service a dozen years hence, however, Wallace would come to see that “governmental control” was, in fact, necessary to effect his views.

While Wallace the younger was promoting his book in 1920, Wallace the elder, who had come to Warren Harding’s attention by way of fellow Iowa Republicans, helped craft the Harding-Coolidge ticket’s campaign policies toward the farm sector. Following Harding’s landslide victory over Democrat James Cox, and his young running mate, Franklin Roosevelt, Harry was nominated and confirmed as the nation’s seventh secretary of agriculture. As he began his miserable three-and-a-half-year tenure, his son took control at Wallaces’ Farmer.

As editor, Henry Wallace was a relentless advocate for changes in agricultural practice to boost farm incomes. Not all of his positions were popular with farmers, or farmworkers, however. Farmers, who looked to providence and to Washington for salvation, and not to painful acts of forbearance, were angered by his call for them to grow eight million fewer acres of corn in 1922. Workers were likewise riled by his claims that they were, given farm earnings, overpaid.

Not that Wallace let Washington escape responsibility—far from it. He called for cuts in manufacturing import tariffs to reduce farm equipment costs and to boost farm exports, for easier monetary policy to lower farm borrowing costs, for disarmament to free resources for farm aid, and for construction on the St. Lawrence Seaway to reduce farm freight rates. He further called for the creation of a federal “ever-normal granary,” based on ancient Chinese practice, through which the government would buy up grain at “normal” prices when market prices were low, and sell it at “normal” prices when market prices were high.34 The aim was to end boom-bust farming and to stabilize farm incomes.

Throughout the 1910s, Wallace continued to pursue his experiments in corn breeding. At one point, he had three hundred varieties growing on weed-infested plots drafted into service for the purpose. For years, he alternated between hope and frustration, failing to produce a superior strain according to the Iowa Corn Yield Test—a test he himself created, together with Iowa State agronomist H. D. Hughes, in 1920. But in 1924, Wallace achieved a breakthrough. His “Cooper Cross” hybrid won the gold medal in that year’s competition, based on his now established yield test. He and his business partner, George Kurtzweil, sold the fifteen bushels for the exceptional price of $1 per pound, earning them a respectable $840. In 1926, Wallace, committing $5,000, or virtually the entirety of Ilo’s inheritance, bought fifty of the seventy shares conferring ownership in the company he formed to develop and market hybrid corn seed. In its first year of operation, Pioneer Hi-Bred would turn a slim profit of $30. As late as 1929, it still had no company office, employees, or research facilities beyond Wallace’s basement. But in time, it would become highly profitable, revolutionizing the business of growing corn worldwide. In 1946, twenty years after its founding, it would be netting Wallace an annual dividend of $150,000 ($2.5 million in today’s money). In 1999, seventy-three years after its founding, DuPont would complete the purchase of Pioneer Hi-Bred, paying a total of $9.4 billion.

Though corn and writing typically took up most of his waking hours, “I am neither a corn breeder nor an editor,” he would tell one of his mystical correspondents in 1931. He was, instead, “a searcher for methods of bringing the ‘inner light’ to outward manifestations and raising outward manifestation to the inner light.”35 Some of his religious experimentations constituted, relatively speaking, only modest strayings from his Presbyterian roots. These included his work in the mid-1920s to establish in Des Moines a branch of the so-called Liberal Catholic Church. A tiny Christian denomination, whose U.S. membership probably never exceeded two thousand, it offered a formal liturgical structure which appealed to his religious aesthetic, while allowing adherents of independent mind “freedom in interpretation of creeds.” He eventually settled, at least for declaratory purposes, into the halfway house of Episcopalianism.36

Wallace joined the Masons as well—as had George Washington, Ben Franklin, Teddy Roosevelt, and other prominent Americans before him. As early as 1919, he also began experimenting with theosophy—an occult movement, popular in the 1920s among artists, intellectuals, and progressives, defined by belief in a divine wisdom residing in the Beyond but accessible to a small spiritual elite. While a religion of sorts, embracing Buddhism and Hinduism, it claimed to incorporate scientific understanding in a way most religions did not. This aspect of theosophy appealed to Wallace. Yet theosophy was also a gateway to other belief systems and practices that were, in the contemporary Western intellectual context, equally or more esoteric. These included astrology, numerology, and séances, together with alternative philosophies and spiritual exercises derived from Asian and Native American civilizations.37 Theosophy would inculcate in Wallace a universalist outlook that would later come to infuse his politics and create a lasting image of the man as a champion of peace. It would also inspire him to embrace utopian ventures he would come to regret or disown.

Until his father’s passing, however, Wallace found little of interest in politics. Harry died, in October 1924, of complications from gall bladder surgery. But he had suffered from much else that year, including severe sciatica. For Henry, the ultimate source of Harry’s suffering was his battles with Hoover over farm policy. “I felt, almost, as if Hoover had killed my father,” he would say years later.38 Shortly after Harry’s death, Henry knowingly cast a hopeless vote for the independent presidential candidate, Wisconsin progressive-socialist Robert “Fighting Bob” La Follette. It marked his break with the Republican Party.

Coolidge won that election handily. In 1928, Wallace called for the creation of a new party to unite the Western and Southern interests against the Eastern ones, but it got no traction.39 When Hoover became the Republican nominee that year, Wallace campaigned around Iowa for Al Smith, the Democratic governor of New York. It was another lost cause.

In 1932, he still considered himself partyless. “I am no more a Democrat than a Republican,” he would write to Edward Johndro, an electrical-expert-turned-astrologist.40 From childhood, he had “associated the word ‘Democrat’ with hard times.”41 He knew, however, whom he would oppose. “I hope,” he would say of Herbert Hoover, that “I never again feel as intensely antagonistic toward anyone.”42 Yet fifteen years later, Wallace, a man who rarely swore, would feel every bit as hostile toward one Harry S. Truman—a man whom he would repeatedly call “that son of a bitch.”

In terms of actual policy, Wallace’s early interests were driven almost entirely by a concern for agriculture. His interest in foreign policy, which would become his overriding passion in the 1940s, was in the 1920s a mere by-product of this concern. “[I have] no very definite convictions on either free trade or protection,” he wrote in 1925. The question was which would benefit farming. As he saw it, the United States had a choice between “two rather clear cut paths.” One led “toward economic self-sufficiency,” the other “toward taking a very active interest in Europe, reorganizing Europe financially, investing liberally in European industries, and eventually taking a very vital interest in Europe’s military and political affairs.” The first path required levying high tariffs on both manufacturing and farm goods, reducing farm output to levels consistent with purely domestic demand, and canceling European debts—that is, disengaging from Europe. The second path required lowering high manufacturing tariffs so that Europe could export more, buy U.S. farm goods, and pay its debts.43

Given the Republican Party commitment to manufacturing tariffs, which Wallace abominated, he deemed the first path—national self-sufficiency—the more sensible. Yet once he had reached this pragmatic conclusion, he endowed it with a moral justification. He declared Europe “a quagmire of crookedness” from which America must decouple. Foreign trade and investment, he now reasoned, led inevitably to imperialism and war. American investors, he argued, were endangering the country by sending capital abroad in return for paper promises they would expect Washington to enforce. When conflict arose, it would be American farmers—who had no stake in it—who would bear the cost “in taxes and in blood.”44 Only isolation could save those farmers. Only isolation could save America itself.

When in February 1927, after years of negotiation, Congress passed legislation, the mercantilist McNary-Haugen bill, to boost agricultural prices at home and to dump surplus product abroad, Wallace was elated. When President Coolidge vetoed it, Wallace was livid. The veto was, he believed, a betrayal of the farm sector, and further evidence that the Republicans were in the pocket of the East Coast business interests. When in June 1930, eight months after the stock market crashed, President Hoover signed the notorious Smoot-Hawley tariff bill, further boosting industrial tariffs at the expense of farmers, Wallace despaired of ever being able to use mercantilism or protectionism for good. “[W]e wouldn’t feel so indignant,” Wallace explained, if agriculture could be “one of those favored groups.” But it “never will be.”45 Isolationism of the Republican sort only immiserated farmers by forcing them to compete, unprotected and weighed down by higher costs, in world markets.

Most economists shared Wallace’s opposition to Smoot-Hawley, even if many of those rejected his agenda for agricultural dumping and supports. Over a thousand economists had petitioned Hoover to veto the bill. And as they had warned, some two dozen nations responded to its signing with tariffs of their own. In consequence, global trade plunged by about two thirds over the four years during which the legislation was in force, helping to fuel what had become a worldwide depression.

As depression spread through Europe in 1930, Wallace did a startling ideological about-face. Despite having claimed, as late as 1925, to have “no very definite convictions on either free trade or protection,” he had cloaked his earlier embrace of agricultural dumping and price supports in patriotic terms. The United States, he had said, “was the one really worthwhile nation of the world.” Unnecessary engagement with Europe, a continent known for its “devious diplomacy,” would only corrupt and weaken it.46 After Smoot-Hawley, however, he attacked this viewpoint as vehemently as if it had been expounded by Herbert Hoover himself.

Wallace now scolded “the American people” for their “narrow minded insularity.” They had failed to see that further raising tariffs and subsidizing exports was, for a massive creditor nation like the United States, insane policy. “God himself” could not make it work. Protectionism and mercantilism made it necessary for foreigners to borrow yet more from the United States, at a time when Washington was determined to curtail loans and collect on past debts.

Wallace’s reasoning was sound, but irreconcilable with his earlier support for McNary-Haugen, and inconsistent with his criticism of Smoot-Hawley—which had been based on its unfairness to farmers. No longer did he call for cutting trade links, but for signing trade deals to cut tariffs at home and abroad. No longer did he call for American farmers to focus solely on the home front, but to embrace foreign affairs. No longer did he call for canceling debt to shelter America from Europe’s “devious diplomacy and warfare,” but as a means of “oiling the international economic machine” and spreading goodwill.47 Wallace was a born-again internationalist. And he would never look back.

Thanks to tremendous advances in science and technology, he wrote in October 1930, “the whole world has become one world for the first time in history.” And through the “free exchange of goods,” these advances would spread prosperity to all mankind.48 The phrase “one world” would become, for Wallace, a permanent shorthand for a world at peace, a world in which nations cooperated according to the doctrines of Christ.

For the United States to lead the world into this “veritable millennium,” however, there would need to be a fundamental “changing of the human heart,” an end to “short-sighted human selfishness.” Though free trade was at the core of his new internationalist agenda, he remained ambivalent toward both competition and collectivism. Whereas he now condemned isolation on the grounds that it might lead to either “a dictatorship of the proletariat or of a Mussolini,”49 he also took a favorable view of developments in, of all places, the Soviet Union.

Having condemned the Bolsheviks as “anarchists” after the October Revolution of 1917, and, in 1921, rebuked their treatment of peasants under Communism, Wallace now looked more sympathetically on reforms under Stalin. “With all their mistakes,” he wrote in April 1930, “the people of Soviet Russia may yet stumble onto ideals which may be worth a lot to us here.” Specifically, he believed that Russian agricultural techniques were making great strides under farm collectivization.50 Though Wallace was likely ignorant of the horrific suffering caused by the Bolshevik grain requisition of 1928, and of the land confiscations, arrests, and deportations to prison camps that followed, his subsequent education, even as it encompassed the starvation of millions in Ukraine and elsewhere in the Soviet Union, would have little effect on his rosy view.

This fact is explained not by any rise in his regard for Communism, an ideology he considered a repellent godless deformity, but by his excitement with Stalin’s experiment, over vast areas, with American ideas on boosting farm output through consolidation, mechanization, and scientific technique—all without the messiness of democratic process.

Wallace believed that American farmers, operating without expert guidance, had proven themselves incapable of judging and acting upon their best interests, or of allowing themselves to be led by science. Soviet farmers, no doubt, he reasoned, suffered from a similar incapacity. He further believed that fueling the pace and diffusion of technological progress was essential to achieving the “veritable millennium,” and that laissez-faire was failing in this regard. Only experts devoted to their craft, and not corporate philistines acting on greed, could ensure the attainment and just distribution of the fruits of human progress. Such experts, he was convinced, must be directing the Soviet project, in the service of the most rapid possible agricultural advance and rise in rural living standards. He would adopt and sustain this belief in classic Jamesian fashion, undisturbed by a persistent dearth of evidence to support it.

By 1934, the year that would mark Stalin’s complete victory over the reactionary Soviet peasantry, it would be clear that collectivization had failed to raise grain production or to provide the cheap and abundant foodstuffs needed to fuel the proletariat. It had succeeded only in securing Stalin’s ability to appropriate farmers and to impose near-total political control.51

Of course, the risks which James had warned of in holding unsubstantiated beliefs—in this case, about the sources and effects of Soviet conduct—were only of modest consequence when held by an Iowa farm editor. But Henry Wallace’s life was about to take a major turn.






Three THE FARMER’S NEW DEAL


“I pledge you, I pledge myself, to a new deal for the American people!”

So vowed the newly nominated Democratic presidential candidate in Chicago on July 2, 1932. Bookmakers gave Franklin Delano Roosevelt, governor of New York State since 1929, only a one in six chance of defeating President Hoover in November. Yet Roosevelt headed back onto the campaign trail exuding confidence and optimism.

Roosevelt’s program for rescuing the American economy, as it would emerge, was short on details and long on contradiction. The country, he said, “demands bold, persistent experimentation.” He would “try something,” and if that didn’t work he would try something else. He decried “foolish consistency.” Still, there were clear principles guiding him. Free enterprise was failing. There was “gigantic waste” in its operation. And the “individualistic society” had to give way to “social planning.”1

After winning his party’s nomination, Roosevelt set out to win the backing of the nation’s opinion leaders—prominent among whom were those in the devastated farm belt, where cotton, corn, and hog prices had fallen to levels a third to a quarter of those that had prevailed in the immediate prewar years. To this end, he tapped an emissary to tour the region for advice and support.

Henry Morgenthau Jr., Roosevelt’s state conservation commissioner, owned a reputable farm publication, the American Agriculturalist, as well as an actual farm near the governor’s Hyde Park estate. Though his inherited means far exceeded his inherited analytical powers, he had one overriding qualification for the mission—the governor’s trust.

On a hot July day, Morgenthau arrived in Des Moines for a meeting with forty-three-year-old farm editor Henry A. Wallace. The two spoke for hours about the “very ugly” situation in the Midwest. Even Wallaces’ Farmer was in tough times, having just passed into the hands of the former owner of the rival paper it had bought, with exquisitely poor timing and $2 million in debt, in October 1929.2

Wallace was forthright on the need for a “Domestic Allotment Plan” to aid farmers who agreed to cut output. Over time, he believed, lower supply would mean higher incomes—at least for those whose farms survived. The scheme hardly appealed to Morgenthau’s decidedly orthodox instincts, but Wallace insisted that, with foreign markets largely closed, the only viable alternative would be far more radical. Farm lobbyists were calling for government to guarantee prices no less than “the cost of production,” irrespective of supply. Such “state socialism,” as Wallace termed it, would mean the death of the American system of independent family farms.3

Though Morgenthau remained skeptical of Wallace’s ideas, he was impressed with his grasp of farm matters and direct way of speaking. Confident that Roosevelt would feel similarly, he reported favorably on the meeting. On that basis, Roosevelt invited Wallace to meet with him at Hyde Park on August 13.

Prior to the meeting, Wallace was no more sold on Roosevelt than Roosevelt was on him. To the Iowan, the Democratic nominee was a member of the aloof East Coast establishment, with no clear convictions on agriculture. But the frugal editor justified the long train trip by agreeing to deliver a paid lecture at Cornell along the way.

On being greeted by Roosevelt, Wallace’s skepticism melted away. He was taken by the governor’s warmth and seemingly unaffected interest in hearing his assessments—not just on agriculture, but on tariffs (bad) and monetary easing (good, in moderation). Roosevelt had long since mastered the art of displaying warmth and interest, and Wallace would never quite master the art of detecting affected displays. Yet, all the same, the meeting advanced the cause of the Domestic Allotment Plan. Roosevelt, soon after, approved it as the basis for his pitch to rural voters.

Iowa-born agricultural economist M. L. Wilson, one of the plan’s architects, who had been reared on Uncle Henry’s weekly wisdom in Wallaces’ Farmer, worked with Wallace on the first draft of a speech for a rally in Topeka, Kansas, on September 14. Many others, such as Raymond Moley and Rexford Tugwell, part of FDR’s new “Brain Trust,” had their way with it. The result was a text Wallace found lamentably vague. Nevertheless, constructive words and phrases jumped out at him—“national planning,” “increase in farm income,” “cooperative.” These reassured him.4

“Roosevelt is progressive,” he declared in Wallaces’ Farmer, “and definitely sympathetic to the farm program.” He urged farmers to back the patrician New Yorker—not as their savior, to be sure, but as by far the better of the two candidates. “With Roosevelt, the farmers have a chance,” he wrote, “—with Hoover, none. I shall vote for Roosevelt.”5

If the endorsement was less than wholehearted, it was because Wallace was not yet sold on the Democratic Party. The Democrats were not, to his mind, a true “Progressive party”—which was a Platonic ideal to him. There remained among them “a reactionary element,” as evidenced by Roosevelt’s choice of hickory-conservative House Speaker John Nance Garner (D-TX) as his running mate. Still, Wallace wrote, helping the Democrats become a progressive party was more promising than trying to make one from scratch.6 What Wallace did not yet apprehend about himself, however, was that he was just as incapable of cleaving to a party—be it Republican, Democrat, or Progressive—as he was of cleaving to a church.



On November 8, 1932, Franklin Roosevelt defeated Herbert Hoover in a rout. Roosevelt took 472 electoral votes to Hoover’s 59, winning the popular vote by 18 percentage points. Democrats made historic gains in both houses of Congress, and would now control each by a large margin. Even the Midwest, a traditional Republican stronghold, defected to the Democrats en masse.

With farms being foreclosed at an alarming rate, and reports of scattered violence coming in from around the Midwest, the president-elect was under pressure to demonstrate alacrity and decisiveness. Lobbying for the post of agriculture secretary was intense. From the farm belt, there was strong support for John Simpson, president of the Farmers Union, and William Hirth, president of the Missouri Farmers Association—both forceful advocates of federal aid and policy reform. From the South came calls for the choice of Georgia’s Cully Cobb—like Wallace, an agricultural publisher. From within the Roo-sevelt camp itself, Morgenthau thought himself the man for the moment.7

Among the country’s agricultural intelligentsia, notable support poured in for Henry Wallace. M. L. Wilson, a fellow Jamesian whose own name had been bandied for the job, backed Wallace. Harvard’s John D. Black praised the Iowa editor’s “ability” and “great familiarity with the intimate problems of agriculture.” He also suggested, curiously for a scientist, that Wallace’s “heritage” and “connections” rendered his “service” a matter of “predestin[y].” The most notable support for Wallace, though, came from Edward A. O’Neal, the brash, colorful, and profane president of the American Farm Bureau Federation. Once O’Neal had dismissed the insiders, Morgenthau and Tugwell, as unsuitable, Wallace’s stock rose considerably.8

On November 28, Wallace was again summoned to meet with Roosevelt, this time at his cottage in Warm Springs, Georgia—a forty-four-hour train journey from Des Moines.9 The two men talked agriculture for less than an hour, while Roosevelt shaved and breakfasted. Most of the day was taken up in talks with Moley, a Columbia professor whose analytical manner suited Wallace, and Morgenthau, whose more primeval mind Wallace tolerated insofar as it was rarely fixed. Morgenthau’s chief role, Wallace concluded, was not to express thought but to procure booze.10

After reluctantly agreeing to head to Washington for work on farm relief bills with the lame-duck Congress,11 Wallace left Warm Springs knowing nothing of his fate within the new administration. It was not, in fact, until February 6, 1933, a month before inauguration day, that a letter from the president-elect would arrive for Wallace back in Des Moines. The job of secretary of agriculture, if he would have it, was his.12

This offer was quite clearly the greatest opportunity Wallace had ever been granted. Yet after one day, two days, a week—he did not reply.

Why did Wallace hesitate? It is difficult to imagine a man so sure of his ideas declining the call to save rural civilization—a man who had for two decades been assembling a five-hundred-year genealogical survey of his family’s superior characteristics, analyzing his lineage as if it were a corn strain, noting proudly its tendency toward physical vitality and high intellect.13 It is also easy to see why he might waver. For Wallace loved humanity; people, not so much. And Washington was full of people; people with wrong beliefs and bad intentions. People who smoked and drank and cussed. People who knew nothing of science or the soul, yet who presumed to pronounce on all manner of policy. And there was the memory of his poor father—his poor, principled father; tormented and harried to death in office. Against these considerations, life in Des Moines most surely had its attractions.14

At home in Des Moines on February 12, Wallace answered the phone. It was Ray Moley. The Boss wanted his answer. Yet for a few more moments, still, Wallace played the mute Hamlet. Finally, he uttered his tremulous response: yes.

He would presently pen a more decisive affirmation for the president-elect. “Your invitation can have but one reply,” he wrote—the reply he had taken a week to formulate, and then only under duress. “I appreciate the honor and accept the responsibility. So far as it is in me I will carry my part of the ‘family’ burdens.”15 And so Henry A. Wallace, together with his wife and three children, packed the family belongings and headed off to Washington, never again to call Iowa anything more than a summer home.



In 1933, the farm belt was still suffering from debt-financed overinvestment in land and equipment during the war years. Then there had been the horrific depression that followed the stock market crash of 1929, and the drought and dust storms that hit the Midwest and southern Great Plains in 1930 and ’31. The farm population had fallen from 32.5 million (32 percent of the population) in 1916 to 30.5 million (25 percent of the population),16 and farm sizes had risen—yet the consolidation had been insufficient to offset lower peacetime foreign demand and rising productivity. The latter had been fueled by the proliferation of gasoline-powered tractors and other forms of mechanization, but also by seed innovations such as those pioneered by Henry Wallace. Hybrid corn had, for many farmers, tripled their yields.

Farm costs, furthermore, had, since the golden years of 1909–14, grown at a much faster clip than farm income. A bushel of wheat that sold for $3.10 in 1920 now sold for 42 cents.17 From 1929 to 1932, agricultural commodity prices declined 37 percent, and farm income 52 percent. Foreign economic policy, in the form of high industrial tariffs, exacerbated the problem by inflating farm costs and reducing the dollars available to foreigners to purchase U.S. produce. Farmers often contributed to the generalized misery by growing more to offset falling revenue—thus adding to the oversupply and depressing prices further.

Farm groups pressed the federal government for various remedies. They demanded lower industrial tariffs. They demanded inflation and a cheaper dollar. They demanded that the government guarantee them a profit. They demanded that it buy up their surplus, at a good price, and then dump it abroad for whatever foreigners would pay. And all of them agreed that, by whatever mechanism, government should double their “parity” purchasing power—that is, their income after costs—bringing it back to immediate prewar levels.18

Politically, the farm situation was perilous for the new president. In Wallace’s home state, mobs of angry farmers were disrupting foreclosure proceedings, threatening judges, and attacking agents carrying out their orders. They wanted no more debates in Washington; they were taking matters into their own hands. “When the revolt springs from the old native stock, conservatives fighting for the right to hold their homesteads,” observed the New York World-Telegram, “there is the warning of a larger explosion.”19 Roosevelt needed to show more than optimism and determination. He needed to show action.



The youngest member of the new cabinet, forty-four-year-old Henry Wallace, was neither the smug insider nor the angry outsider. He made no effort to adapt to Washington or its ways, nor did he crusade to change them. He looked not to befriend nor to flatter. He sought no favors and offered none. He spoke truth as God and nature revealed it, and listeners either understood or remained benighted.

“Drastic adjustments” were coming, he told stunned Department of Agriculture staff in their first mutual encounter on March 3, the day before inauguration. It had not occurred to him that, as a guest of the outgoing secretary, Arthur Hyde, simple greetings were in order. To his first appointee—the new head of information services, Milton Eisenhower, brother of Army Major Dwight Eisenhower—he would say, by way of introduction and instruction, that the department was to be “transform[ed]… immediately into a vast agency to restore parity of income to American farmers.”

Despite presiding over what would become the largest department in the federal government, with a staff count rising from 40,000 to 146,000, Wallace had little managerial or administrative talent, and no interest in developing it. His job, as he saw it, was to preach principles and divine objectives. He typically left the grind work of actual policymaking, implementation, supervision, evaluation, and control to deputies.

“Henry would cut off his right hand for the sake of an idea,” observed one friend. People mattered to the extent that they served that idea. But his emotional bond remained to the idea itself. “There wasn’t anybody I know of,” added M. L. Wilson, who would work with Wallace for years, “who could say he knew Henry Wallace intimately.”20

Even Ilo Wallace, devoted to and admiring of her husband as she was, lived a physical and emotional life parallel with but distinct from his. “She doesn’t particularly share my intellectual enthusiasms,” Henry would observe years later.21 He worked hard and slept little—typically from midnight to 5 a.m., in his own separate bedroom. This latter fact his children ascribed to their father’s restlessness, allergies, sinus troubles, and snoring.22 The aspects of Washington life that Ilo loved, such as formal state occasions and socializing with cabinet wives,23 Henry found irksome. With garden dirt under his nails, and crinkles in his ill-tailored suit, he would walk to work most mornings, two miles, no matter the weather. When he would go out for exercise—typically tennis, badminton, or boomerangs—he would often return through the building barefoot, shoes dangling from his fingers.

From his capacious second-floor office at 14th Street and Jefferson Drive, Wallace had magnificent views of the Mall and the Washington Monument. Yet he cared little for the interior. The desk, the chairs, the tables, the cabinets—all remained where Hyde had left them, seemingly as permanent as the Mall and the Monument. To adorn his bare walls, he sought out a single item—the official portrait of his father that had been stowed away during the Hoover years. He would eventually add just three more works: a cartoon likeness of Harry from The Des Moines Register; a painting of a missionary with a Bible by a Native American artist; and a work depicting the reverent place of corn in Mayan civilization. Wallace thereby turned a grand chamber into a modest shrine to family, God, and farming.

His workspace consisted of a well-polished desk and, behind him, a table holding an ever-morphing pile of books and documents, together with stacks of old gray notebooks filled with agricultural data, brought with him from Des Moines. With his feet propped on a wastebasket, he dictated books, articles, speeches, and memos—a practice which accentuated his natural prolixity. He lunched with aides in a small room off the cafeteria, where they debated science or geography, or learned Spanish with a tutor. Back in the office he would, when feeling particularly restless, prove his talents at “Indian wrestling” with his assistant, Jim LeCron, or with a visiting reporter who disbelieved his athletic boasts. 24 Idleness, mental or physical, offended him.



Wallace was, by his own estimation, never close to Franklin Roosevelt personally, in the way that Federal Emergency Relief Administration administrator Harry Hopkins was. Nor did he ever have “a regular luncheon date” with him, as Henry Morgenthau did.25 But Wallace and Roosevelt made a fine political team. Wallace had plans—or, more accurately, plans for plans; plans usually based on science and reason, though sometimes on a sharp and ineffable welling of Jamesian belief. Roosevelt, for his part, was “willing to try things out,” anything at all, “until we get something that works.” He had campaigned on pledges to raise farm prices, to shield farms from foreclosure, and to boost farm exports, but was wholly agnostic as to how to fulfill them.26

Wallace knew he needed to produce something big. But it also had to be fast.27 Early in his first week in office, he headed out onto the Mall with Tugwell, his new assistant secretary, to talk through possible plans. It was on that walk that the two alighted on the idea of ramming through what Tugwell termed an “omnibus emergency bill”; a bill that would give the agriculture secretary sweeping authority to take whatever action he deemed necessary to aid farmers. The lack of specifics, Tugwell reasoned, would prevent “legislative bickering.” And by acting swiftly and successfully after passage, Wallace would “smother arguments.”28

On March 8, Roosevelt gave his blessing. On the 9th, Wallace gathered farm leaders to secure their public support.29 With billions of dollars in federal subsidies and loans dangled before them, they needed little convincing. On May 12, two months after Roosevelt had taken office, and one day before a planned national farmers’ strike, the new Democratic Congress passed the Agricultural Adjustment Act.

Perhaps never before, opined the New York Herald Tribune, had “so sweeping a piece of legislation” been brought before the Congress.30 The act featured a smorgasbord of provisions aimed at regulating markets, compensating farmers, protecting consumers, expanding exports, and raising revenues for funding. Its most immediate aim, however, was to boost farm prices by controlling production and cutting surpluses in seven important commodities: wheat, cotton, corn, rice, tobacco, hogs, and dairy products. Its basic principle was simple: pay farmers to produce less. Funds to support the program would come from taxes on textile and flour mills, tobacco companies, meat processors, and others who refined commodities for sale to consumers. Though participation was voluntary in principle, most farmers had little hope of prospering without federal cash. And so, almost overnight, farming—the American vocation most clearly associated with rugged independence—became an enormous national economic protectorate.

Mordecai Ezekiel, who would become Wallace’s primary economic adviser, pronounced it “the greatest single experiment in economic planning under capitalist conditions ever attempted by a democracy in times of peace.”31 Republicans preferred terms such as “bolshevistic.”32 Roosevelt tried to temper conservative opposition, particularly from within his own party, by recruiting a stolid financier, Bernard Baruch, to head the new Agricultural Adjustment Administration (AAA)—a mighty new bureaucracy which the act created within the Department of Agriculture. But Baruch, presciently recognizing the job as a poisoned chalice, diverted it toward his old trusted colleague at the War Industries Board, George Peek.

A pugnacious sixty-year-old economic nationalist, known as the father of McNary-Haugen, Peek opposed the production controls that Wallace supported, and supported the dumping of produce abroad that Wallace opposed. He was willing to defer these battles for a short time, but not to abandon them. Clashing early and often with Wallace, whose job he had coveted and whose authority he challenged openly, Peek would last only seven months. He resigned in December 1933.

Roosevelt, characteristically, cared little that Peek abominated the pro-trade, low-tariff policies being championed by prominent members of his cabinet—not least among them, Henry Wallace and Cordell Hull, his secretary of state. He made Peek his new special adviser on foreign trade, and then president of the new Export-Import Bank—a perch from which he proceeded to row with Hull over the latter’s pursuit of reciprocal trade agreements (RTAs). Two years after leaving the AAA, Peek would be forced out of a job again. He would go on to attack the entire New Deal, and the AAA in particular—denouncing it as “socialized farming.” Roosevelt, however, would continue cheerfully erecting clashing centers of authority throughout his administration—centers he could elevate and eliminate according to political circumstance.



The AAA program was mired in controversy from the start. Opponents objected that it was counterproductive, and even immoral, to reduce food production at a time when millions of Americans were struggling to buy food. Not only did the AAA pay farmers not to plant, however, but, in the case of cotton, to destroy what had already been planted. Wallace ordered a million farmers to plow under up to half their crop— a total of 10 million acres. For this act of destruction, which many farmers considered insane, they were paid the astounding sum of $100 million ($23 billion in today’s money).33

“To have to destroy a growing crop is a shocking commentary on our civilization,” Wallace observed, enigmatically. “I could tolerate it only as a cleaning up of the wreckage from the old days of unbalanced production.”34 He did not, however, “have to” destroy anything. He chose to destroy crops, and could not logically claim to “tolerate” what he chose. More fundamentally, the “cleaning up” did not solve the problem of overproduction. The practice of paying rich farmers not to grow would become an enduring fixture of American farm policy.35

But the plow-under was far from being his most controversial action. That action was to order the purchase and premature slaughter of some six million hogs, as well as the destruction of the corn crop grown to feed them—again with the aim of reducing supply and pushing up prices. Many of the slain hogs, too small for food processing machines, were used to make fertilizer or lard, or simply “buried and dumped in the Mississippi,”36 subjecting Wallace to the charge that the carnage made food less affordable at a time when Americans were starving. Wallace was again enigmatic in observing a “paradox of want in the midst of plenty,” but pledged to mitigate it by buying up a further two million pigs for food-relief programs. Ninety percent of the salt pork that went to relief proved inedible, and was discarded.37 One farm group spokesman condemned the whole scarcity-creation agenda as “idiotic.” It made “a laughing stock of our genius as a people,” he said.38 But Wallace never tired of defending the pig program. “It served a very useful purpose,” he would argue in 1950, “because it confirmed the American people in their desire for abundance as nothing else could have done.”39

Even as Wallace was reshaping the American agricultural sector, he had an eye on reforming industry as well. His devotion to agricultural interests entailed a broader political outlook marked by an antipathy toward Wall Street and big business—powerful interests that, he believed, had destroyed rural America and tore at the moral fabric of society. And he was never reticent about sharing his wisdom with Roosevelt.

It was, Wallace wrote to the president on December 1, 1934, an “economic absurdity” that there was idle manpower, plant capacity, and resources at a time when millions were in need. The administration should therefore “concentrate all resources” on ending it quickly. Whereas expansive monetary and fiscal policy would today be the conventional elixir for such a problem, Wallace wanted far more direct, muscular intervention. Tugwell, his ever-dapper and bombastic deputy, had just published a book calling for government to seize the economy’s commanding heights. Having returned from the Soviet Union in 1927 impressed by “the power of the collective will,” he now declared that America “possess[ed] every needful material for Utopia.” That this Utopia was still beyond reach only proved “that control ought to be taken out of the hands of people who cannot produce it from the excellent materials at their disposal.”40

Notwithstanding Wallace’s progressive sentiments, the AAA was not, at least in operation, on the side of “the Common Man”—that is, the noble embodiment of hardworking, pious decency whom Wallace would champion in the 1940s. AAA payments to farmers were in reverse proportion to need. They were directed to those who owned farmland, and not to those many millions who merely worked it. The top one percent of farmers would receive about 20 percent of the benefits.41

In the South, half the agricultural population were impoverished tenants or “sharecroppers”—and a third of these were descendants of African slaves.42 Their legal rights to a portion of the compensation from Washington were flimsy and frequently ignored by the landowners receiving it.43 Worse, tenants were often evicted as owners reduced planted acreage in return for AAA cash. Since the payment formula also encouraged consolidation of fields, and the mechanization of the resulting large farms, demand for their labor fell yet further. Many were thus obliged to become even more wretched harvest-time day laborers, surviving only on emergency assistance from the new Federal Emergency Relief Administration. “I did not concern myself much with labor and farm tenancy in 1933,” Wallace would acknowledge decades later. He only became “fully familiar with that problem” after a trip down South, in November 1936.44

The first lady, Eleanor Roosevelt, expressed alarm at the plight of rural workers, which would only get worse over the course of the decade. When she wrote to Wallace to highlight the dire circumstances of Missouri sharecroppers, he responded, clinically, that “basic population facts” showed that there were simply too many farmers. She wrote back, terming his response “most interesting.”

“Should we” then, she asked with bitter sarcasm, “practice birth control or drown the surplus population?”45

In July 1934, a Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union (STFU), with close ties to perennial Socialist Party presidential candidate Norman Thomas, formed to defend tenants’ rights. In response, tenant-rights opponents, many of whom looked on the SFTU as a Communist plot to disenfranchise them, used both legal and violent vigilante means to punish and intimidate its members.

The seeming injustice of agricultural policy led to enormous dissension within the department itself. Wallace would later recall that “the leftists” never felt he went fast or far enough in handling tenancy problems.46 Most of the tenant advocates were concentrated in the AAA’s legal department, under the direction of talented and energetic general counsel Jerome Frank. Chester Davis, Peek’s less-bullying successor atop the AAA, complained to Wallace that many of those hired by Frank were socialists and revolutionaries.47 In this judgment he was not entirely wrong. Wallace himself referred to these men as “the extreme liberal group” within the agency. Some of them—such as the brilliant Harvard Law grads Alger Hiss, Lee Pressman, John Abt, and Nathan Witt—would go on to cultivate long-standing secret ties to the Communist Party or Soviet intelligence.



The issue that ultimately led to rupture within the AAA was a technical one, but one which had enormous implications for how AAA aid would operate, and in what aspects it might be effective in achieving the act’s aims. AAA contracts with cotton landlords called on them not to reduce tenant numbers. In 1934, this call was interpreted internally as affording planters the right to change their tenants, provided their number remained no fewer. But on February 1, 1935, Hiss and colleagues drafted a new interpretation, based on demands from the STFU, requiring landlords to maintain the same tenants in the same houses. Knowing that Davis would reject the draft, and taking advantage of his travels out West, Frank persuaded the acting administrator to publish it.

When Davis learned of Frank’s insubordination, he was livid. He was sure that the planters, such as those in the angry Arkansas delegation that converged on Wallace’s office on the morning of February 1,48 would cease cooperation with the AAA if Frank won out. Frank and his collaborators, urban leftists with “very little farm background,” Davis explained to Wallace, were trying to undermine him by making it seem as if he, an Iowa-reared farm expert like Wallace, a man with no personal interest in the outcome, was selfishly aiding rich landlords and food processors. Davis, just like Wallace, was trying to jump-start recovery.49 He wanted Frank, Pressman, and the other ringleaders fired, and the AAA legal department disbanded.

Wallace, who instinctively shrank from face-to-face controversies, was paralyzed for days. He was of at least three minds on the matter. As a progressive, he had sympathy for the poor tenants. With tears in his eyes, he would tell Frank: “You [are] the best fighter I’ve had for my ideas.”50 As a proud scion of Midwestern farm owners, however, he appeared to lack empathy with them. He was wont to cite Jefferson in proclaiming farm-owning families to be the backbone of American democracy.51 “I believed that a stable civilization demanded a nation of landowners,” he would later recall.52 Finally, as a believer in the “planned economy,” he saw government-assisted farm education, technological profusion, and scale economies as the quickest and surest route to universal “abundance.”53 These last beliefs lay behind his support for Stalin’s collectivization. In implementing his policy, he never hesitated over concern for unintended consequences, insisting publicly that AAA programs were irrelevant to tenant plight “by comparison with other causes of rural unemployment.”54 But the truth was that some two million tenants and workers would lose their jobs on account of them.55

Wallace’s diary entries for the several days that followed reveal a man wrestling with difficult questions of law, in which he was not expert; ideology, in which he roamed a center ground between Davis and the liberals; and politics, in which Roosevelt’s calculated inconstancy confounded him. Until Frank and Hiss came to see him late on February 5, Wallace was convinced that they had “allowed their social pre-conceptions to lead them into something which was not only indefensible from a practical agricultural point of view but also bad law.” Yet after their meeting, Wallace reflected that they had “sounded entirely reasonable,” and that their case was “just as good” as Davis’. A study on tenancy which he had commissioned, the more unpleasant results of which were only communicated to him privately, also confirmed that the acreage reduction program was generating “tenant displacement.”56

Tugwell urged Wallace to fire Davis, rather than Frank and his minions. After meeting with Frank and Hiss, however, Wallace, trying to keep some personal distance from the coming purge, authorized Davis to fire the men himself. He also agreed to transfer the legal department’s authority back up to the Department of Agriculture. When Frank asked Wallace why he had not done the firing himself, the secretary explained, sheepishly, that he had been unable to face them.57

It might be concluded that Wallace’s faith in planning had in the end won out. Tugwell, however, believed otherwise. He thought that it came down not to a weighing of economic priorities, but to a weighing of personal political consequences. Wallace, he would later write, saw himself as Roosevelt’s rightful heir. And his presidential ambitions were clearly better served by not appearing to side with radicals against the interests of Southern conservatives and farm lobbyists—on whose support Roosevelt counted. Davis himself would later reflect that Wallace, had he backed Frank’s directive, “would have been forced out of the Cabinet within a month.”58

Wallace, in his diary, held Roosevelt responsible for the infighting and mutual charges of intrigue between Davis and the liberals, since the president had refused to lay down clear policy principles or lines of authority. His approach to governing was “experimental,” Wallace lamented; his true objectives always “concealed.”59 Thus was Wallace left to conclude that his own fate would be determined by White House political expediency, which required stable relations with the South and the farm barons. And so whereas he felt that Frank and “the left wingers of city background” bore “attitudes” of “a higher nature” than Davis’, he also concluded that “their sense of time [was] wrong,” and that “they want[ed] to move too fast.” Davis, though perhaps “lacking vision,” Wallace conceded, better grasped the “details of the agricultural situation than anyone who could… at this time run the AAA.”60 He was therefore unwilling to sacrifice Davis, whom, he suspected, rightly, had the president’s support.61

Politically, the decision played well for Wallace. With Davis victorious, Wallace’s massive department seemed less volatile and threatening to the cabinet, to the Congress, and to the farm lobby—at least temporarily. Moreover, the ideological warfare within the department ceased.

As for Frank, his career trajectory would be unhindered by the episode. Roosevelt, at Wallace’s and Tugwell’s urging, put him on a less contentious path to influence.62 By 1939, he would be chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission, and in 1941 a judge of the U.S. Court of Appeals. Davis had excluded Hiss from his purge, expecting him to resign on his own—as he did. Wallace had mixed feelings about Hiss’ departure. Given his “unusual intelligence and strong will,” Wallace diaried, Hiss was likely to be “a very significant man in future affairs.” He “may be,” however, Wallace speculated, presumably with some unrecorded basis, “fundamentally more radical than I know.”63



Looking abroad, Wallace abominated European—particularly British—imperialism, seeing the continent’s far-flung colonies as victims in much the same way that he saw Midwestern farmers as victims of greedy Northern industrialists. In spite of his enthusiasm for Stalin’s farm reforms, Wallace also had no interest in pursuing closer ties with the Soviet Union. When Roosevelt announced, on October 20, 1933, that he was taking steps to normalize diplomatic relations with the country, Wallace objected. He disparaged Russian interest in buying more U.S. farm goods, and opposed lending them money to do so. Russia’s “centralized government of iron men,” he said, would try to create “price chaos among the capitalistic nations” by dumping goods under the guise of repaying loans. He even told Roosevelt that deeper economic relations with the Bolshevik government, which was “utterly without religion,” might undermine religious faith in the United States.64 He would revise these views radically in the 1940s.

Wallace also opposed loans to China to enable that country to buy more wheat and cotton, arguing that they made no sense unless the United States were prepared to import large amounts of Chinese goods to rebalance the two-way trade. The experience of the 1920s, he argued, showed that creating more debt, on its own, only produced more commercial and political conflict.65

After passage of the Agricultural Adjustment Act in May of 1933, Wallace did, however, become an enthusiast for pursuing supply reduction internationally. Over the summer, he led a U.S. delegation seeking to conclude an agreement to curtail wheat production with Canada, Argentina, and Australia. When Australia balked initially, Wallace threatened to begin “competitive export dumping” and drive wheat prices “to zero” in that country—a tactic that he himself described as “deplorable.” But the tactic seemed to work. Australia offered to go along if European countries took part. The Soviets refused, but twenty nations joined the United States in signing an agreement on August 25. Wallace called it a “momentous step” and “a landmark in international efforts to solve the economic depression.” That, however, was not to be. Argentina subsequently had a bumper wheat crop, and the agreement withered. Still, it whetted Wallace’s appetite for pursuing further ventures in international cooperation.66



Did the Agricultural Adjustment Act work? Wallace and his deputies argued that it did. It boosted farm prices, they said. It boosted farm income. It reduced oversupply. And it put in place administrative machinery to make permanent improvements in the operation of American agriculture.

An objective appraisal, however, would pose more precise questions, and encompass a wider consideration of cause and effect. Were the act’s apparent successes properly attributed? And were there unintended consequences? On the matter of farm prices and incomes, which was of greatest concern to Wallace, the effect varied by commodity. In the dairy sector, the impact of AAA policy was negligible, and support from farmers low. Wheat farmers did much better, with prices doubling from 1931 to 1934.67 Tobacco growers did the best relative to benchmark, with some exceeding the government’s decreed “fair exchange value” of their 1934 crop by 40 percent.68

These successes, such as they were, however, had little or nothing to do with the AAA’s efforts to pressure farmers to grow less. The problem of surplus production—that is, unprofitable production—would not be ameliorated until demand resurged during World War II.

In the case of wheat, the reduction in sown acreage was only half the target, despite adverse weather reducing seeding. Farmers found ways around reducing planted acreage, such as growing on land they rented rather than owned.69 More significantly, the increase in wheat prices and wheat-farm income bore little relation to changes in farm practice motivated by the act. Beginning in the spring of 1933, wheat prices were boosted by acts of God and Roosevelt: that is, drought and dust storms from the one, dollar devaluation from the other. The latter raised the dollar price of agricultural commodities in world markets, as well as the domestic one.70 Over half the rise in wheat-farm income can be attributed to devaluation, and most of the remainder to government transfer payments71—neither of which required any action by Wallace’s department.

Cotton field owners, like wheat growers, also saw a rise in income—for similar reasons. Yet cotton field tenants, as discussed earlier, suffered severe losses in consequence. Meanwhile, the supply reduction from reduced acreage was offset by greater yields from practices such as intensifying fertilizer use.

In the case of tobacco, virtually all the benefit to growers came from AAA-dictated “marketing agreements” which forced processors to buy no less tobacco than they had the preceding year, at or above set minimum prices, and which forbade them from raising prices to consumers.72 Such autocratic methods of transferring income between sectors were at odds with the voluntary ethos Wallace had proclaimed for the act, but consistent with his view that industrial middlemen between farmers and consumers were dangerous profiteers who needed to bear the program’s costs.

Though the mass slaughter of hogs and the plowing-under of cotton did boost the prices of both, there was little to recommend them as policy—either as a tool of short-run recovery or long-term reform. One reason is that the rise in the price of stocks of these commodities benefited only those who held them—and not the farmers, who had already sold them. To the extent that the value of the stocks had been hedged on agricultural future markets, as most of it had been, the beneficiaries were speculators—and not farmers. A second reason is that farm income is not enlarged by a rise in the unit price of a product, but by the product of price and volume. Selling lower volumes at higher prices did not help farmers uniformly or significantly. Wallace clearly understood this fact, and so claimed that the plow-under had succeeded “in company with the monetary policy and other measures,… including AAA payments.”73 This was like claiming that the patient had been cured by voodoo “in company with medicine.” A third reason is that the slaughter and plow-under were one-off interventions, limited almost entirely to 1933, and did nothing to discourage future oversupply.

Still, an influential 1935 Brookings Institution study of the AAA estimated that farm families, on balance, saw net gains from its programs totaling between $1.5 billion and $1.9 billion. Though such gains are far smaller than AAA spokesmen claimed,74 they are substantial, amounting to as much as 3 percent of gross national product (GNP).75 Yet they, too, are overestimates. They fail to account for the losses of some two million farm tenants and workers who were, as a direct consequence of the programs, thrown off the land.76

What about the effect of the AAA on the American economy as a whole? The AAA was supposed to be a complement to the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), and therefore to contribute to economic recovery broadly. It was the centerpiece New Deal legislation for Henry Wallace and his fellow advocates of the “planned economy.” Here, too, the verdict must be mixed.

Government payments to farmers, and not supply-reduction efforts, were far and away the most important lever by which the AAA increased farm income. But to the extent that these payments were financed by taxes on food processors, who then passed on higher prices to consumers (farmers included), who in turn consumed less as a result, the AAA had a less positive impact on farmers than USDA spokesmen claimed, and a negative one on all who consumed farm products. These spokesmen, not surprisingly, said different things to different audiences. They told farmers the AAA was to credit for higher farm prices, while telling angry consumers the opposite: that the drought was to blame.77 Wallace tried to have it both ways by calling his program, nonsensically, “an adjustment policy providing for increases when such increases make for the welfare of the consumer, and for decreases when such decreases make for the welfare of the farmers.”78 He acknowledged, however, that such head-scratchers could not disguise the problem. “I cannot say,” he also confessed publicly, that the USDA’s efforts to stop “the textile people” from hitting consumers “had much effect in keeping down the prices of cotton goods.” And those “mounting retail prices,” he added, “did not simplify our problem in the Midwest.”79

The Brookings study nonetheless argued that to the extent that the farm population, comprising a quarter of the nation, had a higher marginal propensity to consume than the general population—that is, a greater likelihood of spending an extra dollar of income—the AAA still made a net positive contribution to recovery. Farmers, who were heavily indebted, might have gone bust without government aid. Instead, they consumed more, and thereby added to the country’s generalized purchasing power and business confidence.

This logic is compelling, though hardly conclusive. As economists at the time pointed out—the AAA’s own economic adviser, Louis Bean, included—the benefits of reduced farm supply on farm prices, and of higher farm prices on farm incomes, do not merit the conclusion that those benefits stimulated recovery. Less farm production, all else being equal, implied less business for refiners, storers, transporters, and the like, while higher farm prices tended to depress demand for the goods of industry.80

All else is never equal, however, and the broad effect of changes in farm production and prices is, ultimately, an empirical question—one to be resolved by analyzing the relationship between different categories of economic data. Recent such analysis suggests that higher farm prices did, on balance, aid industrial recovery in 1933—revealing that auto sales growth, for example, was positively related to the share of a state’s population living on farms. There was also evidence of positive effects of higher farm prices on bank solvency (as farmers paid back loans) and ending deflation fears.

The dominant policy source of farm-price movements was not AAA programs, however, but a loosening of monetary policy.81 The broad view that the change in monetary policy in 1933 was the single most important contributor to recovery has been standard among economists since the seminal analysis of Milton Friedman and Anna Schwartz, published thirty years after passage of the Agricultural Adjustment and National Industrial Recovery acts.82 Indeed, since the two economists made their case, it is widely accepted that monetary policy had been a primary cause of the Great Depression, in that the Federal Reserve had, from 1929 to early 1933, been misguidedly tightening it.

Wallace’s own views on the dollar and monetary policy in 1933 were muddled, as were the administration’s broadly. In January 1933, just prior to his appointment as agriculture secretary, Wallace opined that “the smart thing to do would be to go off the gold standard a little further than England has.”83 But since “the word ‘inflation’ grates harshly on the ears of many bankers,” he added, “we speak of ‘reflation’ and save their feelings.”84 By September, however, he was declaring, in opposition to calls from Congress and farm bodies for further monetary easing, that the administration was “flatly opposed to currency inflation.” When the financial press soured on the nascent recovery, however, the president determined once again to conjure forth the animal spirits with cheaper money. On October 22, Roosevelt gave a radio address in which he pledged to boost prices by buying up newly mined gold with newly printed dollars.85 The recovery was back on track. The U.S. money supply rose a hearty 42 percent between 1933 and 1937, stimulating growth through lower interest rates and expectations of higher inflation.

In the end, it may be concluded that the Roosevelt administration could have helped those farmers it did help, not to mention the tenants and laborers it harmed, while making a stronger contribution to recovery—and doing so more cheaply, with less collateral damage, and with fewer lamentable legacy effects—just by mailing them checks. Mailing out millions of checks is, after all, what the U.S. government did, with notable success, during a pandemic-induced economic plunge eighty-seven years later. Combined with looser monetary policy, which was the result of the dollar devaluation in 1933 (and the so-called quantitative easing in 2020), simple fiscal transfers would have accomplished Wallace’s main aim—that of farm recovery—with greater efficiency, less cost, less turmoil, and minimal interference in the operation of farms and businesses.



The Agricultural Adjustment Act was bombarded with legal challenges from its birth. On January 6, 1936, one of them hit the mark. In the case of United States v. Butler, the conservative-dominated Supreme Court, by a 6–3 decision, declared the act unconstitutional. Though there was considerable disagreement among the majority as to the proper scope of the ruling, Justice Owen J. Roberts, in his opinion on their behalf, held that revenue from the processing tax had not been intended to serve the “general welfare,” as it should have been. Rather, it was intended to fund regulation of an activity outside the legal scope of federal jurisdiction—that is, agricultural production.86

Wallace was livid at the ruling, as well as the premise that agriculture, in the America of 1936, could be called a “local activity.” But he had not been unprepared for such a setback, and set to work on reconstituting the act so that it might do its job on a court-proof basis. With the aid of farm economist Howard Tolley, Wallace rewrote the legal grounds for his powers. No longer was his department to regulate agricultural production, as such, but to conserve the nation’s soil—a “general welfare” function. And no longer would its efforts be financed by a processing tax, but by direct congressional appropriations.

“We hope,” but do not intend, Wallace stated deftly, “that as a result of the conservation of soil resources… supplies of the major farm commodities will be kept in approximate balance with demand, and we hope that the plan will have a favorable effect on farm prices and income. But any such benefits,” he added for the court’s benefit, “will be by-products.”87

“The Act is dead; long live the Act!”—or so he might well have said. For on February 29, 1936, less than two months after the court killed the Agricultural Adjustment Act, it was reborn as the Soil Conservation and Domestic Allotment Act.

This was the sort of political maneuver that Roosevelt so regarded, and it elevated Wallace in his esteem. Henry was no mere planner, it seemed, but a doer—a political doer. He had shown that he had what it took to survive, and perhaps even thrive, in the malignant swamplands of Washington, D.C.

Wallace would, as well, endear himself to Roosevelt with a literary attack on the court. Availing himself of ghostwriting aid from lawyer Morris Ernst, he penned a book entitled Whose Constitution?: An Inquiry into the General Welfare (1936).88 As would become the Wallace trademark, it combined agricultural wonkery, street-corner philosophy, progressive Christian preaching, and political pugilism. It made the moral and practical case for soil protection. It denounced “unfettered individualism,” while lauding “the cooperative way of life.” And it rebuked the court for “refus[ing] to admit” that it was “time for change.”89 Wallace sent the president the final text for his approval in May 1936, eliciting the response: “May it sell 100,000 copies.”90



Wallace was nothing if not prolific during Roosevelt’s first term, churning out four books—including Whose Constitution?—as well as scores of articles, lectures, and speeches. He confessed to his works being “hastily dictated,”91 but he favored speed and volume over clarity and coherence.

In America Must Choose: The Advantages and Disadvantages of Nationalism, of World Trade, and of a Planned Middle Course (1934), Wallace made the case for pursuing world peace through freer trade—sort of. He envisioned a world in which reciprocal trade agreements led to lower tariffs and more cross-border commerce, but one in which competition in similar products would be excluded.92 This provision limited the scope for trade to stimulate innovation and productivity, but, Wallace believed, conduced not only to less domestic resistance but to greater international amity—which was his primary aim. He termed that aim “semi-religious in nature.”

In Statesmanship and Religion (1934), he applied his semi-religious thought to government reorganization of “our social machinery.” In this work, he made clear that his support for trade liberalization had little to do with economics. Nationalism might be bad “from the religious point of view,” he explained, but was no barrier to prosperity.

To the contrary, he wrote, “we can have a very high standard of living if we develop a spirit and economic policy of intense nationalism,” as other countries had done. The U.S. government, after all, possessed “vast systems of statistics dealing with prices and quantities and labor costs and ratios between productive power and consumptive power.” The “physical tools for [national] social experimenting” were thus “at hand.”

America, he wrote, had the power to end “those great fears having to do with lack of food, lack of shelter, and lack of employment,” provided “the profit motive and the monetary system did not interfere unduly.” What was needed was statesmanship. He singled out Vladimir Lenin as “one of the few men of [the] century whose earnestness deserves to rank with that of [the prophet] Amos and [the theologian] John Knox.” Lenin “suffered, meditated, thought and acted. However much we may dislike such men,” Wallace explained, “we must respect their power to transform society in line with their vision.”93 Left unexplained was how such respect cohered with belief in rural democracy.

In New Frontiers (1934), Wallace argued that America’s Western frontier had, in the nineteenth century, been gainfully tamed and developed through “rugged individualism.” This “frontier thesis” was not original—it had first been stated in 1893 by historian Frederick Jackson Turner, who argued that the end of “westering” demanded the pursuit of new outlets for “American energy.” Wallace, however, contended that this energy was now destructive in its effects, economically and socially. “The keynote of the new frontier,” he wrote, a frontier of the soul, is no longer “individualistic competition” but “cooperation.”94

Just what this “cooperation” comprised, however, was to be an ongoing source of confusion in Wallace’s writing. He was embarrassed to learn that the Italian press was touting New Frontiers as support for Mussolini’s corporate state, which he claimed to oppose.95 Wallace wrote as well of the need for “economic democracy,” but could define it only as a “process” which the New Deal was making “a strenuous effort to find.”96 Tolley claimed that Wallace saw it as “the right of all men to share in the making of the decisions that affect their economic welfare.”97 Yet in the 1940s Wallace would, confusingly, associate it not with Roosevelt’s America but with Stalin’s Russia.

In the context of 1930s America, however, Wallace should be seen as part of a wider movement of agricultural intellectuals, such as M. L. Wilson and Howard Tolley, whose aim was to bring government experts and rural citizens into partnership.98 It was the collaboration between the two groups that lay, at that time, behind their thinking about democratic policy formulation.

But who was ultimately to make decisions? Was it to be the government experts, or the rural citizens? Who was to decide what to grow, where to grow it, how to grow it, and how much to grow? The answer, in practice, was that the New Deal took decision-making power away from poorer farmers, and shifted it to richer ones. The latter then took their cue from the Department of Agriculture, which paid them to embrace its agenda.

Wallace professed belief in the Jeffersonian ideal of America as a nation of small farmer-landowners, but with the critical caveat that these landowners had to be taught to pursue the “general interest”—rather than narrow self-interest. As commerce secretary years later, he would take the same stance toward companies and unions—that they needed to bargain with the interests of consumers and wider society at heart.

Citing Jefferson and Lincoln, Wallace held that democracy “could not work unless there was popular education among the people.”99 He also believed that farmers, if given proper economic information and ethical instruction, would adjust output and marketing practice in the common good—that is, the way he, Henry Wallace, wished them to do.100 To implement his vision for American agriculture, he therefore constituted a vast network of local institutions to educate—some said indoctrinate101—farmers on subjects ranging from soil conservation to the philosophy of national “planning.”102 Thousands of county production-control committees were established, comprised of locally elected farmers, which made acreage allotments and monitored performance.

Though Wallace wanted AAA farming programs to be voluntary, at least officially, he used local surveys and referenda to compel the cooperation of the unwilling. “Remember that the government itself is not proposing compulsion,” he assured cotton farmers across the South in a mass mailing dated January 26, 1934. But “if the Department of Agriculture is to advocate legislation providing for compulsion,” he added, “it will be because the answers to this questionnaire disclose the unmistakable sentiment of the South.”

In pursuing his supply-control agenda, Wallace in the end relied on the self-interest of large and influential landowners. These were men (mostly) with the resources to hire others to farm, while they themselves dedicated the considerable time required to attend committee meetings and master the profitable new business of New Deal agricultural politics. And when their efforts failed to achieve the desired results, such as less output from their neighbors, they lobbied Congress to force holdouts to comply—citing the majority support reflected in Wallace’s surveys.103 It was such lobbying that produced the Bankhead Cotton Control Act of 1934, the Kerr-Smith Tobacco Control Act of 1934, and the Potato Control Act of 1935—all of which were decidedly nonvoluntary.

Tugwell, an unrepentant technocratic liberal with none of Wallace’s sentimental Jeffersonianism, later professed that the “grass-roots democracy” celebrated by the AAA was largely theater. Policy was made, ultimately, in Washington, harnessing the self-interest of well-connected farmers pursuing subsidies, debt relief, and higher prices for their handiwork.104



Nineteen thirty-six being a presidential election year, Wallace finally got around to changing his party registration from Republican to Democrat. He made hard-hitting speeches and radio addresses attacking “the greedy and ignorant forces behind the national Republican party.” His political charisma, such as it was, was based on an ability to project earnestness to massed believers from a safe distance. He recoiled, however, from the hand-shaking, back-slapping, arm-twisting, cold-calling, and problem-solving that went with the gritty business of campaigning. Roosevelt hardly needed such help from him, however, and went on to beat Kansas Republican Alf Landon in a landslide: 523 electoral votes to 8.

Wallace’s second term as agriculture secretary proved less frenetic and contentious than the first. He pivoted from saving the farm sector to sustaining it. He backed programs which, he hoped, would boost demand for U.S. farm goods at home, such as the 1938 minimum-wage legislation, and abroad, such as the dozens of reciprocal trade agreements being pursued by Hull (twenty-one of which would be signed by 1940).105 Most important, though, he oversaw the creation and passage of a new Agricultural Adjustment Act in 1938. It covered a wide array of programs, including production control, marketing agreements, tenant protection, and government payments for land retirement. But its centerpiece—to Wallace’s mind, at least—was provision for his long-championed “ever-normal granary.”

Under Wallace’s scheme—inspired by the Old Testament story of Joseph, as well as Chinese agricultural history—farmers could stow crops in good years and sell them in bad. In the New Deal version, farmers stored surplus corn, wheat, cotton, rice, or tobacco, either on their own or in facilities provided by the USDA’s Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC). Before they sold the crop, the CCC would issue them nonrecourse loans that put a floor under the prices they would receive. If the market price went above the value of the loan, farmers sold the crop, paid back the loan, and kept the profit. If the market price went below the value of the loan, however, farmers kept the cash and the government took the crop, typically dumping it abroad at a loss. The farm lobby group might have been expected to embrace the program, but did not. It agitated instead for more lucrative cash benefits and price supports, of the sort that had marked Wallace’s first term.106 Crop insurance, by comparison, seemed a miserly alternative. As one Georgia senator, Richard B. Russell, put it during his 1936 reelection campaign: “I stand for larger benefit checks.”107

By 1940, Wallace had also created, taken over, or become an overseer of an alphabet soup of new farm-related agencies. The Soil Conservation Service (SCS) undertook major projects to stop soil erosion. The Drought Relief Service (DRS) bought up cattle in Dust Bowl–stricken areas. The Subsistence Housing Project (SHP) helped poor families finance the purchase of rural land and housing. The Federal Surplus Commodities Corporation (FSCC) bought up excess farm goods for distribution to poor Americans. The Farm Credit Administration (FCA), which refinanced farmers’ mortgages at below-market rates, became part of Wallace’s department in 1939, as did the Rural Electrification Administration (REA). The department also became a supervising authority for the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), a massive work relief program. It further established four regional research and development laboratories to uncover new uses and markets for farm products. The USDA’s Farm Security Administration (FSA), created in 1937, swallowed up the independent Resettlement Administration (RA), created in 1935, which itself contained an alphabet soup of programs to address rural tenant poverty—a problem exacerbated by the first AAA in 1933. The RA was directed by Tugwell, who had conceived it, and who had grandiose visions of buying up half a million subsistence farms and resettling its families. In the end, short of the necessary funds, he moved a mere 4,441 of them.108 Perhaps stimulated by his brief travels in Russia, in 1927, he also used the RA to experiment with new collective farms. These farms, according to one highly approving account of agricultural policy under Wallace, “were not as successful in practice as they appeared on paper.”109

After seven years and $55 billion in government payments to farms ($1.2 trillion today),110 it would still take World War II to alleviate the fundamental problem of unprofitable farm production. The AAA and CCC programs, by assuring farmers a guaranteed income with no risk for participation, encouraged them to grow crops that were already in surplus. Despite six years of subsidies to cut production, and export subsidies to dump the excess abroad (which Wallace had preached against), the cotton glut was three million bales greater in 1939 than it was when Wallace took office.111 Gross and net farm income, furthermore, just barely nudged upward during the 1930s, and the parity price index—which took account of farm cost of living—actually fell.112

“Only the war,” concluded one otherwise sympathetic New Deal historian, “rescued the New Deal farm program from disaster.”113 Yet the program was, in the words of an equally sympathetic former USDA chief historian, “at least effective in insuring that the countryside did not move into armed revolt”114—which was Roosevelt’s prime concern.115 It did so at the cost of making much of the farm belt permanently dependent on aid and protective regulation from Washington.116






Four THE GURU AND THE NEW COUNTRY


When Henry Wallace arrived in Washington in 1933, he was determined to save American farming from the predations of bankers and industrialists. He was determined, moreover, to save American capitalism from the excesses of individualism. Yet even that hardly covered the expanse of his ambitions. He was, in fact, determined to enlarge his personal quest for spiritual enlightenment into one that would reform the very soul of mankind.

Many around Wallace who knew of his interest in the occult, such as his wife, were deeply discomfited by it. But none, it seemed, ever imagined it might have political and diplomatic consequences. And possibly it would not have—at least had it not been for Wallace’s encounter with a Russian agronomist in early 1927.

Having been acquainted with Wallace’s father, and with the son’s interest in Eastern spiritualism, Dmitri Nikolaevich Borodin, visiting Des Moines, urged the farm editor to familiarize himself with the work and thought of one Nikolai Konstantinovich Rerikh—an artist and theosophist known in America as Nicholas Roerich. The first step would be to visit the new museum bearing his name on New York’s Upper West Side.

Wallace made the pilgrimage on April 3. On entering the lobby of the building, he became transfixed before a large Tibetan prayer mat. The concerned receptionist alerted the museum’s vice president, Frances Grant, who approached the dazed visitor and asked if he were unwell. Wallace assured her that he was merely experiencing “vibrations.” For the next three hours, he peppered her with questions about Roerich and the museum. Grant promised to relay his keen interest to the Master himself—then journeying in Tibet.1

Wallace developed an abiding devotion to the museum’s artistic, cultural, and spiritual mission. He would only meet Roerich in person once in 1929 (in August in New York) and four times in March and April 1934 (twice in Washington and twice in New York). He would, however, establish a routine contact and intimate friendship with Frances Grant. Just how intimate is not known, although many, including the president, would speculate with impious interest.2

Over Wallace’s first three years as agriculture secretary, no other cause, agricultural or otherwise, so commanded his time and attention as the Roe-rich Museum. He would phone it at least three dozen times; visit it, or its associated New York events, at least twenty times; and meet with its trustees in Washington regularly. He would also send Roerich and his circle some two hundred letters.3 These missives, typically deeply personal, were often also candid about political matters. A small subset of them, many weaving Buddhist, Tibetan, Christian, and theosophic jargon in an awkwardly florid style and submissive tone, would emerge at pivotal points in Wallace’s later career—causing him, his family, his colleagues, and his political party of the moment acute embarrassment and concern. Based on one of the honorifics Wallace used in addressing Roerich, these would come to be known as the “Guru letters.” Faced with evidence of their wider circulation, Wallace would deny, divert, and dissemble. But recent archival finds in Moscow, supplementing evidence long known to exist at the FDR Library, affirm their provenance.4

Upon Wallace’s death decades later, much of the correspondence in his possession would be destroyed by his attorney (and possibly his wife). In 1933, however, as he began his new career in politics, he gave no thought to how his private words might stir public derision—or even thwart his growing ambitions.

His assistant warned him of the risks. The letters “I couldn’t get him to modify all had to do with his mystical associations,” Paul Appleby explained decades later. The “Roerich correspondence was something that I argued with him about through the years.”5

By 1932, however, Wallace had already struck up unusual penpalships with men considered eccentrics; men such as Charles Roos, an ornery self-styled medicine man, and Edward Johndro, an electrical engineer turned astrologist. With Roos, Wallace’s letters caricatured Native American En-glish. “I ache with foolish burdens,” he wrote in one example, “on shoulders raw-hided thru a thousand foothills of Karma.” With Johndro, he pondered whether Saint Paul might never have traveled to Damascus had he known his horoscope.6 The early 1930s constituted a phase in Wallace’s life marked by an obsession with unconventional ways of knowing, and, though aware of the intense disapproval of his wife and colleagues, he refused to practice even the most elementary forms of self-censorship.



The St. Petersburg–born Nicholas Roerich was an artist and adept in Asian archaeology, culture, and religion. In Europe, he had been a landscape and historical painter, as well as a costume and staging designer, of some renown. Many of his paintings were recognizable for their luminous, colorful, primitivist depictions of an idealized and religious Russia. He left St. Petersburg (or Petrograd, as it had become) for Karelia, Finland (then part of the Russian Empire), in 1916, age forty-four, during the turmoil surrounding the Bolshevik coup. He spent the next three years in the Nordic region and London before sailing to New York in October 1920, together with his striking, charismatic wife, Helena (Elena in Russia), and their two boys, George (Yury) and Svetoslav (Svyatoslav).

Barely off the boat, he began a prearranged, twenty-eight-city, coast-to-coast tour, exhibiting his paintings and lecturing on subjects ranging from art to religion and politics.7 Though a staunch anti-Bolshevik at the time, his views on Soviet matters would become more fluid in the years to come, as his belief in his own providential greatness, and his sense of the opportunities it afforded him, became ever more acute.

A striking figure with a shaven head, high cheekbones, piercing blue eyes, a Fu Manchu mustache, and a long double-plaited beard, Roerich cultivated a devoted following of admirers in New York, a city which sought out pathbreaking artists and intellectuals. The most ardent among them took to addressing him as “Father” or “Guru,” believing him and his wife to be privileged conduits for ancient Himalayan wisdom.

The Roerichs called their spiritual doctrine “Agni Yoga.” “Agni” in Sanskrit means fire; fire representing, in the Hindu tradition, the natural force behind both the creative and destructive energy of the universe. “Yoga” refers to the spiritual exercises necessary to harness that energy. Agni Yoga, as with theosophy in general, held that all religions were manifestations of humanity’s striving to evolve toward greater moral perfection. Unlike Buddhism, with its monastic and inward orientation, Agni Yoga was secular and outward in focus, aimed at inspiring action toward the practical, common good of mankind. This humanistic focus held particular appeal to Henry Wallace.
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Nicholas Roerich, Chicago, 1921.



As practitioners of Agni Yoga, the Roerichs manifested an eclectic combination of social activism and millenarian fatalism. Though they were early advocates of practical progressive causes such as environmentalism and feminism, they also believed certain epochs and events to be preordained and inescapable. Foreknowledge of such epochs and events could be disseminated “clairaudiently”—through the ether—to the select few by the great, enlightened Mahatmas of the Himalayas.8 Believers typically held that these Mahatmas once lived in Tibet, where they “evolved” toward spiritual perfection through many reincarnations, but that they now existed as disembodied souls who could, in rare instances, reappear briefly to the chosen as corporeal beings.

Over their years together in Europe, Nicholas and Helena had jointly developed their theosophical framework, taking up occult practices such as séances. Yet it was Helena who drove their spiritual evolution. A headstrong, at times rebellious, youth, she began experiencing “meaningful dreams and even visions” at a young age, and, in March 1920, claimed to have exchanged knowing glances with the fabled nineteenth-century Mahatmas, Morya and Koot Hoomi, in London’s Hyde Park.9 Why the sight of two tall, bearded Indians in British military garb should have moved her so profoundly is one of the many mysteries surrounding her subsequent emergence as the chosen medium for the Masters’ prophecies and commands. One possible explanation is that Helena Blavatsky, the famed cofounder of the Theosophical Society, had, sixty-nine years earlier, claimed to have met the great Morya in the same spot.

Cynics might insist that the Masters did not exist, or that they had at least ceased communications since their bodily demise. Yet even if such cynics were correct, it did not necessarily mean that Helena was a deceptress—however self-serving her “fiery” visions and divinations might have at times appeared. She was, during and after her life, the subject of speculative diagnoses associated with seizures, heart problems, and anxiety disorders.

Once arrived in New York, the new celebrity couple formed an early bond with six individuals, all, curiously, of Jewish backgrounds, who would come to comprise their trusted “inner circle” of artistic and spiritual followers. There was, first, Frances Grant, the woman who would encounter Henry Wallace in his state of ecstatic vibration seven years later. As a twenty-four-year-old journalist and music critic in 1920, she interviewed the artist just after his arrival in the city. There was Nettie Horch, a theosophically inclined art lover, a former schoolmate of Grant’s, and the wife of a currency trader named Louis Horch—the man who would become the artist’s indispensable financial patron. And, finally, there were the three Lichtmanns: musicians Sina and Maurice, a Russian-speaking couple who were introduced to the artist at his inaugural exhibition in New York, and Maurice’s sister, Esther.

The alliance between the Roerichs and the six disciples was cemented at evening séances. Helena herself specialized in “channelling” messages from the astral spirit Allal-Ming—alter ego to the Master Morya. The spirit made stunning revelations regarding Helena’s past-life incarnations, and forecast that Nicholas would soon win the Nobel Peace Prize.10 The spirit also dabbled in political prognostication. At a séance in Cambridge, Massachusetts, he revealed to their son George, a Harvard freshman in 1921, that the Bolsheviks would soon be overthrown.11

That forecast was off by some seven decades, yet the Master never lost their confidence. Helena would develop the capacity to communicate with him through what she called “automatic writing,” a phenomenon in which she would transcribe his perfect wisdom for dissemination to the six “co-workers,” as she called them.

For the Roerichs, politics were intertwined with spiritualism. Inspired by the legend of “Shambhala,” a onetime earthly Tibetan-Buddhist paradise that now existed as a heavenly vision of perfection, they had, by the time of their first pilgrimage to India in 1923,12 already made it their life’s mission to refound it on earth. More tangibly, they hoped to spearhead the formation of a new theocratic state over vast territory in Central Asia—territory then claimed or coveted by four rival states: Britain, China, Japan, and the Soviet Union.

Fuzzy as were the prospective entity’s borders and ideology, “the New Country,” or “the Sacred Union of the East,” as they came to call it in 1924, was to unite Tibetans, Mongols, and Asiatic Russians in an eclectic polity founded on purified Buddhist wisdom, communistic economic precepts, and private American capital. As implausible as such a utopia may have sounded, the couple never fretted over strategy or details. Morya, they were sure, would guide them, and success was preordained.
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Nicholas Roerich with Frances Grant, the Horchs, and the Lichtmanns. Sitting, from left to right: Esther Lichtmann, Sina Lichtmann, Nicholas Roerich, Nettie Horch, and Frances Grant. Standing, from left to right: Louis Horch, Sofie Shafran, Svetoslav Roerich, Maurice Lichtmann, Tatyana Grebenshchikova, and Georgy Grebenshchikov, December 7, 1924.





Much as Henry Wallace would call himself a “practical mystic,” Nicholas Roerich termed himself a “practical idealist.” For both men, that practicality encompassed not merely what they wished to achieve, but how they intended to achieve it. And for both men, legitimate means included alliance with a despised, godless creed.

“There should be business with the Bolsheviks,” Sina recorded “Father” saying on his return to New York in October 1924. Father would draw the Bolsheviks in by explaining that “Buddha was building a communistic system,” just as “Christ [had] preached a communistic system.” And leaders of “the New Country” would build on this legacy “by acknowledging Lenin as a prominent communist.”13 Bolshevism and the Eastern faiths, the Kremlin would see, were natural allies. The result would be a new Shambhala.

To begin forging this alliance, Maurice introduced Father to fellow émigré Dmitry Borodin. The agronomist, inspired by Roerich’s vision of a Russian-led, spiritually revived Central Asia, offered to endorse him with Soviet diplomats likely to prove supportive.14

The first fruitful introduction was that to the Soviet ambassador to Germany, Nikolai Krestinsky, who would agree to receive Roerich in Berlin. At a meeting on Christmas Eve 1924, Roerich told Krestinsky’s embassy colleague, Georgy Astakhov, a likely co-optee of Soviet foreign intelligence, of his travels through the Himalayas, which he presently planned to resume. Roerich stressed “the role which… Soviet Russia was destined to play in the national-liberation struggle of the people of the East.” He also highlighted “the identity of Communism with the teaching of Buddha,” a belief which, he claimed, was preached by both the Tibetan lamas and Himalayan Mahatmas.

Though a member of the Russo-British Fraternity and the Theosophical Society in London, Roerich scorned Britain’s “occupation” of Tibet and its “active anti-Soviet propaganda” there. He may, too, it seems, have offered to report on British activities in the region.15

The ambassador was intrigued by the artist, who appeared both well connected and friendly to Kremlin interests. Roerich, he reported to Foreign Minister Georgy Chicherin, seemed “completely pro-Soviet.” The artist was a “sort-of Buddho-Communist,” he said, and was “on very good terms with the Indians and, particularly, with the Tibetans.”16 Prudently, however, he added that it was “difficult to judge how valuable and trustworthy [Roe-rich’s] Asian accounts were.”17

Following the Berlin encounter, Roerich headed back to Darjeeling to reunite with his family, confident that the Kremlin would support his hoped-for New Country. To fulfill providence, he set out with Helena and George on August 8, 1925 on what would become a historic three-year expedition.18 By train, by horse, by cart, and by foot, they would journey through the mountains, valleys, and plains of Sikkim, Kashmir, Ladakh, Xinjiang, Siberia, Altai, Mongolia, Tibet, and the Trans Himalayas—comprising lands previously unseen or documented by Westerners. Horch funded it as a unique artistic and archaeological endeavor, which would bring the museum hundreds of new Roerich paintings, but Morya ordained it (through Helena, of course) as a holy mission by which Roerich, the “Western Dalai Lama,” would bring forth Shambhala.

Back in New York, meanwhile, Borodin continued to lobby Soviet contacts on Roerich’s behalf. Roerich’s greatest success, for which he would suspend his expedition to travel to Moscow in June 1926, was in securing a meeting with the foreign minister himself. Fortuitously, Morya was by then wholly supportive of working with Bolsheviks, having declared the year prior that “everything has changed,” and that “Lenin is with us.” Or, at least, Lenin’s spirit was with them, his person having been dead eighteen months.19

Next to the great Lenin himself, no figure so influenced the formation of early Soviet foreign policy as Georgy Vasilyevich Chicherin.20 Arguably the best educated and linguistically gifted foreign minister in Europe, Chicherin was acquainted with theosophy, as well as with Roerich himself, from his student days in St. Petersburg. He was also part of an early Bolshevik avant-garde receptive to Buddhist and esoteric movements on practical grounds—that they could be played for ideological and geopolitical advantage.

Roerich bore some unusual gifts for the minister, foremost among them “a small casket with soil from the Buddha’s birthplace” which the Mahatmas wished to have placed upon “the grave of Vladimir Ilyich.” Where the casket was laid is unknown, though it was nowhere near Lenin. As for Roe-rich’s Tibetan-language “Letter from the Mahatmas,” proclaiming “the necessity of the measures for introduction of world communism as a step in the inevitable evolution,” a letter given to Helena by the mysterious wise ones,21 it was deposited forthwith in the Foreign Commissariat’s (NKID) archives.

Though surely bemused by the offerings, the minister was nonetheless, like Krestinsky, taken by Roerich’s claim that the lamas, of whom Soviet leaders knew little, sought “world union between Buddhism and Communism,” as well by the artist’s nine-point plan for achieving such union.22 He thus passed on a favorable account of the meeting (eschewing mention of caskets and Mahatmas) to Vyacheslav Mikhaylovich Molotov, secretary of the Communist Party’s Central Committee.23

Roerich also advanced his plan, hatched back in 1924, to secure a lucrative fifty-year economic concession in Siberia—one that would give him commercial mining rights over a span of some nineteen thousand square miles in the Altai region.24 With Horch’s financial backing, a company was, in that year, incorporated in New York to carry out the plan—the Beluha Corporation.25

Until Roerich’s arrival in Moscow, Beluha had made no progress.26 Chicherin opposed Americans trading with China and Mongolia from Siberia, while lesser apparatchiks thought Horch and Lichtmann of dubious character—and possibly even “agents of espionage” (razvedchikami). After Roerich’s visit, however, a State Concession Committee (GKK) official concluded that the artist, “though a bit funny and clumsy,” “sympathizes with communism” and “wants to be useful to us.”27 Its board, chaired by one Leon Trotsky, demiurge of the Russian Revolution, resolved in secret session to allow the company to begin explorations.28

Resuming his Asian travels in July 1926, Roerich thus felt sure that Morya’s belated embrace of Leninism would, quite literally, pay dividends. Not only would Beluha end his perpetual financial troubles, but it would lay the foundations for a “New Russia.” That is, a New White Russia, in Siberia—a White Russia at the heart of Shambhala. Beluha’s supreme aim, as Helena would diary, would be “detaching Siberia from Moscow,” and reattaching it to an Agni-inspired Central Asia.29

Defending her husband’s cynical stroking of the Bolsheviks, Helena naturally invoked the moral authority of the Masters. “Who may dare blame you after [your] glorification of Lenin?” she recorded Morya asking rhetorically.30 “Our duty is to give R[ussia] a chance,” but the larger purpose “is that the Plan [for Shambhala] does not suffer.”31

Though the Kremlin was clearly ignorant of Roerich’s true aims,32 its practical agenda would collide with his soon enough. Among the many problems encountered, the artist’s scheme to ally with the Dalai Lama’s exiled rival, the Panchen Lama, and to aid his return from Chinese Inner Mongolia to Tibet, clashed with Soviet designs to co-opt the incumbent lamaic power. And so the Kremlin would lose interest in Roerich’s Shambhalic ambitions. But Roerich faced other problems.

What should have been the triumphal climax of his expedition, entry into the holy city of Lhasa in the fall of 1927, would instead turn into a dangerous and humiliating disaster. Proclaiming himself head of a previously unknown “Western Buddhist Council,” and carrying flags of the Dalai Lama and the United States, he stoked the suspicions of both the Tibetan and British authorities. For five months, from October 1927 through February 1928, the Roerichs were effectively quarantined on the brutally cold, windswept Changtang plateau, and refused entry into the capital.

By May, they were back in India. Though the expedition had fulfilled its artistic and cartographic objectives,33 the Roerichs had, to their great disappointment, failed to find the reincarnated Morya, or to advance the coming of Shambhala.

Economic collaboration with the Soviets would, too, wither over the two years following Roerich’s meeting with Chicherin. Under the direction of Roerich’s Leningrad-based brother, Boris, Beluha stalled. In 1927, technical and staffing problems hindered the company’s Siberian mineral explorations, while Soviet foreign policy took a hard left turn. Stalin consolidated power; the NKID soured on admitting foreign capital, “particularly American,” into the Altai; Trotsky was fired from the GKK; and Boris was imprisoned. Two years later, Boris would, in exchange for leniency, become an OGPU (security and political police) informant.34

In May 1928, Maurice Lichtmann would write to the GKK, pleading for an extension of the exploration period into 1929.35 But when the committee demanded more collateral in exchange, Horch, who was by then dedicating all his free capital to building a skyscraper to house an expanded Roerich Museum, balked.36 In May 1929, the GKK canceled the company’s exploration rights.37 The following month, Nicholas and George sailed back across the Atlantic to tend the American flock.

For the time being, Roerich’s dreams of remaking Central Asia lay in ruins. There had been no compatibility of political purpose between Roerich and the Soviets, and, without it, the Kremlin saw no compelling grounds for letting Americans exploit its natural riches. Henry Wallace would, as commerce secretary two decades later, learn this lesson as well.



After nearly five years of arduous travels in Asia and Europe, Nicholas Roe-rich arrived back in New York on June 18, 1929.38 For the itinerant artist, it was a homecoming of sorts, and a triumphant one at that. Three months earlier, in a ceremony staged before a crowd of five hundred, the cornerstone had been laid for a magnificent twenty-nine-story Art Deco style “Master Building,” at 310 Riverside Drive, whose lower three floors would rehouse Roerich’s namesake museum and the associated artistic, musical, and educational enterprises (“Corona Mundi” and the “Master Institute of United Arts”).39 The following day, Roerich was, in recognition of his work to protect cultural treasures in time of war, nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize. Now, the great artist and activist, accompanied by police motorcycle escort, was returning to the city famed for love of fame itself.

Henry Wallace, however, had no interest in Roerich’s celebrity. It was the man’s spiritual thought and aesthetic vision that fascinated him. “Roerich’s mysticism,” Wallace reflected at the time, “both in words and in painting,” had “a power unknown to science.” Yet it also had “a decidedly practical aspect,” he judged, an aspect that would “eventually [make it] significant to the scientific world.”40 The Nobel nomination showed that it could even have political significance. Wallace was therefore eager to meet this exceptional man in person, an opportunity that would be extended to him in August.

Of that meeting, nothing is recorded, although we do know that Roerich gave Wallace a copy of Helena’s first volume of Agni Yoga. We also know that Wallace took great interest in Mahatmas and Shambhala. And we know that Wallace would recall the meeting to Roerich in a letter written the year before Roosevelt’s election; a letter in which he would urge Roerich to work with him—two “followers of the inner light”—in some as-yet-undefined but important and pragmatic way.

With “spiritual and economic dangers” growing around the world, the letter would warn, the time for mere “reading” had “passed.”41 It was time for deeds. This belief—that science and spiritualism needed to unite in the service of practical political action—would come to mark Wallace as both a compelling and controversial public figure.

Roerich, for his part, was anxious to resume his great political quest in Central Asia. In 1929, however, he could not have imagined that, to make it possible, he would need the backing of an Iowan farm editor. For now, he was indentured to the millionaire Louis Horch, whose priority was to monetize association with his trending brand.

On the evening of October 17, 1929, five thousand visitors crammed the new museum at its grand public opening; seven hundred filled its theater to watch Horch bestow upon Roerich a medal for cultural contributions, and to hear the Master himself baptize the new shrine to Agni art and thought. “The feeling among the audience was exalted,” Sina recorded.42 For the Roerich enterprise, these were glory days. But they would be short-lived.

Less than two weeks later, the stock market collapsed. Business stalled. A Great Depression ensued. The Master Building, like so much else built on a base of debt, became an object of struggle between those who issued that debt and those who had bought it.

Horch, who had invested $1 million in the complex,43 and borrowed $2.5 million more,44 began to show himself ever more clearly a duplicitous disciple. As far back as 1923, he had been pressuring Roerich to sign documents—some of which he had pledged, falsely, to later destroy—that would enable him to avoid (or evade) taxes,45 to claim ownership of donated art works, to arrogate legal powers, and to strategically reclassify gifts as loans46 or payments—contingent on the financial implications of changing circumstances. Now, in the wake of the market crash, he looked to extract every dime possible from the museum and its educational ventures—before staff or bondholders could get hold of them.

Horch, Sina recorded on November 1, instructed her “to deliver all the money from the Master Institute to [his] office.” She protested that there would be nothing with which to pay the teachers.47 As the economy went from bad to worse, the building would, in the spring of 1932, go into receivership and be sued for nonpayment of taxes.48 But Horch would prove a master of tax law, city charters, and judicial proceedings, and in July of that year emerge victorious in appellate court—returning control of the property to the museum’s directors.49 Those directors, however, were themselves mere legal fictions, to be discarded once they ceased to serve Louis Horch’s interests.

For Roerich, 1929 would end in disappointment. The Nobel committee in Stockholm, he learned, deemed no one qualified for that year’s peace prize. A year later, in November 1930, the accolade would be backdated and bestowed upon Frank B. Kellogg, Hoover’s secretary of state. Whereas the proposed “Banner of Peace,” or “Roerich Pact,” had outlawed harm to cultural treasures in times of war, the Kellogg-Briand Pact had outdone it in banning war itself. Morya’s decade-old divination of Nobel glory remained unfulfilled.

For much of 1930, Roerich struggled to secure a visa to return to India, where an ailing Helena had remained. On the basis of his Soviet “associations,” authorities in Delhi and London now deemed him a possible “Communist emissary”—and refused him entry. Having failed to obtain naturalization in the United States, Roerich traveled to Paris in July to secure a French passport (one valid for travel, and not citizenship). In a subsequent appeal to the British authorities, in which he now titled himself “His Excellency Baron Nicholas de Roerich,” he stressed an urgent need to tend to his wife, who was suffering from “frequent heart attacks and nervous breakdowns.” This appeal earned him a conditional three-month visa. Husband and wife reunited on December 11.50

In March 1931, Britain removed the limit on Roerich’s stay, though kept a watchful eye on his activities. A March 1932 government memo from Delhi to London expressed fears that he might “place himself in the position of the Dalai Lama and establish Bolshevik control right down to the borders of India.”51

By this time, Roerich had lost all interest in cultivating Soviet support for his Central Asian utopia. Yet he had never lost faith that he would, sooner rather than later, spearhead its creation. Morya, through Helena, reinforced that faith. And so Roerich kept himself occupied, for the time being, with both his art and the creation of a new nearby institute—the Urusvati Institute52 (Urusvati being Helena’s esoteric name)—dedicated to the study of Himalayan fauna, archaeological finds, and linguistic heritage. Supported by an annual grant from the Roerich Museum, from private donations, and from Roerich’s contribution of land, paintings, and royalties, the building was completed in August 1933. But the cessation of funds from New York, as well as a falling-out with the hired botanist over intellectual property, conspired against Urusvati’s early success.53 Its activities would be “frozen” in 1938.54

A devout American disciple, however, now offered Roerich the priceless prospect of patronage from Washington—and possibly even from the president himself. Providentially, the earnest Iowan—the man who had, six years earlier, been transfixed before a Tibetan prayer mat in his museum’s lobby—was now a member of Franklin Roosevelt’s cabinet.



“I have sent a beam to Wallace,” Morya told Helena, on May 24, 1933, so that “Roosevelt may accept the advice of Fujama”—that is, Nicholas—and “contribute to the glory of America by receiving my Indication.”55 An “Indication” was an esoteric command, typically identifying an individual or nation by code name, which Helena sent to others—at times by messenger, at times telepathically—to fulfill Morya’s will. And Morya now willed, or so Helena recorded, that “The peoples of the Americas should enter into a New Epoch”—an epoch in which “nationalities should start to disappear, forming an integrated people’s consciousness.”56 It was a will, and a belief, which Wallace himself would foster with particular earnestness in the 1940s.57

Month after month, Helena records “channellings” from Morya on the importance of bending Roosevelt, through Wallace, to the cause of Shambhala. The British—or “the monkeys,” as Morya and the Roerichs call them—would look to stand in the way.58 But “America should know that the [time for] reconstruction of the East has come.”59

When the Dalai Lama died in December 1933, Morya rejoiced at the opportunity afforded them. “Of course,” he tells Helena, “you understand that [what happened in] Tibet [is] not without Our wish. Such an event must bring turmoil in the West.”60 And turmoil brings opportunity.

Despite his many setbacks, Roerich, who enjoyed being photographed in elaborate Oriental silk robes, still envisioned his imminent emergence as both Western Lama and spiritual leader of the White Russians. Ultimately, he felt destined to reign as philosopher king over a vast territory covering Mongolia, Central Asia, the Himalayas, and southern Siberia.

As for his most important American recruits, Wallace and Roosevelt, Helena’s diary entries stress, in classic cult fashion,61 the need to isolate them from the baleful influence of their families. “The wives of W[allace] and R[oosevelt],” as unbelievers, she records Morya warning her, “are harmful.”62 Her entries also reveal a scathing condescension toward Wallace. The agriculture secretary, Morya tells Helena, is a man “worthy of pity. He owes his existence to his recognition of Us, but does not know how to apply it.”63

By early 1932, Wallace had adopted the “esoteric name” of Galahad—Galahad being the pure-hearted knight of Arthurian legend. But Helena was careful to make him display sufficient obeisance before bestowing it officially. And, as required, Wallace’s many letters to Frances Grant over his first year in office, 1933, show striking elements of submissiveness and indiscretion on the Roerichs’ behalf.

Wallace overflows with emotion for the cause; emotion he never shows for individuals. He speaks of his “Search [for] the Holy Chalice,” his “continuous striving,” his “patience and grief”; he describes his mind as “quivering with questions.”64 He addresses the ethereal Morya, through Grant, as “Oh Master M.” He speaks of Roosevelt in terms of his worth, or lack thereof, in serving the Master’s aims.

Wallace alternatingly refers to Roosevelt as “the Flaming One” and “the Wavering One,” depending upon the latter’s willingness to further those aims. “[T]he President is undoubtedly an agent through which great forces are working,” Wallace writes to Grant in July 1933, “but he is as provoking to me in the density of his perceptions at times as I doubtless am to you.”65

Notwithstanding conspicuous differences in their approach to politics, Wallace and Roosevelt esteemed each other’s open and curious minds. Both men were Freemasons. The most tangible surviving evidence of their mutual interests is the one-dollar bill, whose Masonic Eye of Providence at the apex of the Great Pyramid was the product, in 1934, of Wallace’s inspiration and Roosevelt’s design. The Latin phrase beneath the Pyramid, Novus Ordo Seclorum (New Order of the Ages), signified for Wallace the spirit of the New Deal—a suggestion which delighted the president.66 Though there is no hard evidence of Roerich’s direction of the bill’s redesign, he strongly approved of it. And it is significant that the Eye is represented in several of his paintings.67 The phrase Novus Ordo Seclorum, and Wallace’s account of the president’s reaction to it, also feature in letters Wallace wrote to Grant in 1934 and 1935.68

Notwithstanding the bond of Masonry between president and agriculture secretary, Wallace was discouraged by Roosevelt’s unreadiness to embrace the quest for deeper truths. “He has an exceedingly practical side which is baffling,” Wallace laments to Grant in the July 1933 letter. This stubborn practicality, amplified by a conservative State Department (cover name “the Old House”), made it necessary for Wallace, at times, to resist pressure from the Roerichs to act expeditiously.

“The appropriate moment,” Wallace warns Grant, “has not yet appeared for speaking of the Banner of Peace”—that is, the flag of the Roerich Pact.69 Four years had passed since the drafting of the pact, which had been the subject of two conferences in Belgium, drawing delegates from over twenty nations, in 1931 and 1932. The Old House had dismissed the initiative as “futile, weak, and unenforceable”; Hull himself (“the Sour One”) called it “malarkey.” Thanks to the Flaming One, however, whose mother was fascinated with Roerich, the Sour One, in October 1933, authorized Wallace to stand in for him at the third “Roerich Peace Banner Convention.”70 Twenty-seven nations sent delegations to Washington, providing Wallace, as the official “Protector” of the gathering, with his first major opportunity to capture the spotlight in foreign affairs.

“[D]uring his speech,” Sina reported to the Roerichs, “it seemed like an amazing blue star was shining above the friend”—that is, Wallace. It was “as if Christ himself had enclothed Wallace in martial armor, and he was led to a heroic deed by the gem of the Three Wise Men of the East.”71 This performance elevated Wallace in Morya’s esteem. “For the time being,” he instructed Helena on December 19, “let [Wallace] be left with the name of Galahad.” He may, after all, have been “a Norman knight” in his past life.72 Eleven days later, Wallace would visit the Roerich Museum in New York, where Grant would confer upon him the honored name.



In January 1934, Henry Wallace asked the chief of his department’s Bureau of Plant Industry, the forty-two-year-old Knowles Ryerson, to accompany him on a train trip to Birmingham. The agriculture secretary was curious to learn the status of an item in the department’s draft budget: funding for an expedition to Central Asia, intended to secure the seeds of grasses that could withstand arid weather.

Ryerson was elated at Wallace’s interest. These seeds might, his botanists had reasoned, restore the American Dust Bowl to its earlier glory days, ensuring that its soil could withstand erosion and its grass future droughts. He had been trying to fund the plan for years, but the department’s budget director repeatedly denied his request.

Wallace now promised to take the matter to the president. Yet for reasons which Ryerson could not then discern, Wallace also insisted that Ryerson handle the details by himself. He was not to discuss them with anyone.73

The president, in Wallace’s later recollection, did not just endorse the expedition, but was, in fact, its inspiration. This recollection owes not to Wallace’s generosity of spirit, but to his enduring tendency to ascribe to Roosevelt ideas for which he, Wallace, would later wish not to own credit—or to take blame.

On March 3, Ryerson submitted a personnel list for the secretary’s approval. For nearly two weeks, however, Wallace did not respond. Yet on the evening of March 15, Ryerson received a surprise call from the boss, asking that he come to the Mayflower Hotel.74

Seated with Wallace off the lobby, Ryerson saw, was an exotic-looking gentleman, about sixty years of age. Wallace introduced him, explaining that the renowned Dr. Roerich was going to aid the Gobi expedition. Ryerson was baffled. He needed botanists, not artists or activists. Yet he responded that he would, of course, welcome the gentleman’s counsel. Wallace, who would wage a career-long struggle to detect disingenuity, was relieved.

“Our R[yerson] was in today,” he would presently write to Frances Grant, “and I think I have him coming along nicely.”75 He could now safely send Ryerson to Capitol Hill, as a credible scientist, to plead the case for funding.76



The Central Asian expedition, however, unbeknownst to anyone else in the U.S. government, was not about seeds or science. It was about Shambhala.

Wallace’s dedication to the quest was unbounded. “I have thoughts of the New Country,” he wrote to his “Dear Guru” a year before their meeting at the Mayflower, “going forth to meet the seven stars under the sign of the three stars.”:


[I] think of the People of Northern Shambhalla [sic] and the hastening feet of the Successor of Buddha.… And so I await your convenience prepared to do what I am here to do.

May Peace, Joy and Fire attend you as always,

G[alahad]77



In the course of 1933, Wallace would write many such missives to Roe-rich and the museum inner circle. Some of these documented his efforts to educate “the Flaming One” to “the trade possibilities with Central Asia” and “the qualifications of the Messenger [Roerich] who comes from a distant land.”78

Grant enthused to Roerich that Wallace and Roosevelt could be made “veritable partners to the enterprise.”79 She told him of the secretary’s meeting with the president on July 5, in which he raised the prospect of “new countries” in Asia, “the moment for [which] was propitious.” The two men spoke of “the Land of [Genghis] Khan”—that is, Mongolia. Of that conversation, Wallace, unfortunately, “had to leave much unwritten.” But he was, Grant concluded, “ready to act at once.” He would “carry out the Order in the best and finest way.”80

In October, Grant reported that Wallace had embraced their cause of stopping U.S. diplomatic recognition of the Soviet Union. “Our friend,” Grant assured Roerich, “will bring all pressure to bear against consummation of this terrible measure”—a measure that would undermine White Russian faith in Washington.81 In stark contrast to Wallace’s later dedication to the cause of U.S.-Soviet friendship, a cause for which he would become an iconic figure among anti–Cold War progressives, Wallace now lobbied Roosevelt against recognizing Moscow or lending it money. He denounced “the Russian leadership [as] so utterly without religion [and] so bitter regarding certain things which we hold dear” as to make political or economic engagement harmful.82

But Wallace’s objections were to no avail. Roosevelt, conscious that the United States was the last major power refusing relations, hopeful that trade might boost the U.S. economy, and determined to exploit all means of containing Japan, would not be swayed. To Wallace’s bitter disappointment, the president granted recognition on November 16.

In December, Grant wrote to Roerich of another promising use for their valued disciple. Wallace, she said, had informed her of a possible “Expedition… for the purpose of discovering drought resistant grasses.” After Roerich’s “arrival [back in New York,] the route for [it] could be suggested.”83 That route might be made to serve two causes: that of finding seeds, and that of refounding Shambhala.

But success was not a given. “[A]pparently,” Wallace told her, “hearings will have to be held in which the scientific basis” for the expedition will be scrutinized by Congress.84 Ryerson, as the department’s lead botanist, would have to testify, and would need to be made cooperative.

Every element of the scheme came together in a remarkable message from Grant to Roerich on January 3, 1934:


The plant industries dept. of our friend’s work want certain drouth resistance plants which grow in the vicinity where Am.[“Amos”/Roerich] was on his [1925–27] expedition. For this purpose a certain amount of $25,000 was put into budget, and at first rejected. The ch[ief/FDR], however, when appealed to by our friend… said he accepted the plan and would OK the appropriation, which would be for $50,000. The exact direction for this exped[ition] was not determined, and it was tho[ugh]t that Am. might help [the] plan. According to the needs, the dept. botanist would have to accompany; all other things such as direction, personnel, might be determined by Am. as this would be up to our friend. Hence, it occurred to me that Am. might be interested since perhaps the same could be combined in various ways.85



Henry Wallace, then, under the guise of aiding American agriculture, intended to mislead Congress into funding a Russian mystic’s plan to change the political map of Central Asia. Even more remarkable, Wallace had no notion of what sort of polity this mystic intended to create. “[W]hat structure of government are we working toward?” he asked Grant in a February letter. And “what economic principles?”86 The questions showed humble curiosity and uncritical obedience.

Roerich would never answer these questions. But he would reveal his intended way forward. On March 14, 1934, the day he arrived in New York from Paris, and the day before Wallace introduced him to Ryerson in Washington, Roerich sent Wallace an English translation of a plan authored by his Harbin-based brother, Vladimir, on Roerich’s direction. That plan, code-named Alatyr, after a stone sacred in Slavic folklore, would outline a communitarian agricultural cooperative in Manchuria, financed by American loans and venture capital.87 What American investor might commit capital to such an enterprise was unclear, but Nicholas thought it a brilliant first stage in uniting the peoples of the wider region under the precepts of Agni Yoga.



The region where Shambhala was to be reborn was, in 1934, a particularly dangerous cauldron of geopolitical intrigue. The Japanese, who had invaded Manchuria in September 1931, had expanded their control of the region through installation of a puppet regime under the last Ch’ing emperor, Pu-yi, and subsequent seizure of Jehol province. Pu-yi served as a rallying point for Mongols and Chinese wanting independence from Republican China. He also served Japan’s interests in neighboring Inner Mongolia, under effective Chinese control, and Outer Mongolia, under Soviet control, by allowing it to pose as a liberating force for all the region’s Mongol peoples. Intelligence agents of the three nations competed to manipulate opinion among the rivalrous ethnic groups. War between any of those nations could have broken out at any time—and indeed would break out in 1937, with Japan’s invasion of China proper.

Japanese cooperation, however, had become critical to Roerich’s political ambitions, once it became clear that the Soviets would not abet them. “Surely, Japan is on the side of friendship,” Sina recorded, “since the Japanese are the only opponents of [the] Bolsheviks.”88 Morya himself declared (through Helena, of course) that “the warriors of the Rising Sun” would serve the cause of Shambhala.89

Tokyo was host to a chapter of the Roerich Society. And the Kyoto Municipal Museum was set to exhibit seventeen of the Master’s works in 1935.90 These facts no doubt showed Japan to be not only a tool of providence, but a highly civilized nation with a refined appreciation for art.

Roerich began his cultivation of the Japanese government even before leaving for Asia. Days after his March meeting with the agriculture secretary in Washington, Roerich told the Japanese consul general in New York that Henry Wallace was “a potential future president” and “a friend of [his] nation”—a message at odds with U.S. foreign policy.91

The State Department had no interest in aiding Japanese or Russian expansion (whether White or Red), particularly at the expense of China. Thus was Henry Wallace ensuring a cabinet clash by demanding that Roerich head an expedition through Manchuria. But he would not to be deterred.

At his office on the morning of March 16, 1934, Wallace clarified for Ryerson the true nature of the Russian’s role. Roerich would not, after all, be merely advising the mission. He would be leading it. This time Ryerson was not merely baffled, but appalled. Though aware that Wallace could derail his career, he made no effort to hide his feelings. Roerich, he protested, was not even a U.S. citizen, let alone a scientist. And Manchuria “was the hottest diplomatic area” on earth. The secretary’s plan was therefore dangerous.

Wallace waved him off. Roerich, he explained, was “revered” among the people of the region. And his son George, expert in its many languages, would serve as the mission’s deputy.92

Such assurances hardly comforted Ryerson. He feared for his botanists’ safety.93 Taking his leave, he quickly tipped off contacts at the State Department. They, too, were aghast. The Roerichs, they said, were “shysters” and “crooks,” possibly even “Russian agents.” Wallace’s own deputy, Rex Tugwell, urged Ryerson to have nothing to do with the clan. “You’re headed for trouble,” he warned.

Soon after, Wallace was visited by an angry Stanley Hornbeck, chief of the State Department’s division of Far Eastern Affairs. “Purple” with rage, the veteran China hand warned him that Roerich, a White Russian traveling on a French passport, could, if let loose in Manchuria, drag the United States into a political maelstrom involving three hostile nations.

The State Department, though unclear as to whether Roerich was a Bolshevik agent or nemesis, was certain he was up to no good. Wallace, in any case, refused to take Hornbeck seriously. The Roerichs, he insisted, would act with perfect sense and decorum.

Following the meeting, Wallace ordered Ryerson to speak no further about the Roerichs.94 He also set out to cover his own tracks, ensuring that he could parry any inquiries made as to the nature of his contacts with them.

“Could you verify with F[ather],” he asked George in mid-April, “the dates I met you at the Mayflower?”:


As I informed the Guru, extraordinary watchfulness now seems to be necessary. Agencies seem to make it their jobs to watch certain people.… I have no definite cause for worry, but certain extraordinary warnings are manifest.95



Wallace also began to reveal concern about how fast and how far to bring the president into the secret plans. “[I] have just received the indication,” he wrote to Grant in early May, “and am quite willing if it is the will of the Lord to talk in full with the W[avering One]. I could go into all aspects except the deeply hidden if you think that it is wise.” However, “my feeling has been that [FDR] is so deeply prejudiced against the rulers [Japanese] that it may not be wise to go all the way.” He worried that speaking prematurely “about the Banner [of Peace] and the Envoy [Roerich] might imperil the journey because of [FDR’s] fear of the rulers.”96 He preferred to keep the true purpose of the journey hidden, at least for the present time, from the president.

Helena in India, funnel of the divine will, meanwhile recorded Morya’s growing annoyance with Wallace’s self-important reports from Washington. “You can write [down],” Morya told her on May 15, “that Galahad should not consider himself a savior of the Plan. He has [only] helped himself.”97 Morya’s evident jealousy toward Wallace was merely a prelude for the greater storms ahead in 1935.



On April 22, 1934, Nicholas and George boarded a train at New York’s Penn Station. The museum disciples “kissed the dear ones good-bye,” Sina recorded, and the men began “their great mission for the salvation of Russia.”98 After the cross-continental trip to Seattle, they boarded an ocean steamer bound for Japan. Two and half weeks later, on May 10, Roerich père et fils disembarked at the great port city of Yokohama, from whence they were taken by car, courtesy of the Japanese Ministry of Public Instruction, to Tokyo.99 Ignorant of their mission, which the daily Yomiuri Shimbun characterized as “sightseeing,” Japanese art lovers and Russian émigrés hailed the men as honored pilgrims.100

Sporting a letter from Wallace asking them to “lead and protect” the expedition, Nicholas met with Japanese authorities to smooth their travel to the Asian mainland. He quickly crossed diplomatic red lines. Visiting the “Manchukuo” puppet legation, which fronted for the Japanese occupation of Manchuria, and which was unrecognized by Washington, he requested their visas and permission to conduct explorations. He paid a call on war minister Senjuro Hayashi, leader of the 1931 Manchurian invasion, whom he hailed as “a leader of great ability.” And he gave self-promotional interviews to the local press.

U.S. consul general Arthur Garrels cabled Hull that Roerich’s behavior was “embarrassing to the Embassy [and] the American Government.” An ireful secretary of state, who had not even known that Wallace had put Roerich at the head of the expedition, cabled back that the father and son, being non-U.S. citizens, should not be extended “any assistance which later might be embarrassing to them or to this Government.” He further wanted no U.S. involvement in “any request for a ‘Manchukuo’ or Japanese armed guard to go with the party outside the Japanese empire.”101

By the time Ryerson’s botanists, Howard MacMillan and James Stephens, arrived in Tokyo on June 1, the Roerichs were gone. They had made their way to Manchuria, accompanied by a Japanese Foreign Office interpreter, leaving behind instructions to secure supplies and arms—arms the Japanese had not allowed them to bring.102 MacMillan mailed Ryerson two local English-language articles documenting Roerich’s freelance activities, observing that he would no doubt want them “preserved for future reference.”103

In Harbin, Nicholas and George set up base at Vladimir’s home. Like other members of the city’s seventy-thousand-strong White Russian element, Vladimir was solidly anti-Bolshevik. Among those local Whites, the more radical element organized under the banner of the Russian Fascist Party, which enjoyed Japanese patronage. But the city also housed a large minority of Reds, Soviet citizens, 36,000 in 1934, most of whom were working for the massive KVZhD Soviet-owned Chinese Eastern Railway and its many supporting concessions and public facilities. A large Soviet, as well as Japanese, spy network operated in the city, side by side with private weapons merchants and drug traffickers.104

With the American botanists still busy in Tokyo, Nicholas assembled a small Agni Yogi following in Harbin, spreading word of the coming rebirth of Shambhala. On June 11, he announced the formation of the Alatyr cooperative, to be chaired by Vladimir.

Back in Washington, Wallace pressed Grant to find out the “locations where the co-ops might be,” as American investors would wish to know.105 Roerich never answered these or other pleas for details, claiming that his mail was being screened. A month later, however, he wrote to the “KRUG”—the Russian name for the museum inner circle—saying that he wanted $10,000 to $15,000 for Alatyr’s launch, and asking that the request be transmitted “to where appropriate.”106 From New York, it was duly forwarded to Wallace, who, oblivious to any conflict with his public role, began soliciting private funds.

The Roerichs next traveled to the Manchukuo capital of Hsinking. George, in a letter to Ryerson, explained that the purpose of the visit was to seek a permit from Manchukuo officials for the foraging trip to Jehol, an area of supreme contention with China.107 He made no mention of activities beyond seed-gathering. On June 21, however, Nicholas presented the Banner of Peace, “First Class,” to puppet emperor Pu-yi, and distributed leaflets proclaiming himself to be “one of the greatest leaders of world culture”—a leader with the “power not only to plan but to act.”108 He subsequently informed the KRUG of the “very good impression… made by the emperor,” adding that he, Roerich, had “no doubt that [U.S.] recognition of this nation [Manchukuo] won’t take long.” But just to make sure, he instructed them to tell “our friend” in Washington.109



Once MacMillan and Stephens had procured the equipment and weapons, they still suffered long delays imposed by Japanese officials questioning the volume and purpose of their arms, the types of seeds and grasses they sought (which Japan classified as “war materials”), and the nature of their association with Roerich. Writing to Garrels and Ryerson on July 20, two days after arriving in Harbin, MacMillan enclosed a copy of Roerich’s “circus” flyer, obtained from a Japanese interrogator, and described the “organized propaganda” and “long interviews” he had given in the Russian-language press. The botanist reported meeting “the younger Mr. Roerich” the morning prior, yet having learned nothing of when they might meet the father. It was “obvious that the Roerichs do not want us along,” he told Ryerson. This may well have been true, but the converse was more clearly the case. Notwithstanding Roerich’s status as his leader in Manchuria, MacMillan arranged a first shipment of grass samples on his own.110

In a letter to the KRUG, Nicholas would accuse MacMillan and Stephens of “continuous procrastination” and “sabotage.”111 Helena faulted Wallace for not putting the Americans in their place. “He organized the expedition in a cowardly way,” she recorded. “He belittled the name of F[ujama]…”:


It is necessary to watch the botanist [Ryerson] as closely as possible, [as] he has secret instructions from his co-workers [MacMillan and Stephens].… The attacks from the Department of State have also resulted from [Wallace’s] cowardice in organizing the expedition.112



Grant clearly sent some version of these thoughts to Wallace, as the latter, just a few weeks later, offered Helena a most abject apology:


M[odra/Frances] has delivered with power the message as to the displeasure of the Lord at the diminishing of the Name [Nicholas].… In all humility I ask for strength of continuing purpose.… But above all I desire to return to the Tara [Helena] and the Master a heart pure in purpose, vigorous in the intensity of its insights and triumphant over irrelevancies.

Yes, I ask for Heart help and I offer Heart Service. May I become a living Teraphim. Yours to command.

In deep reverence I bow across the seas and the thirty days of time to those who are so dear to the Great Ones in the time of great trial.

G[alahad]113



The apology is striking not merely for its slavish tone, but for its revelation that he, Henry Wallace, secretary of agriculture, owed his loyalties not to his government but to the Roerichs and the invisible Masters for whom they spoke.

As for the Japanese, they had little idea what to make of this strange, proselytizing Russian, Nicholas Roerich, who hailed the “Japanese advance towards cultural ascendancy” and prophesied a coming “confrontation with Communism.”114 When they questioned him, he simply presented Wallace’s letter, placing himself at the head of an American seed-gathering mission. Whatever his plans, they were determined not to let them go unobserved. For the remainder of his time in Manchuria, he would be under an intensive watch.



On August 1, 1934, the Roerichs and the botanists boarded the same car of the same train bound for Hailar, Inner Mongolia, near the Russian border—though neither party spoke with the other. Two Russian botanists, a Japanese-government translator, and several guards in old Russian military-style dress115 accompanied the Roerichs. The guards’ attire led MacMillan to charge that Roerich had recruited his own personal army of Cossacks and White Russians, but it had no military significance.

In Hailar, on August 2, the two parties proceeded separately to the Japanese Military Mission, from which they needed travel permits. For two days, the mission’s head, Colonel Saito, was confounded by the obvious hostility between the groups. The Americans insisted on sitting in a different room from the Russians. MacMillan denied working under Roerich’s authority. Confronted with this denial, Roerich gave Saito Wallace’s letter; shown the letter, MacMillan refused to accept its authenticity. The bemused and exasperated colonel issued two separate permits, authorizing each group to operate in separate areas.116

Whereas MacMillan had always planned to stay in the vicinity of Hailar, observing the life cycle of the various grasses over time, Roerich intended to travel widely, collecting seeds along a route of hundreds of miles. If Roe-rich’s method was not sensible from a botanical perspective, as MacMillan asserted, it made sense if his aim were to visit monasteries and spread news of the coming Shambhala.

On August 4, the Roerich group headed north in two cars, first to the Ganjur Monastery and then to the Khingan Mountains, where they spent two weeks.117 Wallace, unaware that the Roerich and MacMillan groups had, for some time, been determined to go their separate ways, wrote to Roerich on August 6 in a transparent effort to document his official reasoning in assigning him leader:


Dear Professor Roerich:

I understand that you are now in the interior searching for drouth resisting grasses on the edge of the Gobi Desert. The two American botanists are, I trust, cooperating in full.

I asked you to lead this expedition because you are the outstanding authority on Central Asia and I hope that the American botanists arrived in time so that you could get to the best grass areas before the seeds had shattered to the ground.…
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The presence of yourself and George makes it possible for this expedition to operate on the most friendly basis among people whose friendship is necessary if the best results are to be obtained. Again I wish to thank you for helping us out in this effort to find new and better grasses for dry land. This is a matter of great interest to our people this year because a million square miles of the United States has been transformed into a veritable Gobi Desert by the worst drouth on record. We are having to slaughter more than five million cattle because the drouth has caused such a shortage of pasture and hay that otherwise they would die on the range.…

Please express to MacMillan and Stevens (sic) my hope that they are happy and well and that they are giving to you day by day the full advantage of their technical understanding so that the expedition may be as complete a success as possible.118



Wallace was, however, well aware of the tensions between Roerich and MacMillan, by way of Frances Grant. Five days later, on August 11, Ryerson sent MacMillan a cable alerting him to the fact that the secretary was “very anxious that you work very closely and cooperate with the Roerichs in every way.”119 But that was not to be. The two groups would never cross paths again.



Between August 11 and 26, 1934, three Russian-language American newspapers—Rassvet (Dawn), Novaya Zarya (New Dawn), and Svet (Light)—published Roerich’s tantalizing statement in Harbin that “great events [were] coming in 1936.” No details of the events were revealed, though it was clear they had nothing to do with plants.

Meanwhile, Roerich vented to his diary and disciples about “the evil botanists.”120 On August 19, he wrote an angry missive to the KRUG. “Instead of moving forward, [I] have to bathe in dirt!” he told them, incensed over the botanists denying his authority to the Japanese. “The Friend (Wallace) remembers how his Guru warned him about traitors. Let him not destroy his future, and drive out such dark devils.”121

On September 3, Helena sent a letter to Wallace, by way of Frances Grant, excoriating Ryerson as his “vicious enemy.” Ryerson, she told him, had “dared to belittle the name [of Roerich] behind your back,” and “by doing so had betrayed and belittled You, their head, by not implementing Your instructions and, finally, abasing the prestige of his country.”

“When N.K. [Nicholas] gave you the name [Galahad], he chose the highest one,” she reminded him. “But have your coworkers acted similarly with respect to the name of the Envoy?” she asked.122 They had not.

Grant, in phone calls and trips to Washington, for which Wallace (at least twice) gave her $100 cash reimbursements, regularly delivered the Roe-richs’ messages to him, stressing their anger over Ryerson and his men.123 On receiving Father’s letter in New York on September 18, Grant called the secretary’s office and made an appointment to see him in Washington the following day. There, she expressed “her indignation at the actions of the botanists” and insisted that he “recall and discharge” MacMillan and Stephens and “get rid of R[yerson].” A chastened Wallace agreed to recall MacMillan, adding that he “would recall both if that seemed the correct plan.” But “as to discharging the men,” both civil servants, he was unsure he had legal grounds. He feared “a Congressional investigation.” Still, he was “ready to act entirely in accordance with the advice of Father and Mother,” and asked Grant “to send over the circumstances which obtain in this Government branch of service”—that is, the conditions under which he could fire the botanists.

Wallace was prepared to act wholly on the Roerichs’ instructions, and asked only that Grant—neither a lawyer nor a government official—find him legal cover. Grant “promised to send these facts.” With regard to Ryerson, she instructed Wallace to act “in line with father’s advice”—which was that Ryerson should, “if he were not discharged,… be sent away somewhere.”

Wallace presumably agreed to this “advice” as well, and Grant cabled Father that evening seeking final directions. Roerich ordered that Wallace send a cable “immediately recalling the botanists”; that Wallace write to him, Roerich, “expressing indignation over the acts of [in]subordination and appreciation of Professor Roerich’s leadership”; that Wallace write to American consulates in countries visited by Roerich, affirming that state of affairs; and that Wallace “remove R[yerson].”124

Ryerson, feeling Wallace’s growing hostility, wrote to MacMillan on September 18 to remind him “about the Secretary’s being especially anxious that you extend every cooperation to the Roerichs.” Unable to find a copy of the August 11 letter containing his earlier such plea, and apparently thinking it necessary in order to keep his job, he asked MacMillan to send him back a copy.125 But it was too late. The Roerichs had ordered the men’s heads; and they would get them.

On September 20, Wallace cabled MacMillan and Stephens, recalling them for “insubordination,” and then cabled Roerich alerting him of the fact.126 On September 27, he sent a further formal letter to Roerich, lavishing him with displays of confidence and heaping opprobrium on his own botanists.127 That same day, Grant wrote to Helena, telling her she was taking Helena’s letter of September 3 to Wallace, and would “insist that R[yerson] and the botanists be discharged.”128 The following afternoon, she did so.129

Wallace was by now deeply distraught over the saga, and the role he had played in offending the Guru. But, still, he did not know how to comply with Mother’s demands without jeopardizing his own career. And so on September 30, he cabled Helena, sheepishly.

“Deeply moved by your letter,” he wrote. The expedition has been “entirely removed from [the] mentioned enemy [Ryerson].” He, Wallace, could now “demote or transfer him,” but “due [to the] bureaucratic system immediate discharge may create complications.” In any case, he closed, “[I am] ready [to] act immediately if such [is] best. [I] would appreciate your advice.”130 Helena ordered Grant to “Transmit [to the] friend [my] indication to transfer and demote [the] mentioned person [Ryerson].”131

Here we have yet a further remarkable episode of an American cabinet secretary, calling himself “Galahad,” asking a Russian mystic, living in India and claiming to speak for God, how to fire his own staff. Under the stress of reality diverging sharply from his faith, Wallace seemed to be losing his critical faculties. Jamesian belief was not serving him well.

When Grant returned to Wallace’s office on September 29, a Saturday, she found that “he had not been able to sleep… since September 10th, when the matter of the botanists [first] assumed such ugly proportions.” She handed him Helena’s letter of September 3, observing that he was “greatly moved and distressed” as he read it, “almost to the point of tears.”

The following day, Wallace assured Grant that “he wished to fulfil the Commands of the L[ord], as these were more paramount to him than his position.” Still, she scolded him for “fail[ing] completely to take advantage of the opportunities to speak [to the president] in the highest Measure of the Name [Roerich].” Having worn Wallace down with remorse, she now raised the issue of Alatyr—which needed money. Her timing and delivery were pitch-perfect.

“I have $4500,” Wallace told her, in enthusiastic penance, “which I have received as royalties on my book [New Frontiers].… It is the most cash I have ever had in my life,” he added, “and I had intended to use it to help the Hi-Bred Corn Company… over its serious financial period. But I feel I want to advance it to the co-op.”132 And so an American cabinet secretary sent his Russian Guru the equivalent, in today’s money, of $100,000 to invest in Japanese-occupied Chinese territory. The ethical and political implications were breathtaking.



On October 10, 1934, Henry Wallace wrote to Helena once again, addressing her as the “Mother of the Druids.” Her recent letter, he told her, came “as an electric shock, stimulating my resolution to act with precision and speed.”

On September 10, he explained, “I read for the first time [the] terrible letters from the evil subordinate [MacMillan]. Both men have [now] been recalled.” Furthermore, he sent letters to U.S. consulates in countries visited by Nicholas, and to Colonel Saito, “to endeavor to repair the affront to the Highest.”133 Mother should rest assured that “the two evil ones are now on the sea,” and that her “indication to demote and transfer [Ryerson] is being carried out.”

Wallace went on to lament the president’s foreign policy. “W.,” the Wavering One, he said, was “badly mixed up” when it came to the “rulers [Japanese] and tigers [Soviets].”134 Wallace here referred to Roosevelt’s hostility to the first and solicitude toward the second—both of which contradicted the will of the Guru.

By this time, however, Helena had decided to dispense with Wallace as middleman to the president. She felt empowered to instruct the president directly.

“I am,” she wrote to Roosevelt that same day (in Russian), “writing to you from the Heights of the Himalaya in an intimidating moment, when the whole World is on the threshold of Reconstruction, when the fates of many countries are being weighed on the Cosmic Scales, offering You the Supreme Assistance.” He could, she assured him, “become not just a Ruler, but a genuine Leader”— that is, if he would follow her Indications.

“A Mighty Hand,” she said, “is offering you its Support.” If he would grasp it, “the Fiery Messages will again be able to reach the White House”—as they had earlier in history, going back to George Washington. Nothing less than “the fate of the Nation is in Your hands,” she added. “The one who will transmit this message to you,” she closed, mysteriously, “will tell you who I am.”135

He who transmitted the letter, on November 7 at the president’s Hyde Park home, was the financier Louis Horch.136 The two men chatted amiably about the Roerich Pact and the midterm elections, which had gone well for the Democrats, after which Horch handed over the dispatch from “a most remarkable woman of Fiery Personality.” The president read it, declaring it “tremendously interesting”—as he did many things which he read, irrespective of whether they were interesting. He invited Horch to deliver further missives, provided he didn’t mind inevitable delays. Horch thanked the president, asking only that he not discuss the visits with his agriculture secretary. This was fine with Roosevelt, who would have seen them as a useful means to keep tabs on Wallace.

Horch had gained access to the president through Sara Roosevelt, his mother, whom he had been cultivating for a year and a half137—playing on her interest in Roerich and mysticism. The financier, however, had his own pecuniary agenda. The Master Building, having been in receivership since 1932, was to be auctioned off in February 1935. Tensions were growing with Nicholas, who had long ago come to suspect him of impure intentions. Horch was now in a position to profit doubly—from his claims on the building, and from his ties to the president.

“I cannot hide from you beloved Mother,” Nettie Horch wrote to Helena on October 18, 1934, “that during the last visit of Father, we felt that [Louis] and myself were not close to father, neither to George.” Yet she and Louis remained, Nettie assured her, “supremely happy to feel your heart close to us.”138

Helena, interestingly, does not appear disturbed by such revelations. She now chose to use Horch to keep Wallace in line. “If you are ready to keep the Instructions, which are coming from the Master of Shambhala directly to me,” she would write to the secretary, “then my entrusted person [Horch] will bring You my messages.” Her instructions, she would warn him, “should be known only to You and to no one else.”139

Power shifts were under way within the Roerich enterprise. Helena was up, Nicholas was down. Horch was up, Wallace was down. And those shifts would only become more dramatic over the coming year.



Knowles Ryerson was glum. On October 13, 1934, in response to Wallace’s demand that he submit a “statement covering [his] attitude on the Asian expedition,” he sent the secretary a heartfelt four-page, single-spaced letter recounting his involvement in what had now become a quagmire threatening both their careers. “[M]entally I am numb,” he confessed, before spilling out the narrative in a tone respectful but blunt.

Ryerson recounted how contacts inside and outside government had warned him that the Roerichs were “swindlers, mountebanks, and imposters or hair-brained [sic] visionaries,” and “openly questioned [his] sanity” for cooperating with them. These concerns increased as reports came back from MacMillan documenting the Roerichs’ activities, unrelated to seeds. By now, Ryerson confessed, his own involvement in the expedition had become “the most bewildering and heart-wrecking experience” of his life.140

Wallace’s reply, coming on October 20, was furious, accusing Ryerson of “serious insubordination.” The “rumors” he had recounted about Professor Roerich, Wallace charged, were “not only ridiculous but extremely malicious.” He, Wallace, had only “the greatest admiration” for Roerich, and was “confident that any plans which he makes for the expedition are those best designed to bring credit to the expedition and to this country.” In consequence, Ryerson, unless he could find alternative employment, would be transferred to an obscure outpost 2,619 miles from Washington: the Office of Tropical and Subtropical Horticulture in Riverside, California.141 Thereafter, Wallace would assume personal supervision of the mission, handling all administrative matters through his special assistant, Earl Bressman.142



On October 1, 1934, Nicholas Roerich, now back in Harbin, wrote to Henry Wallace cataloguing the history of troubles with MacMillan and his own accomplishments in spite of them—or at least those accomplishments that might be considered such under his official mandate. These included collecting folkloric “medicinal plants” and copying “Chinese and Tibetan medical texts.” Next on his itinerary, he explained, was Jehol143 (now Chengde), on the eastern edge of the Gobi Desert, 1,600 miles southwest of Harbin and 140 miles northeast of Beijing. He made no mention of political or self-promotional activities.

Later that month, Roerich paid $1,000 ($21,000 in today’s money) to take over the Harbin newspaper Novoe Slovo (The New Word), placing it under the control of the anti-Bolshevik Russian All-Military Union (ROVS).144 On November 7, he served as the guest of honor at a Harbin “Day of [Russian] Émigré Irreconcilability”—irreconcilability, that is, with the Soviet regime.145 Had the State Department been aware of these activities, Hull would no doubt have pressed Roosevelt to cut all ties with him.

Soon after Roerich’s newspaper purchase, his honeymoon with the region’s press ended. The ROVS having been at odds with the Japanese and the Russian fascists, as well as the Soviets, Roerich’s support for it now made him an enemy of all three.

First came a piece in the local Nippon newspaper, saying that Roerich had been sent to Manchuria by shadowy “Masonic organizations.”146 Other vituperative pieces followed. U.S. consul general Walter Adams reported to Washington that Roerich’s activities in Harbin had become the subject of “vociferous political opposition” throughout the city’s Japanese press.147

The Russian émigré press also piled on. On November 18, Kharbinskoe Vremya, the Russian edition of the Japanese Harbin Times, charged that Roe-rich “belonged to the cohort of the greatest conspirators aiming to seize political power over Siberia.” Nash Put (Our Way) denounced him as “a Mason and Jewish agent.” The next day, Kharbinskoe Vremya accused him of plotting to rule “a new Masonic nation in Siberia.” On November 20 and 21, other papers published intercepted letters he had written to his brother eight years earlier, speaking of the glories of the future Siberia he allegedly sought to control.148

Japanese military intelligence may have been behind the attacks. Many in its ranks believed that the U.S. government was using Roerich to undermine its efforts to promote the Russian Fascist Party leader, Konstantin Rodzaevsky, as leader of all White Russians.149

“Master,” an angry Helena would ask the ethereal Morya, “have the Japanese stabbed the knife into the back of F[ujama]?”

“Of course,” Morya would reply. But “if not for the nasty botanists… there would be no attacks in the Japanese newspapers.”150 George would, in fact, later claim to have a copy of a memorandum detailing a conversation between Horch and a “Mr. Sawada” in which “two American scientific men,” presumably MacMillan and Stephens, are mentioned as a basis for the articles.151

The press assault proved a major blow to Roerich’s ambitions. Just a few weeks prior, he had written excitedly to the board of his embryonic Manchurian co-op (that board being one and the same with the Krug) pledging that it would be endowed with the “energetic individual enterprise of its members” and “the greatest economic efficiency.” But that dream was now in tatters.

“[T]h cooperative is finished,” Roerich recorded in his diary on November 27, three days after fleeing Harbin for China. “[T]he Americans will not want to give money [here] where I am so greatly slandered.”152



But the cooperative was not finished. While Wallace was, on December 7, 1934, giving FDR a glowing report on the seed search, Roerich was busy reconstituting Alatyr. Now, reassigning it the secret cover name “Kansas,” he determined to build it a thousand miles to the west of Harbin—in Inner Mongolia.

Roerich sent a telegram to New York ordering Horch, on whom he still depended for matters financial, to see “the friend” and tell him of the great possibilities for America in Kansas.153 George, writing to Sina Lichtmann, raved of a well-connected secret contact in Kansas who had “a ranch with coal and many other things.”

“Galad [Galahad],” George added, now needed to “intensify his efforts” on their behalf. Whereas the Roerichs had, back in July, wanted $10,000–$15,000 to kick-start the co-op in Manchuria,154 they now insisted that “two million US dollars” ($44 million today) would be “necessary” to relaunch it in Inner Mongolia.155 Nicholas followed up with another telegram, asking that “the Friend inform his chief [FDR]” of the urgency. Wallace could entice the president, he said, by highlighting the “benevolent and cultural school” they planned to build.156

Why was Roerich suddenly so excited about moving his co-op to Inner Mongolia? Politics. Roerich determined that he could exploit the Mongolian yearning for independence from China, just as the Japanese were doing. “Mongolians,” Grant would later explain, “saw co-ops as a way to achieve their unification” and freedom from “the Chinese world.” They therefore “communicated their hope to Roerich and their intention to begin the movement.” And “in his turn, Roerich communicated their conviction to Wallace.”157

“I am convinced that the friend will be able to make a great contribution into the Kansas business,” Roerich diaried from Peking on December 11. “I hope that he and Coward”—Roerich’s telling new cover name for Roosevelt—will understand how useful this business is for their country.”158 By the end of the month, however, he is exceedingly anxious for the cash, and writes to Wallace that “works of such significance” demand “special haste.”159

On December 19, Horch paid a second visit to Roosevelt, this time at the White House, bringing with him another letter from Mother. After effusing that America had “not known a more beloved President,” the letter alerts him to great challenges to come. It warns of “a provocation from the land in the East,” presumably Japan, and “another… from the land beyond the ocean,” presumably Britain, “on the pretext of protection of China,” and offers advice: that the president “watch these attempts vigilantly,” but “keep away from conflicts.”160 For clarity of foresight and utility of counsel, then, did Helena rival the Oracle of Delphi herself.

The letter goes on in an effort to coax FDR into support for the secret nation-building project in Central Asia, while revealing nothing about it. “Your faith in the New Construction will help me to gradually open to You the entire plan,” she writes, teasingly—a plan “in which You and Your Country have been destined to play such a great role.” 161 Roosevelt read it in front of Horch, commenting, on finishing, with his trademark commitment-free charm, that “the contents are so in accord with my thoughts and ideas that I could almost state ‘I wrote this myself.’ ” He then observed that Horch, according to the letter, would tell him the name of the country in which the plan was to be launched. So after effusing that he agreed with Helena entirely, he pleads ignorance as to its central matter.

Horch identified the country (Inner Mongolia), and then waited for FDR’s response. The president, he recorded, simply smiled, giving “no true Indication of his inner reaction.”162

At least three more letters from Helena—dated December 27, 1934; February 4, 1935; and May 14, 1935—are known to have been received by Roosevelt, all delivered by Horch. She would later boast that the president “accepted [her advice] with all his heart and [that] it was possible to trace their implementation.”163 There is, however, no evidence of Roosevelt actually having responded to these messages—which would have been uncharacteristically reckless on his part. Her conclusion is, therefore, likely based solely on Horch’s testimony—which is that the president found the letters “tremendously interesting.”164



In early 1935, Henry Wallace turned to Frances Grant for guidance on how to get the president to back the secret plans for Inner Mongolia. “How about [my] presenting to WO [Wavering One] the Kansas idea as one in which father is interested[?],” Wallace asks. “[I could] suggest that a strong Kansas might check the rulers [Japanese] and make for a balanced situation.… Will not act till I hear from you.” Here again we have the extraordinary circumstance of a cabinet secretary asking an agent of Russian mystics how to persuade the president to alter policy in their interests. Wallace’s cult-addled mindset is reflected in his closing sentiment. “May the Glory of the flaming Chalices,” he writes, “shine even as the Star of the Hero in the last beautiful reproduction.”165

Wallace, however, soon turns frustrated at the lack of clarity as to how Roerich’s desired $2 million is to be invested. He tells her to write to him “at once to see if there are properties needing development which… give a chance of very great profits. Really I doubt if such properties exist.” 166 On January 19, 1935, George, in a letter to Sina Lichtmann, tells her to inform Wallace that an unidentified “chief” in “Kansas” pledges “the income from [a] salt lake” as security for loans, and that there is “also coal of very good quality and other raw materials.”167 But such teases did nothing to entice Wallace’s wealthy contacts.

The man in whom Wallace vested the greatest hopes he refers to as “the nine times named one.”168 From other correspondence, that individual appears to have been auto magnate Henry Ford—a man with “a deep mystical strain.” Before writing to Ford, Wallace reveals that, “for purposes of ascertaining the [Divine] Will,” he “held the symbol of the thunderbolt in my hand and asked the spirit to arise in my heart.”169 The ritual was, however, ineffectual. Ford’s secretary, Wallace reported, sent a “rather curt letter of refusal.”170



By late January 1935, it was becoming clear that the inner sanctum of the Roerich cult was fracturing. Nicholas in China and Helena in India were each cultivating separate channels with Wallace and the president. Nicholas had turned cold toward Horch, who was taking possession of the indebted museum, while Horch had become Helena’s “Fiery warrior” in Washington. Wallace had tired of Grant, who gave him no actionable facts or figures, while Horch thought Grant a bitter nuisance. Esther Lichtmann, for years the most unshakable of Helena’s intimates, sided with Horch; Sina Lichtmann with Grant.

It was against this backdrop that Horch visited Wallace on January 31, bearing a letter from Helena. Wallace read it eagerly, asking Horch for the “Instructions” it mentioned. Horch explained that the secretary would first need to accept Mother’s “proposal.” Mother, Horch explained, was “the Inspirer of everything.” It was “glorious Mo[ther]” who “is closest to the L[ord].” Father, by implication, was merely a lesser prophet.

Whatever that “proposal” was, Wallace accepted it without hesitation. “This coming from the high Source,” he told Horch, “naturally I take [it] as a Command and of course I want to serve.” Horch was satisfied. But he also needed Wallace to accept him as the sole bearer of Truths. He therefore warned the secretary not to say “one Word to Mod[ra] (Frances)” about their meeting. All “must be kept strictly confidential.”

“I welcome this opportunity to work with you,” he assured Horch. Grant “did not give me details,” he complained. “I find it difficult to work with her.”

A few days after the meeting, Wallace reported back to Helena. “In response to your profoundly moving letter,” he wrote,


I told your entrusted messenger that the Will of the Lord was all governing and in all solemnity I must again indicate my desire to obey the indications as transmitted by the new messenger.

My belief is [that] Commanders guard the sacred Indications by carrying them into action with the utmost of their power, wisdom and strategy.…

If I do not understand, may your spirit guide me. If my will falters may the language of Great Heart shake me.

We have made progress, I believe, in defending the Name and the Pact.

Respectfully and in spirit yours,

G[alahad]171



Horch, too, reported back to Helena. The secretary, he lamented, “does not quickly catch things and everything must be explained a number of times.” Still, he wrote hopefully, “I feel useful work can be accomplished and I will do my utmost.”172



On March 1, 1935, Roerich wrote to Wallace explaining that “this season much will be easier because there shall not be the dark consequences of a plot of two individuals,” MacMillan and Stephens. Regarding Wallace’s pleas for details on Kansas, though, he would say only that “all the questions about guarantees can be answered.” For now, Wallace simply had to recognize the need for “special haste.” The project, he assured him, was vital “for the future and for your country.”173

On March 8, Horch paid his third visit to Roosevelt—this time joined by Esther Lichtmann. They spoke for twenty minutes, mainly about Kansas and “the great need for Americans to secure a foothold there.” Everything, seemingly, impressed the president—“he liked it greatly,” Lichtmann recorded.174 They also delivered another letter from Helena, written on February 3, which Lichtmann had carried back personally from India. It revealed more of Morya’s plan for a new political entity in Central Asia.

“[T]he Construction,” Helena explained, “should be understood as an alliance of nations in the Far East, with the President predestined to play a great role.” It would be “realized gradually,” but ultimately produce “a kind of a Federation of countries,” involving Mongolia, China, and [Soviet] Kalmykia, which “will constitute a counterbalance to Japan.”175

Roosevelt’s reaction is unrecorded, but can be readily imagined. Assuming he was true to practice over his dozen years as president, he would have expressed great interest and profound agreement. He had, after all, a genuine fascination with mysticism, passed down from his mother, as well as an abiding curiosity about the peoples and habitats of Central Asia. He also liked agreeing with guests. Yet he would not have changed policy a jot—and, indeed, he did not.

That day and the one following, March 9, Horch and Lichtmann also visited Wallace. They pressed him again to find cash for Kansas, though still conveyed nothing as to how it might be invested. They pressed him, too, to work for global endorsement of the Roerich Pact, which would “greatly help [Roerich’s] standing the World Over.” They pressed him, further, to write letters to Europe backing Roerich for the Nobel Peace Prize. They pressed him as well to “act strongly with the “O[ld] H[ouse],” which opposed Roe-rich on all fronts. And they pressed him, finally, again in classic cult fashion, to take “Indications” through no one but them—not through Wallace’s “Indian friend” (likely W. H. Dower, author of Occultism for Beginners, or Charles Roos), or even through Frances Grant.176

Wallace was only too eager to reassure. Grant, he complained, had become “very moody and very envious and very possessive.” “Many mistakes,” he added, “could have been avoided” had she “advised him differently on many important matters.”177

Having turned Helena against Frances, whom Helena now dismissed for “narrow-spirited consciousness,” Horch and Lichtmann began assaulting the matriarch’s own spiritual authority. At a further meeting with the president on March 14, they noted his concerns with “foreign exchange matters”—matters on which Horch, a currency speculator, had not merely considerable knowledge but a keen pecuniary interest. The president, according to Horch, asked for the views of the “distant control,” but there is little reason to suspect that he actually coveted Mahatma monetary wisdom. In any case, Horch told Helena, he and Esther promised to get the president answers; but they did not send the questions to Helena. Instead, Horch answered them all himself, claiming Divine revelation.

“The L[ord] has permitted [us],” Horch told Helena, “to give [the president] replies as if coming from the Ashram”178—that is, from the sacred Indian source. Thus were the disciples exercising the very mystical powers that had been the exclusive domain of The Mother of Druids. They were no longer her messengers, but themselves direct conduits to Truth. The Roerichs had become superfluous. The cult surrounding them was shattering.



On March 20, 1935, Roerich’s expedition moved out from Peking to Kalgan (Zhangjiakou), on the outskirts of the Gobi Desert, 120 miles to the northwest, to resume their field work. On March 30 and 31, father and son met with Prince Demchugdongrub (aka Teh Wang and De-Van), leader of the Mongols of Inner Mongolia.179 The prince aspired to lead an autonomous Mongol government in the areas of Chahar and Suiyuan, and was seeking ways of weakening Chinese control. Collaboration with Japan was the obvious route, and the prince would follow it in short order. But in early spring, there was, at least in Roerich’s mind, the prospect of enticing him into his Kansas vision of American-backed economic and political development. Neither Nicholas nor George left an account of the meeting, suggesting that nothing tangible was achieved. Third-party accounts of the prince’s impressions are mixed.180

Everything about Kansas was murky, but it involved using American loans and investments in the service of major economic and political change. A semblance of the thinking can be gleamed in a letter from Frances Grant to Helena in which she reports on her research into Inner Mongolia. “The tig[ers/Soviets] have a most advantageous [trade] treaty there,” she writes, “but one which we could emulate through the scholarship fund, thus getting the advantage of what appears to be a splendid growing market.”181 The Roerich circle spoke frequently of loans for Inner Mongolian economic ventures and trade financing using the code word “scholarships.” American scholarship money would, they assumed, be accompanied by American political and military engagement, and would thus serve the dual interests of developing Inner Mongolia and pushing back the three covetous neighbors: China, Japan, and the Soviet Union. By this means would Kansas give rise to the holy Shambhala, under the leadership of the great Western Lama, Nicholas Roerich.182

Nicholas was accustomed to others funding his projects without nagging for details, and could therefore not comprehend why the $2 million he had asked for repeatedly had still not materialized. On April 5, Grant wrote to him, in clear frustration with his insouciance, relaying a long list of urgent questions from Wallace. Many of these questions, both highly sensitive and remarkably naïve—such as whether “the Kansas government [was] recognized by any other government,” and whether “Kansas [was] a sub-division of Alabama [China]”183—would no doubt have outraged the State Department, had its officials been aware of them.

That same day, Esther Lichtmann wrote to Helena about Kansas, suggesting her own frustration with the lack of answers. “People who have large sums of money are NOT IDEALISTS,” she wrote. “[T]hey regard everything from the point of view of investment.” They needed to know how their money was to get a safe and substantial return. She further stressed that whereas FDR “showed great interest” in approving loans, U.S. law forbade even private credit for such a scheme without detailed information on their purpose, where the money would be spent, etc.184 But Helena disdained such petty materialism. “[T]his business takes not only businessmen, but idealists,” she insisted in a letter to Horch, dated April 8. “[T]he miracle has been predestined. There is no greater joy than the construction of the New Country.”185

On April 14, Nicholas responded to the concerns from New York with a few cursory and unintelligible answers. He assured them that “the figures of the income of the indicated guarantees for five years I shall inform you about at the first possibility.” This sort of “telegraphic language,” he explained, was made necessary by “rivals” intercepting his mail.186 Grant was now caught between the rock of Wallace and the hard place of Roerich, unable to provide facts to the former or a dime to the latter.



April 15, 1935 was, for Henry Wallace, a historic day in which he would play the central part. In a moving formal ceremony held in the Cabinet Room, in the presence of the president and dignitaries from twenty Latin American nations, Wallace signed the “international pact for protection of artistic and scientific institutions, historic monuments, missions and collections”—otherwise known as the Roerich Pact—on behalf of the United States. The signing of the pact, long opposed by the State Department as impractical and redundant, elevated the stature of Nicholas Roerich as a prophet of peace, and that of Henry Wallace as a statesman of peace.187 In Wallace’s own mind, the pact validated his spiritualism and belief in international cooperation as a moral ethic.

The following day, April 16, Wallace sent fifteen identical letters of introduction for Horch and Lichtmann to present to European diplomats and members of the Nobel Prize Committee. The two acolytes would spend six weeks, from April 27 to June 6, traveling the continent, lobbying for the prize to be bestowed on the pact’s namesake. Given the manifest strains between Horch and Roerich, it was clear that Horch’s motives were more pecuniary than devotionary. He was out to monetize the Roerich brand, which was now at its height.

Grant, meanwhile, was being put through a slow and painful excommunication. Horch allegedly called her “stupid” for not using her friendship with Wallace to get “a good position in the government” and “pass on [financial] tips.” They could have made “lots of money” this way.188
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Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. Wallace, seated on the right beside President Franklin D. Roosevelt, signs the Roerich Pact at the White House, Washington, D.C., April 15, 1935.



Whereas Wallace had invited Horch and Lichtmann to the White House signing as honored guests, Grant was not even informed of the venue. From March 1935 on, Wallace began a regular correspondence and meeting routine with Horch, cutting out Grant almost entirely. “[H]e no longer regard[s] my words… as authentic and important,” she would lament to Helena. When she tried to discuss Kansas, he said it was “a matter between Mr. Horch and myself.”189

Also writing to Helena, Lichtmann accused Grant of making “misleading statements” about Kansas to the Roerichs.190 She portrayed Grant as jealous and unstable. “She cannot reconcile with the thought that anybody else shall have anything to do with her friend.” She suggested that Grant deal with Wallace only on expedition issues—such issues meaning little to her or to Horch. On important matters, “we can see [him] without anybody knowing about it.”191

Helena, seeing that Horch and Lichtmann were usurping her authority with the White House for their own venal interests, scolded that “such division is counter to the laws of the Krug.”192 Convinced, too, that Esther was not transmitting her messages, and delivering her own instead, Helena wrote to Nettie Horch at least twice in April and in May, demanding copies of every message communicated to FDR since Esther had arrived home from India.193 Nettie appears not to have complied. On June 5, Helena complained to Louis that she had been expecting to receive news from the White House, but nothing had come. FDR, she warned him, “is held only by the magnet of Ur[usvati]”—that is, by she herself, Helena Roerich:


Let us not impede the magnetic currents which are established by the L[ord] through me.… I am Told [by the Lord] to write and affirm it vividly.… I vouch that [FDR] will help.… I vouch to manifest a miracle.… The victory is preordained, but one must know how to accept it.194



On June 7, Esther wrote to Helena reiterating that “the L[ord] Himself” had “permitted” her and Horch to give FDR an “Indic[ation]” of their own. That Indication, she explained, “dealt with a technical question of silver,” suggesting that the Lord was just being practical in speaking through experts.

Silver was a matter in which Horch took an intense interest. FDR had, the previous October, issued an executive order to confiscate and nationalize the metal, with the resulting rise in its price playing havoc on the economy of China—which was then on a silver monetary standard. According to Esther, God authorized Horch to reveal to the president that China would “cling to silver” as money, and that its people would “not resent the fluctuations” in its price. What precisely God and Horch advised the president to do, Esther did not reveal—although we do know that Henry Morgenthau, the treasury secretary, would soon agree to buy silver from China in return for a pledge to steady its currency in terms of dollars. Horch was no doubt looking to profit from such policy shifts.195

In another letter to Helena that day, Horch’s tone slid yet further from reverence toward contempt. “Let me again advise you,” he told her, that “were [it] not for us the name [of Roerich] would have been omitted from the Pact” and “the signing would never have taken place at the White House.”196 But Helena was having none of it. On June 24, she wrote back condemning him as a lying apostate. “Interference and direct advice concerning financial operations,” such as silver trading, can “never issue from the Highest Source.” Only she, Helena, “had been appointed as the Entrusted One of the L[ord].”197

But the Lord moves in mysterious ways.



All during the spring of 1935, the Harbin Russian-émigré press resumed its attacks on Roerich as a “great Mason” and a “Rosicrucian” occultist.198 On June 23, the entire expedition took a major blow from a Peking-based journalist writing for the Chicago Tribune.199 In an article piled high with half-truths and fictions, John Powell depicted Roerich as the leader of a shadowy band of armed right-wing Cossacks stirring up anti-Soviet animus in Asia, all the while claiming to be gathering seeds under American diplomatic cover. The article, a shortened form of which appeared in The New York Times the following day,200 had just enough factual fringe to justify alarm in the State Department, though hardly enough to excuse the credulous treatment it would receive from future Wallace chroniclers.

Powell began by claiming that Wallace’s “expedition to Mongolia to search for drought-resisting grasses and plants [was] proving a source of embarrassment to United States diplomatic and military officials” in Peking. In fact, there is no documentary evidence for this claim. Such officials appeared, to that point, largely ignorant of Roerich’s activities.

Powell then claimed that Roerich’s group had been “compelled to leave [Manchuria] due to the opposition of the Japanese military, who charged that [it] was concerned with White Russian politics.” Again, there is no evidence that Japanese authorities, suspicious though they were of both Roe-rich and the American botanists, ever leveled such charges.

Powell wrote that the expedition’s “two American scientists,” MacMillan and Stephens, had “resigned.” They had, of course, not resigned, but had been recalled by Henry Wallace.

“The chief trouble,” Powell continued, “developed when the Roerichs applied to the 15th U.S. infantry at Tientsin for a dozen army rifles and pistols and a considerable stock of ammunition.” In fact, only six rifles were borrowed (and later returned), in accordance with official procedure, and no “trouble” ever “developed” over them.

“The Roerichs,” Powell claimed, “then employed White Russian Cossacks, formerly on the staff of Ataman Semenoff,” a notorious, Japanese-backed former czarist officer, “who were armed with the American rifles.” The Roerichs did, in fact, have four White Russian staff—two drivers,201 a security/supply manager,202 and a secretary alternating as botanical assistant and night guard203—but none of them was remotely associated with Semenoff (aka Semenov).204

“Although [the group] carry credentials of the United States Department of Agriculture,” Powell then said, “there has been much suspicion among Mongolian leaders, due to the presence of the White Russian armed Cossack guards who allegedly [were] making a show of American diplomatic protection.” Yet the record of such “suspicion” is thin, consisting of claims by a Soviet-friendly sinologist, Owen Lattimore, that retainers of Mongolian Prince Demchugdongrub reported their leader’s wariness of Roerich’s armed men. But the prince himself would soon publish a response denying any “enmity” with the Roerichs.

“American officials” in Peking, Powell went on, were “reticent to discuss the affair, but stated that representations were made to Washington.” Yet again, no “representations” have ever been documented, save Garrels’ correspondence from Tokyo. The historical and biographical material, too, was intriguingly flawed. Powell claimed that George “was a former officer of the czarist army,” despite his having left Russia, in 1917, at age fifteen.

As with any good piece of propaganda, there were elements of truth diffusing Powell’s story. Roerich was engaged in politics. He had been in conflict with the American botanists. And Japanese officials had shown concern with his activities. After seeing the article one month later at Camp Timur-Khada, on the Alashan Plateau in the Suíyuǎn province of northern China, Roerich would write a compelling rebuttal letter to Wallace—albeit one that closed with a hollow ring. “It seems indeed strange,” the ending read, “that a few years ago the very same papers accused me of Soviet sympathies and now seem to accuse me for White Russian connections.”205 But it was not “strange” at all. Roerich had sought Soviet support for his earlier expedition, and he was playing to émigrés during the present one.

Perhaps the most curious claim in Powell’s piece was that “Red Russian officials [in Peking] are stated to be watching the Roerichs’ alleged grass hunting efforts.” This was doubtlessly true. Lenin had, back in 1921, ordered the Baron Roman von Ungern-Sternberg executed for “working in the interests of Japan to create a Central Asian state.”206 But who might have “stated” such a fact about Roerich to Powell?

Roerich was almost certainly truthful in his later claim to Wallace that “investigations locally show that there is a certain foreign source implicated” in the article’s production.207 More than likely, that source is a Red Russian official who encouraged Powell to write the piece, feeding him salacious disinformation to fill it, with the aim of embarrassing the American government into withdrawing and disowning the expedition group. To identify the likely foreign source, we need only consider Powell’s relations with those in China who had a political interest in his story.



John Benjamin Powell, Missouri-raised and educated, had, since 1917, age thirty-one, been working as a journalist in China. In his memoirs nearly three decades later, he reported having met Soviet ambassador Dmitry Bogomolov, a cosmopolitan, multilingual diplomat, and his counselor, Ivan Spilvanek, through Powell’s “coverage of a White Russian attempt to seize the Soviet consulate in Shanghai” in 1928. That consulate, he said, had been attacked by “a group of about 150 former Cossack soldiers,” in “their old Czarist uniforms,” seeking to set up a “ ‘White’ Russian government in the International Settlement.” But the “plot failed,” he recorded, “thanks to the determined resistance of… a handful of [Soviet] consular officials who barricaded themselves in the building.”208

Bogomolov, Powell notes, “was pleased with my coverage of the story”—as he ought to have been. Powell’s coverage was at odds with other contemporary Western accounts, which described not an orchestrated seizure of the consulate but a “spontaneous violent demonstration” by nonuniformed Russian émigrés, including women and Orthodox priests.209

The incident took place after a Russian church service on “Irreconcilability Day”—the date of the Bolshevik coup. It was not in 1928, but in 1927. Bogomolov, moreover, was ambassador to Poland at the time, and Spilvanek was acting consul general in Peking—not Shanghai. Powell’s memory was faulty—or possibly corrupted. In 1927, his Soviet contact would have been Shanghai consul general Benedict Koslovsky—whom Powell did indeed know.210 His memoirs also fail to mention that he spent six months in Russia in 1930.211

Bogomolov did arrive in Peking as ambassador to China, and Spilvanek in Shanghai as consul general, but not until 1933. By that time, Koslovsky had become head of the NKID’s 2nd Eastern Department, a post from which he would have briefed Bogomolov on useful contacts in Shanghai—contacts such as Powell.

In 1935, shortly before he wrote his article on the Roerich expedition, Powell decided he wanted to visit the Soviet Far East, and asked Bogomolov for help in securing a visa. The ambassador cabled Moscow, and some weeks later the head of the official Soviet travel agency in Shanghai told Powell he might be able to visit Siberia with a six-month traveling permit. That permit would also allow him to attend the country’s November anniversary celebration in Moscow’s Red Square.

With the permit granted, Powell became, in October, one of the first foreigners to travel across Siberia to Moscow on the Trans-Siberian Railway. His special treatment continued in the capital, where he was invited to a dinner party given by members of the official TASS news agency—a party at which he was introduced to the Pravda editor himself, Karl Radek.212

In addition to helping with his visa, Bogomolov was, Powell said, “a good source of the news.” The NKID, for which Koslovsky now worked, provided ambassadors with top secret hard-currency allocations to cultivate local journalists and shape their reporting. By all appearances, then, it was Bogomolov, in pursuance of such duties, who provided “the news” with which Powell painted the Roerichs, in July 1935, as violent anti-Soviet extremists, in the same mold as the Russians who had tried to “seize” the Shanghai consulate eight years earlier. We might further conjecture that Powell’s red-carpet sojourn in Russia was his reward for a job well done.

After returning from Moscow in January 1936, Powell would remain in Shanghai until December 1941, just after the Pearl Harbor attacks, when he would be arrested by the Japanese. Following a brutal imprisonment, he would be released in May 1942. He would testify before the Tokyo War Crimes Tribunal in 1946. Never fully recovering from his ordeal, he would die the following year.

As for Bogomolov, he would, in spite of his exemplary record of service to the Soviet state, be ensnared in Stalin’s mass party purge. Arrested in October 1937 on charges of participating in an “anti-Soviet terrorist organization,” he would be executed in May 1938. Nineteen years later (and four after Stalin’s death), he would be officially “rehabilitated.”



In the wake of Powell’s bombshell article, Frances Grant and Sina Lichtmann were distraught. They had expected Wallace to leap to the defense of Father. He did not.213 Meeting with Wallace on June 28, 1935, Grant found him cold and seemingly indifferent to the threat the piece posed to Father, to the “New Country,” to the Banner of Peace—indeed to everything Galahad had theretofore held dear.

Wallace, Grant noted in a letter to Helena, recognized the article as a “ ‘planted story’ intended to harm [the] administration and himself.”214 Yet he refused to challenge it in public, and angrily rejected the rebuttal piece Grant had prepared for him, calling it “futile.”

“Your allegiance to the highest seems unquestioned,” he wrote to her on July 2, “but that does not mean I trust your judgment. I do not. I am taking action tomorrow which you will not like, but which I believe to be in the service of the triple shield and above all the Lord.” He warned her not to come to Washington. “I will not have time to see you.”215 Grant took the letter as “a terrible blow.”216

Though Wallace knew that much of what Powell had written was nonsense, he would also have noted that his own name appeared in the piece but once—in the first sentence, which said only that he had “dispatched” the expedition “to search for drouth resisting grasses and plants.” Powell had written nothing, and presumably knew nothing, about Wallace’s secret support for the “New Country.” That meant that Wallace could still save his reputation. It was clear that the key to dissociating himself from the Roerichs was to ally with Louis Horch. Horch, after all, was untainted by the expedition’s travails. He still had the president’s ear. And he had been working to sever the museum from those whose name it bore.

On July 3, Wallace sent a cable to Roerich and a letter to Horch. The cable directed Roerich to move the expedition to a safe, seed-rich area in Suíyuǎn “at the earliest possible moment.”217 Shortly after, Bressman ordered Roe-rich to leave Central Asia by year’s end, to arrive in India by February 1, and to end all work by May 1.218 Wallace’s letter to Horch, accompanied by a copy of the cable, read as follows:


I do not know whether there is any foundation whatsoever for the insinuations of political activity on the part of Professor Roerich in Mongolia. I am exceedingly anxious, however, that he be engaged, both actually and apparently, in doing exactly what he is supposed to be doing as an employee of the United States Department of Agriculture engaged in searching for seeds valuable to the United States. I would appreciate your cooperation in seeing that this is brought tactfully and effectively to Professor Roerich’s attention. In saying this, I realize, of course, that most and probably all of these insinuations of the press in late June may be quite without foundation; nevertheless, with times as troubled in the East as they are now, it would seem to me wise to take no chances and, therefore, the department has asked Professor Roerich, with due consideration for safety, to travel to the safer area of the Province of Suiyan which is reputably rich in drought resistant grasses.219



The letter is an exemplar of dishonesty and moral cowardice. Wallace knew full well that Roerich was engaged in “political activity”—activity that he, Henry Wallace, had endorsed. He knew that the seed mission was his own cover for that activity. But he also knew that many of Powell’s claims—about armed radical Cossacks, the “resignations” of scientists, and the like—were false, and likely planted. Yet he refused to reveal the truth, hoping that the Roerichs, and not he, would bear the weight of the fallout.

The following day, July 4, Wallace wrote a final letter to Helena. “I do not trust [Grant],” he told her, “and therefore I cannot work with her.” As to “the New Country,” he said, the president remained “most friendly about” it, but funding was “absolutely impossible.”220 Wallace would, the following month, ask Horch to secure the return of his own $4,500 investment in the Kansas co-op.221 Roerich would wire the money back in September.222 The co-op was now, for all practical purposes, finished.

Wallace’s words and actions, according to Sina Lichtmann, “border[ed] on insanity.” He showed “incredible hatred” toward Frances Grant, insisting that he now had “his own indications” and did not consider earlier ones “real.” There was, she told Helena, “some terrible dark force which is leading him.”223 In a final meeting with Grant in early July, Wallace told her she had “failed in [her] mission.” He still wished to “help the New Country,” but would thereafter receive Messages only from Horch. Moreover, to Grant’s horror, Wallace “seem[ed] even to harbor resentment against Father” himself.224
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