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  This painting of Maj. Gen. William J. Donovan greets the visitor to CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia. Donovan is considered the father of American centralized intelligence.
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Foreword

  On the day in May 1940 that Winston Churchill became prime minister, he telephoned me at my London home to say that he was dining with Max Beaverbrook and suggested that I join them. The dinner party was a serious affair. Other guests included Boom Trenchard of RAF and Scotland Yard fame, General Weygand of France, and Bill Hughes, prime minister of Australia. With the port and cigars Winston rose from his seat and beckoned to me. We walked over to the dining room window, heavily draped because of the blackout. Winston said quietly to me, “Bill, you know what you must do at once. We have discussed it most fully, and there is a complete fusion of minds. So off you go. You will have the full support of every resource at my command, and God will guide your efforts as He will ours. This may be our last farewell, so au revoir and good luck.”

  It may be that at this late date I am thought of mainly as having been a regional representative of British Intelligence in the United States. My original charter went beyond that and indeed, under the master code name of Intrepid, was soon expanded to include representation in America of all the British secret and covert organizations, nine of them, and also security and communications. In fact, the communications division of my organization was by far the largest of its type in operation, handling more than a million message groups a day. In addition, there was the responsibility of acting as a go-between for Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt. My work as British Security Coordinator became an all-encompassing secret service.

  I must enlarge a bit upon what were my principal concerns when I arrived in New York in late May 1940. Obviously, the establishment of a secret organization to investigate enemy activities and to institute adequate wartime security measures in the Western Hemisphere in relation to British interests in a neutral territory were of importance, and American assistance in achieving this goal was essential. The procurement of certain supplies for Britain was high on my priority list, and it was the burning urgency of this requirement that made me instinctively concentrate on the single individual who could help me. I turned to Bill Donovan.

  By virtue of his independence of thought and action, Donovan inevitably had his critics. But there were few among them who would deny that he reached a correct appraisal of the international situation in the summer of 1940. At that time the United States government was debating two alternative courses of action. One was to endeavor to keep Britain in the war by supplying her with material assistance of which she was desperately in need. The other was to give Britain up for lost and to concentrate exclusively on American rearmament to offset the German threat. That the former course was eventually pursued was due in large measure to Donovan’s tireless advocacy of it.

  Immediately after the fall of France, not even President Roosevelt himself could feel assured that aid to Britain would not be wasted in the circumstances. I need only remind today’s readers that dispatches from the U.S. ambassadors in London and Paris were stressing that Britain’s cause was hopeless. The majority of the President’s cabinet was of the same opinion. American isolationism was given vigorous expression by such men as Charles Lindbergh and Sen. Burton K. Wheeler. Donovan on the other hand was convinced that, granted sufficient aid from the United States, Britain could and would survive. It was my task first to inform Donovan of Britain’s most urgent requirements so that he could make them known in appropriate quarters, and second to furnish him with concrete evidence in support of his contention that American material assistance would not be improvident charity but a sound investment.

  Very shortly after I arrived in the United States, Donovan arranged for me to attend a meeting with Secretary of the Navy Knox, Secretary of War Stimson, and Secretary of State Hull, where the main subject of discussion was Britain’s lack of destroyers. The way was explored for finding a formula for the transfer of 50 overage American destroyers to the Royal Navy without a legal breach of U.S. neutrality and without affront to American public opinion. It was then that I suggested that Donovan pay a visit to Britain with the object of investigating conditions at first hand and assessing for himself the British war effort. Donovan conferred with Knox, and they jointly conferred with the President. Donovan left by Clipper July 14, on one of the most momentous missions ever undertaken by any agent in the history of western civilization.

  I arranged that he should be afforded every opportunity to conduct his inquiries. I endeavored to marshal my friends in high places to bare their breasts. He was received in audience by the king. He had ample time with Churchill and members of his cabinet. He spoke with industrial leaders and with representatives of all classes in Britain. He learned what was true—that Churchill, defying the Nazis, was no mere bold facade but the very heart of Britain, which was still beating strongly.

  Donovan flew back to America in early August, and shortly after his arrival I was able to inform London that his visit had been everything I had hoped for. Donovan and Knox pressed the destroyers-for-bases case with the President despite strong opposition from below and procrastination from above. At midnight of August 22, 1940, I was able to report to London that the destroyer deal was agreed upon, and that 44 of the 50 ships were already commissioned. It is certain that the destroyers-for-bases deal would not have eventuated when it did without Donovan’s intercession, and I was instructed to convey to him the warmest thanks of His Majesty’s Government.

  My work with Donovan could be described as covert diplomacy. There were other supplies that he was largely instrumental in obtaining for Britain during the same period. Among them were 100 Flying Fortresses for RAF Coastal Command and a million American rifles and 30 million rounds of ammunition for the British Home Guard, who were then mock training with broomsticks. During the early winter of 1940 His Majesty’s Government was especially concerned to secure the assistance of the U.S. Navy in convoying British merchant shipping across the Atlantic. This was a measure of intervention that the U.S. government was understandably reluctant to take. Donovan pleaded the case for us at a meeting with Knox, Stimson, and Hull in December 1940. This conference led to Donovan’s second trip. There was more to it than that, since Churchill wanted an influential American to apply some subtle delaying tactics in Bulgaria and Yugoslavia, which might affect the timetable of Hitler’s expected attack on Russia.

  Donovan’s achievements in Britain and in the Mediterranean and Middle East were highly significant. When he returned to Washington on March 18, 1941, he brought with him a very comprehensive situation report with which to enlighten the President. At breakfast with President Roosevelt, he was assured of active support for a step that, as far as we British were concerned, was as water to a parched man dying of thirst—direct transportation of war materials to the Middle East. Two weeks later the ships were loading. These are only some of the highlights of Donovan’s accomplishments during this critical time.

  From the beginning I had discussed with Donovan the necessity for the United States to establish an agency for conducting secret activities throughout the world, an agency with which I could collaborate fully by virtue of its being patterned after my own organization. He early agreed in principle, and on his first two visits to England he spent some time with British Intelligence, Special Operations Executive, and other similar agencies, both at headquarters and field training stations. Upon his return from his second visit, he discussed with the President the need for expanding the scope of American secret activities.

  The idea that Donovan himself should direct the new agency that we envisaged did not at first appeal to him, nor was it by any means a foregone conclusion that he would be offered the appointment. Yet I was convinced that he was the obvious man for the job. In the first place, he had the confidence of the President, the secretary of state, and of the civilian heads of the service departments. In the second place, he had been involved in intelligence work for most of his adult life and he had given considerable thought to the conduct of secret activities. Third, Donovan had all the requisite vision and drive to build swiftly an organization of sufficient size and competence to play an effective part in the war. Last, he had already shown his willingness to cooperate fully with the British Security Coordinator and the worth of his cooperation had been abundantly proved. On June 18, 1941, Donovan informed me that he had seen the President and had accepted the appointment of coordinator of all forms of intelligence. The directive was necessarily vague in its terminology, but in fact Donovan had been entrusted with responsibility not only for collecting intelligence but for coordinating this work with preparations to conduct special operations and subversive propaganda. That night I could sleep.

  DONOVAN: AMERICA’S MASTER SPY chronicles Bill Donovan’s entire life of service to his nation. Richard Dunlop, a former OSS agent who knew Donovan well during World War II and afterward, has brought to his work the very investigative flair and determined scholarship which his mentor, Bill Donovan, fostered in his aides. I worked closely with Donovan throughout the war, and my confidence in him proved to be fully justified. He was one of the most significant men of our century. It can be said for certain that before the war ended, Donovan’s OSS was comparable quantitatively with the combined efforts of British Intelligence and Special Operations Executive, in itself a commendable accomplishment. When it is remembered how little time he had to build his organization and how many serious obstacles he faced at the outset, this is truly remarkable. Qualitatively too, much of OSS’s work was without doubt of first-class importance by any standard.

  Sir William Stephenson

  Bermuda

  May 1, 1982


  
Preface

  When Dutch sculptor Kees Verkade was chosen to create a bronze tribute to Maj. Gen. William J. Donovan, he sculpted a 14-foot-tall figure of a tightrope walker. OSS men and women who attended the presentation ceremony in front of Columbia University Law School on May 24, 1979, thought that this was an appropriate figure to represent a man whose life had been an astonishing balancing act between a public career of soldier, statesman, lawyer, and humanitarian, and the clandestine life of an intelligence master.

  Speaking at the presentation ceremony, John J. McCloy, assistant secretary of war when Bill Donovan was director of the Office of Strategic Services during World War II, remarked, “To class yourself as a colleague of Bill Donovan borders on the presumptuous. It carries connotations that may well not be deserved.” What is true of John McCloy’s relations to Donovan is many times over true of my own relations to him; but at the same time I can claim his friendship, and I still carry within me the extraordinary example of his life.

  I had served Bill Donovan in a number of ways both abroad and in this country when one day he invited me to visit him at his law offices in New York. He commented that although I showed a certain aptitude for intelligence work, my talents were more suited to a career in journalism, for, he said, “You have an irresistible tendency to tell everything you know.” I was discomfited even though I immediately realized he was entirely correct. He went on to tell me about his own writing. He was then finishing an article for the Atlantic, which he asked me to revise for him. Later he interested me in his enormous research project to lay the basis for a history of intelligence in the western world.

  And then he began to give me documents and material that, without his ever saying so, clearly were intended to help me to write his own life’s history. At breakfast in his apartment on Sutton Place, in his law office, or whenever we met on other business in Washington, Chicago, or New York, he invariably told stories drawn from his colorful past or discussed events in which he had played a pivotal if often secret part. Sometimes I would take notes, until he once remarked, “You should be able to remember things without scribbling on a piece of paper.” I put away my pen and notepad.

  When Donovan was asked by President Eisenhower to go to Thailand as American ambassador, he asked me to accompany him, because of my knowledge of Southeast Asia in general and of neighboring Burma in particular. It proved impossible for me to go, and I have always had the nagging feeling that I let the General down. No matter, he was just as much my friend when we next met, and he was just as candid in his remarks about his experiences in Southeast Asia.

  Bill Donovan himself made it possible for me to write this book, but he would not have expected me to write from his viewpoint alone. My wife, Joan, and I interviewed upward of 200 people who knew the General, and we worked in more than 40 archives. I traveled to France, the United Kingdom, Germany, Greece, and Thailand following Bill Donovan’s track. I talked to members of the Greek underground, and the French Resistance, who knew him well, and I met Thais who still hope that his concept of an American foreign policy toward underdeveloped nations might yet be implemented. Everyone with whom I spoke at home and abroad appreciated that in Donovan they had known a most uncommon man.


  
Prologue

  JUST WITHIN THE MAIN ENTRANCE of the Central Intelligence Agency headquarters at Langley, Virginia, a lifelike painting of a man in the uniform of a major general looks down on the comings and goings of CIA men and women. The four ribbons above the left breast pocket represent the highest awards the United States can confer, among them the Congressional Medal of Honor. His right hand is hooked in the pocket of his uniform, and his blue eyes seem to search the passing faces. There is no guile in his expression, only a disarming candor. Above all, the face gives the appearance of resolve, a manly purposefulness tempered by an innate gentleness of spirit. The painting is a portrait of William Joseph Donovan, lawyer, statesman, heroic soldier, diplomat, father of American intelligence, and America’s master spy—an enigma masked by charisma.

  Thomas E. Stephens, the New York City painter admired for his more or less official portrait of President Dwight D. Eisenhower, painted Donovan’s portrait as well. It is judged an excellent likeness, even though Stephens had only two sittings before Donovan was stricken by a cerebral hemorrhage in the spring of 1957. The artist had to finish the work from a photograph that was a favorite of his subject, a picture Donovan countless times fondly inscribed to faithful members of his Office of Strategic Services (OSS) and resistance leaders who have since come in from the cold. Even now not all these former agents may feel it safe or politic to display the photo, given a world in which yesterday’s clandestine history and today’s behind-the-scenes events have a way of intertwining.

  When Stephens finished the portrait, it was first hung within the entrance of CIA headquarters, then in the old South Building at 25th and E streets in Washington, D.C., on a hill overlooking a brewery and an indoor skating rink in the bottoms along the Potomac River. There Donovan once had his office. Although Donovan lay stricken at Walter Reed General Hospital, his brilliant mind a shambles, CIA Director Allen Dulles wanted him to be brought to headquarters to see the painting and the honor it did him. It was an act of sentiment since Dulles had learned his trade under the director of the OSS.

  Lawrence Houston, CIA’s general counsel and another of Donovan’s one time aides, set out with a car and driver to bring his former chief from the hospital. When he walked into Donovan’s sickroom he found him sitting up. Donovan’s nurse had dressed him in his army uniform and had seen to it that his ribbons were in place and his thinning white hair neatly brushed.

  Supported by Houston, Donovan managed to walk to the car. He gazed around him as the auto started down 16th Street toward the city. Even in the last months of his life it sometimes seemed as if the indomitable old hero would come back, that the fog would lift from his mind, and that he would again play a critical role in the day’s events. To Houston this seemed to be one of those times. But as they drove on, it was only the children playing along the street that Donovan watched. His eyes sought them out eagerly, and if a roller-skating girl came scooting too near the curb or a boy pursuing a ball ran toward the car, he cried out. A man who had lost the power of speech for months found words to express his fear that a youngster might be hurt.

  “Look out!” he cried at the driver. “Look out!”

  “He was terrified that the car might hit a child,” remembered Houston, “all the way to headquarters.”

  Donovan walked into the South Building entrance unaided, his step almost as brisk as when he had directed his vast intelligence net. When he saw the portrait within the door, his eyes brightened. He drew himself to full attention, his still powerful torso supported by enfeebled legs trembling with the strain. Aides said that the director of intelligence was hurrying from his office to welcome the man who had already become more myth than reality. Younger men, who had never seen Donovan and never expected to do so, stared at him. Somebody started a rattle of applause, but it was cut off when Donovan turned, a confused look on his face, his knees beginning to buckle.

  “The clouds rolled in over his mind,” said Houston. “He would have fallen, except we sustained him. He could not wait for the director, and we helped him from the building to the waiting car.”

  By the time Allen Dulles reached the lobby, Donovan was gone. There was no last chance for a beneficent smile from Donovan to erase the bitter memory that Dulles carried of the quarrels that had broken their friendship on an angry day in France as Hitler’s Reich crumbled.

  On the way back to Walter Reed, Donovan seemed to awaken. He drew a folded envelope from one pocket and a pencil from the other. His face took on its old resolve as he placed the envelope on his knee and began a note to the President. The Franklin Roosevelt archives at Hyde Park, New York, contain more than 7,500 pages of once top-secret notes and memos from intelligence chief Bill Donovan. Now, more than a dozen years after Roosevelt’s death, Donovan began one more report. “Memorandum for the President,” he wrote, and then the pencil trailed off the paper and fell from his hand. Donovan sank back in his seat. The remainder of the drive back to the hospital he was silent.

  As Donovan lay ill in the hospital those last two years before his death in February 1959, men and women from the OSS came to see their onetime chief. The men clasped his hand and talked to him. He often understood and smiled at their reminiscences and jokes. Sometimes he tried to talk and with the help of his nurse, a woman devoted to him, he made his meanings clear.

  The OSS women sat on the edge of his bed, and he beamed at them with the charm that had always drawn women to him. They held back the tears for his sake and because even in his long-drawn-out illness, he remained cheerful. “There were always his blue eyes, his wonderful eyes,” said Elizabeth Heppner McIntosh, one of the scores of women who were devoted to both the OSS and its chief.

  One day when nobody was watching him, Bill Donovan got out of his bed, drew his hospital robe around his pajamas, and put on his slippers. He somehow got out the door, down the corridor, and out of the building. Perhaps in his mind he was fleeing Nazi enemies, escaping from their prison. He set off down 16th Street beside the traffic until at last a motorist, seeing the old man in hospital garb, his legs stepping along in a brisk military pace, stopped and phoned to let Walter Reed know that a patient was on the loose. When the medical orderlies came for him, Donovan was ready to return to his bed, his determination gone.

  David Crockett, old friend and OSS man, came to see Donovan in early February 1959. When Crockett had been in the OSS field headquarters at Caserta, Italy, in January 1944, Donovan had flown in from a confrontation with Soviet intelligence chiefs in their dread Lubyanka headquarters. Donovan was exhausted and sick with a virus contracted in the Moscow winter. Yet he would not go to a hospital. “I don’t trust doctors,” he told Crockett. “I don’t like doctors, and I’m too busy to be ill.”

  All that night Crockett sat by his friend’s sickbed and listened to his fevered ravings. In the morning Donovan thanked him with that special warmth he saved for OSS members who served him well.

  Now at Walter Reed General Hospital, Donovan recognized Crockett, although it had been weeks since he had apparently recognized anybody. He nodded his head and tried to speak. “He had the same expression on his face as he had that morning in Caserta,” Crockett remembered. When Crockett got up to leave, the nurse explained that the general wanted him to come back the next day. In the morning Crockett returned to Walter Reed only to be told by the nurse that Donovan was too sick to see him.

  William J. Donovan never feared death, as he had demonstrated on battlefield after battlefield in World War I; his reckless courage had helped to make him known as Wild Bill Donovan, one of America’s most famous heroes. The story is told of how, as he led a charge in France on seemingly impregnable German positions, Donovan turned to find not one of his men following him. As bullets spatted about him and shells burst nearby, he shouted, “What’s the matter with you? Do you want to live forever?”

  They had followed him then, rushing at the Germans to win a precious victory. Now it seemed that Donovan, hopelessly ill, was himself condemned to live forever. But at last, two days after David Crockett’s visit, on February 8, he died. His wife, Ruth, no longer estranged, and his son, David, were at his bedside.

  Allen Dulles sent a message to all CIA stations around the world:

  
    America has lost a soldier, a diplomat, an outstanding intelligence officer, a patriot dedicated to the welfare of our Nation.

    Bill Donovan was the father of “central intelligence.” To him belongs the credit for organizing and directing the Office of Strategic Services during World War II. I was proud to be associated with him then and later to have the benefit of his experience and advice in my work as head of the Central Intelligence Agency.

    Our country honored his military heroism and leadership by awarding him America’s three highest military decorations: the Medal of Honor, the Distinguished Service Cross, and the Distinguished Service Medal. He also earned the National Security Medal, the highest award in the field of intelligence relating to our national security. He was a great leader.

  

  It is said that there are no bugles and flags for spies, but for Bill Donovan there was a funeral mass at St. Matthew’s Cathedral in Washington, and his flag-draped casket rode on a caisson drawn by six black horses to Arlington National Cemetery. There, as a bugle sounded taps, he was buried with full military honors among America’s heroes. Newspapers editorialized about Donovan’s bravery and patriotic service.

  Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, German intelligence chief during World War II, once remarked that of all the Allied leaders, he most would have liked to meet and know William J. Donovan. Adolf Hitler, who in 1923 had met and confided in Donovan, always feared and hated him more than he did any other American. As might be expected, the intelligence chiefs of friendly nations expressed their sorrow at the passing of the man acknowledged to be one of the great spymasters of the 20th century. Sir William Stephenson, Britain’s “Intrepid,” who had always been “Little Bill” to Donovan’s “Big Bill,” inseparable friend and partner in intelligence, was one of the pallbearers. Even top Soviet authorities sent word that they too mourned his passing. He had been a worthy enemy. It remained for Carleton S. Coon, a renowned social anthropologist and an OSS agent in the Mediterranean, to speak for OSS men and women when he wrote “On Learning of the Death of Wild Bill’ Donovan”:

  
    Wild, people called him, who had heard of his fame

    And wild he was in heart and in feyness.

    But more than wild was the man with the wile of Odysseus.

    Like the King of Assassins he welded together

    An army of desperate, invisible soldiers,

    Each as bold as himself in single deeds

    But none as keen as himself, the leader of all, commander of men

    Who could ask, “Jim, will you limpet that ship?”

    Knowing the answer, for none would refuse him, or

    “Carl, a free ride to Albania? Yes? Then you’re off,

    Ten minutes to Zero,” and we would all die for him.

    Die for him some of us did, but he died for us all.

    Some who are left would burn him whole, like a Viking jarl in his ship.

    Others would cover his bones with a colossal marble cross.

    Each to his taste, say I, Yankee, Irishman, Italian.

    As many tombs will he have in our hearts as the scattered remains of Osiris.

    How lucky we were that he came when he did in the long tide of history.

    Hail to Wild Bill, a hero of men and a name to hang myths on.

    As American as chowder, Crockett, and Putnam.

    A free fighter’s hero, may God give him peace.

  


  
PART ONE

  
The Making of a Hero

  1883–1918


  
1

  The Boy from the Irish First Ward

  WILL DONOVAN UNDERSTOOD as a boy what a secure hiding place could mean to a hunted man. He lived much of his childhood in what he was to know later as a safehouse. He was accustomed from a very early age to finding strange men at breakfast, usually young and always pale, clothed in dark suits shiny with wear. Nobody had to caution the five Donovan children not to talk about the strangers, even to their playmates in the Irish First Ward on the Buffalo, New York, waterfront. The men stayed a few days at the most and then disappeared just as suddenly as they had come.

  In the last decades of the 19th century, many Irish refugees who had left the troubles in their homeland and immigrated to Canada crept across the border into the United States. Buffalo Irish, sympathetic to their compatriots, took them into boats at night on the Ontario shore and ferried them over the dark waters of Lake Erie or the Niagara River to the sandy lakefront. Will Donovan early realized that when his father and mother, usually so cheerful and bantering, fell silent at dinner, men were even then gathering in some secret place on the Canadian shore. The boy noticed that his good-night hug from his father and mother would be more affectionate than usual. Ever afterward the calm before a storm was a time to show love or to declare friendship, for there might never be such a chance again; things might go awry and everything might be swept away. Will would fall asleep knowing that his mother would tiptoe into the attic room where he slept with his two younger brothers, Tim and Vincent, to see that her sons were quiet in their beds.

  No matter how deeply he slept, Will would awaken to the muffled sound of the heavy brogans of the men, walking up Michigan Avenue and then pausing at the stoop of the brick house at number 74. There were five steps to climb, each step sounding in the boy’s ears, and then the secret rap on the door, not too loud. When Grandfather Donovan, who lived on the first floor, opened the door, a few soft words were spoken, the men would enter, and the door would close with a light thud. Will would fall asleep again to the sound of voices talking and to an occasional snatch of laughter, nervous with relief.

  The refugees usually slept on the first floor, where Will’s grandfather and grandmother lived, or sometimes on the second floor, where Mother and Father Donovan and Will’s sisters, Mary and the baby Loretta, had their bedrooms. Then one night a boy about Will’s age came. There was no room for him below, so Mother Donovan brought him upstairs and put him to bed next to her oldest son. Will awoke to the odor of stale sweat, which suddenly meant fear to him. The strange boy lay beside him, unwashed, exhausted, and already fast asleep. Even in his sleep, fright clung to him. Will drifted back to sleep.

  In the morning he awakened and raised up on his elbows to look at a pale face topped with carroty hair on the pillow beside him. Even a young lad could be a refugee from Ireland then. When the boy’s eyes opened, they clouded with apprehension. Will smiled to reassure him.

  “Are you from Canada?” he asked.

  The boy nodded.

  “You’re safe in America now,” said Will.

  Already his voice carried more than a boy’s conviction, and the strange boy smiled back. Will and Tim stayed indoors to play with the refugee boy for a day or two, and then he too was gone. He left behind him the sweaty smell of fear that Will was never to forget. The man at whose death the New York Times was to editorialize “No one can forget that he was always brave” became determined that he would never smell of fear.

  Donovan relatives say that William J. Donovan had his ancestry traced back to 12th-century Ireland, but if so, the genealogy has been lost. At least there is no question that Donovan’s forebears came from Cork, that southern county where people believe, like St. Augustine, that an ounce of honey attracts more flies than a gallon of vinegar. A Cork man is adept at “soothering,” the fine knack of soothing ruffled spirits with gentle words. Blarney Castle is in Cork, and the Blarney Stone casts its spell not only upon those who kiss it but upon the people of the entire county. A Cork man is lighthearted and eloquent by disposition, and Will’s grandfather Timothy, who was born in Cork at Skibbereen, was no exception.

  There is little information about Tim Donovan’s parents. He was raised not by his mother and father but by his uncle, the parish priest. Cerebral and well educated, Tim became a teacher in the parish school. In Skibbereen a teacher was expected to be as poor as the proverbial church mouse, which the better families of the community expected him to resemble in many other ways as well. When Timothy Donovan fell in love with Mary Mahoney, whose family lived in a substantial house, her parents were disturbed. They were appalled when she returned his love. Timothy and Mary stood up for another young couple at their wedding in the parish church, and swept away by the romantic occasion, they decided to get married too. When Timothy and Mary announced that they intended to emigrate to America, the Mahoneys, far from objecting, bitterly told them to be on their way. Most likely they contributed to the newlyweds’ finances. At least when Tim and Mary did set out for America, they, unlike most emigrants, did not travel penniless.

  In the middle of the 19th century Buffalo was the greatest inland immigrant port in the United States, and most of the immigrants were Irish. The Irish settled on the Flats, where Little Buffalo Creek flowed into Lake Erie. It was an area so often flooded by Lake Erie storms that its residents were said to live “down where the geese wear rubber boots.”

  As the golden flood of grain from the Midwest was carried eastward over the Great Lakes to Buffalo, it was up to the Irish workers to shovel it out of the holds of the ships and carry it ashore in bags and baskets to warehouses along the waterfront. The laborers were called scoopers because they scooped up the grain. They tied their pants legs tight to their legs to keep out the grain, and it was always easy to spot a scooper on the streets of the Irish First Ward by the way he tied his pants.

  By the time Mary and Tim Donovan arrived on the Buffalo waterfront, 2 million bushels of grain from the West were being carried ashore every day of the year. Irish labor was cheap, and when Joseph Dart, a Buffalonian, invented the world’s first steam grain elevator, he was assured that it could never compete with the Irish. “An Irishman’s back is the cheapest elevator ever built,” he was told.

  Dart persisted, and his first elevator building erected on the shore of Buffalo Creek was able to raise 2,000 bushels an hour instead of the previous 2,000 bushels a day. Over the next decades elevator after elevator was built. Soon the waterfront of the Irish First Ward, which extended from the foot of Main Street to the present Elk Street and South Park Avenue, was lined with the enormous structures, each serviced by railroad tracks, along which the busy locomotives chuffed and shunted their strings of grain cars. Buffalo grew rich, and handsome mansions sprung up along Delaware Avenue. The Irish stayed poor, and they built their cottages along the streets blocked off from the lake by the grain elevators on both banks of Buffalo Creek.

  Here and there, rising above the cottages of what more fortunate Buffalonians called the shanty Irish, were a few larger brick or frame houses left from the days before the immigrants occupied the area. Tim and Mary Donovan bought such a brick house on Michigan Avenue, and there they raised their family. Their son Timothy, born in 1860, was the fourth of ten children, five boys and five girls. He found the waterfront, its lake boats, its switching locomotives and freight cars, its sailors and railroaders and their stories far more interesting than his classes at school. This disturbed his scholarly father and his mother, who fancied her son a priest-to-be, but when the boy’s absences from school became more and more regular, Timothy and Mary acquiesced in what appeared to be the inevitable. Tim dropped out of school and went to work in the railroad yards that straddled the foot of Michigan Avenue. In time he became the yardmaster.

  At 21 Tim Donovan had become a tall young man, thin but with broad shoulders that stood him in good stead in a rough-and-ready neighborhood where saloon fistfights broke out on payday, which for scoopers and railroaders alike was every Friday. When Mark Twain came to Buffalo in 1869 to edit the Buffalo Express, in which he had a one-third interest, he looked with wonder on the hard-drinking Irish of the First Ward. An Irishman, he observed, never touched beer when he could drink whiskey. “Give an Irishman lager for a month and he’s a dead man,” he noted. “An Irishman is lined with copper, and the beer corrodes it. But whiskey polishes the copper and is the saving of him.”

  On Fridays, Irishmen bent on polishing their copper tarried late into the evening before they finally sauntered or stumbled home. Tim Donovan was not a drinking man, but he liked to stand at the bar in the Swanee House at Michigan and Ohio or at Belgian Mary’s, still closer to home on Michigan, sip ginger ale, argue politics, and declaim Irish poetry. Now that he was no longer confined to school, he developed the scholarly ways of his father, and in his room in the big brick house on Michigan Avenue he began to fill shelf after shelf with books. There were works by Shakespeare, Dickens, other popular English novelists, and the Irish poets, and biographies of men who had helped to shape democracy both in Great Britain and in the United States. The books that Tim Donovan collected on his shelves were to prove fascinating to his son Will, and many years later would hold a place of honor in the large library in Donovan’s New York apartment.

  Young Tim, as he was called to distinguish him from his father, met and fell in love with Anna Letitia Lennon, whose carefully brushed long brown hair, fresh prairie complexion, and lively ways set her apart from the other girls in the First Ward. Anna’s parents also were immigrants, from County Monaghan in the north of Ireland. They too had come to Buffalo and the Irish First Ward, but one of the periodic epidemics that swept through the poor neighborhoods took both their lives, so that Anna was left an orphan when still very young. Cousins took her to the Kansas prairies, where she was raised at Leavenworth. The Kansas relatives were comfortable, middle-class people, and Anna was to enjoy later in life telling her children of sunlit days in small-town Kansas, riding in her own pony cart. Anna also was given a good schooling. At the age of 18 she returned to Buffalo, where she met Tim.

  It did not take Anna long to discover that the handsome youth with a railroad worker’s strength was gentle and considerate of other people’s feelings and concerns, and was as intrigued by the world of books as she was. Let there be an argument in the saloon, on the street, or around the Donovan family Sunday dinner table, to which Anna was often invited, and Tim Donovan would always champion the underdog. When it came to politics on the Buffalo waterfront, this meant that Tim backed the Republicans, whose policies scarcely were calculated to win friends among the Irish immigrants. Eventually Tim became the Republican leader in the ward, although it sometimes seemed as if he were both the leader and the entire Republican constituency. He was an easy man for Anna to love, and in 1882 Tim and Anna were married.

  Tim and Anna Donovan’s first child, a boy, was born on January 1, 1883. The baby was baptized William at the font of St. Bridget’s Parish Church. At his confirmation he was to take the middle name of Joseph. A year later Anna gave birth to a second son, Timothy. The senior Donovans had kept the downstairs of the house on Michigan Avenue for themselves and their still young children, and Tim and Anna had moved upstairs to the second floor.

  It was a happy family, made happier still by the birth of Mary, the first daughter, named for her grandmother. Four more babies followed in the next few years as Will and Tim and Mary tumbled about at play, grew stronger, and first walked the few blocks to St. Bridget’s Parish School at the corner of Fulton and Louisiana streets. Tragically, infectious meningitis was endemic on the Buffalo waterfront, and each of the four new babies in turn sickened with fever, headache, nausea, and then the fatal drowsiness and stupor. Their necks and backs stiffened, and the stricken children died.

  To Will, death became a shadowy thing that lurked in the dark corners of the old brick house and crept out at night to take away small children. He mourned the loss of each baby and sometimes would throw his arms around the knees of his father or mother where they sat in the living room, reading their newspapers or books, and bury his head in their laps. Will did not cry. He was a solemn boy who rarely smiled but looked at his parents and teachers with a blue-eyed intensity that was almost disturbing. It was not easy to be the oldest son at the age of 6, 7, or 8 and to feel a big brother’s responsibility for the family when tragedy never seemed far away. He had learned at an early age that the deepest love could not keep back death. Then Vincent was born and lived. When Will was 15 years old, Loretta, the last of the Donovan children, arrived. It was shortly after Loretta’s birth that the first of the Irish immigrants appeared at the house. From then on muffled footsteps in the night were a part of the growing family’s life.

  The Irish First Ward was hardworking and friendly. “Lace curtain” Irish families with more means, who could afford to hang Victorian lace at their windows, had settled along the Niagara riverfront. Many of them worked as governesses, cooks, and servants in the fine mansions that were being erected by wealthy people along Delaware Avenue and looked down on the inhabitants of the First Ward of Will Donovan’s boyhood, but there was no denying the close bonds that tied together the working people of the waterfront. Each of the cottages along the dirt streets was surrounded by a white picket fence, a kitchen garden, and flowers blooming about the doorway. The neighbors, who had come mostly from the rural regions of Ireland, kept chickens as well as geese, ducks, and even cows and pigs in backyard sheds.

  The housewives kept their homes scrubbed clean and tidy even if they could afford to hang only muslin or net curtains at their windows. They draped their laundry in the backyards on wash days and gossiped across the fences. There was no room for juvenile delinquency, for let a rough boy begin some mischief and there was always an alert mother to bring him around with appropriate remarks. Every mother’s son of the Irish boys knew that it was the Irish mothers who were the disciplinarians both in the family and the neighborhood. The Donovan family was no exception. Will Donovan grew up loving both his parents, but while he looked to his father for understanding and companionship, he was in awe of his mother’s authority.

  
    The Erie is a-risin’,

    The gin is gittin’ low.

    I scarcely thought I’d git a drop

    ‘Til I git to Buffalo!

  

  Boatmen barging the long miles of the Erie Canal to the entrepôt on Lake Erie, and Great Lakes mariners sailing from such western lake ports as Chicago and Milwaukee arrived in Buffalo parched and thirsty. The two groups came together on the waterfront and were not exactly restrained in their behavior. When Will Donovan was a boy, the district lying just across Main Street possessed 93 saloons, 15 so-called concert halls, and a large number of dance halls. The women of the district might keep boarding houses, work as laundresses or seamstresses, or tell fortunes, but the sailors and boatmen found that they were equally available for night employment at other age-old tasks.

  Will was warned by both his father and mother never to cross Main Street into this sinful neighborhood, particularly after dusk. “Only scamps and hooligans go over there,” Donovan later in life remembered his mother telling him. Then one day he vanished into Buffalo’s waterfront jungle. “The family looked for him to go to a funeral, which the whole family was obliged to attend,” recalled an aunt, Mary Duggan. “He was nowhere to be found. Later they discovered he had got himself a job over on Garrison Street near the docks so he could watch the boats.”

  Will’s father was not one of the scoopers and railroaders who chose to do their drinking and fighting with the boatmen and sailors. Tim Donovan was a family man, and often he would take his oldest son with him to a neighborhood saloon at noon on Saturdays. Will would stand beside his father, sip a glass of ginger ale, and help himself to the free lunch set out on the counter. Around the boy raged impassioned discussions of politics, Irish history, poetry, and any other subject that occurred to the eloquent drinkers. A scooper who might heft bags of grain on weekdays became a bard or a master political strategist on Saturdays, and the boy listened eagerly. He would smile his small but delighted smile when his father scored a point off his opponents, who generally included all the other men in the saloon. Sometimes the conversation would come to a sudden halt.

  “What do you think of that, boy?” somebody would demand, and Will, having grasped not only the sense of the discussion but often a solution to the problem under consideration, would reply. As he spoke sense, even the warring factions would conciliate, somebody would order “another glass for the lad,” and Will’s father would clap his arms around his shoulders and give him an affectionate squeeze. In this way the precocious boy practiced soothering, and it is scarcely a wonder that by the time he grew to manhood he was a master of the art.

  The saloons of the Buffalo waterfront were an integral part of Will Donovan’s boyhood. He learned that among the roughest men who frequented them was a code of honor and courtesy. Later in life he told how a man’s drink was always respected if he were called away from the bar. “He need only attach a note to his unfinished drink, and he could be confident that when he returned, the drink would be waiting for him,” he recounted. “That is, except for the time when an enormous scooper attached a note to his libation that read, The man who owns this drink weighs in at 250 pounds and has the muscles of a prize fighter. He will be back.’

  “A skinny leprechaun of a man winked at the saloon crowd, quaffed the drink, and wrote out a note which he left beneath the empty glass: ‘The man who drank this weighs 90 pounds and can run like the wind. He won’t be back.’ ”

  Sometimes the men would be overcome by a fit of nostalgia for old Ireland or an attack of tenderness and fall to singing ballads and love songs. Will sang along with them, and all his life he was to be fond of singing.

  To young Will, the ward, as old-timers called it, was the sort of place in which you could not throw a stone for fear you might hit a cousin. He was the acknowledged leader of the neighborhood boys, cousins or not, even those who were one or two years older and consequently stronger than he was, because he had a thoughtful and determined way about everything he did, and he was always selfless in his decisions.

  None of this kept him from often being the butt of many of the boys’ pranks. On hot summer days, the boys walked down to the Michigan Avenue bridge over Buffalo Creek, stripped off their clothes beneath the bridge, and plunged into the murky waters that only a boy would dare swim in. Invariably Will would emerge naked and dripping from the water to find that grinning boys had knotted his corduroy knickers in a way that defied untying. One day when he knew his mother waited anxiously for him at home, he lost his temper and in a fury threw some half-dozen or so whooping, partly clothed youngsters into the creek. Will Donovan was a quiet boy who seldom took offense, but he had uncommonly strong muscles and was a match for any of them if he decided to fight. To his credit, Will’s fighting was almost always in defense of a child being bullied by a bigger boy. He would even champion a “narrow back,” which is what the broad-backed Irish boys, accustomed to working hard from early childhood, called a more slender native American boy.

  The Irish author Liam O’Flaherty once remarked that “the Irish respect the poet, the warrior, and the priest. The poet’s sense of beauty, the warrior’s courage, and the priest’s immortality.” Ward mothers never disparaged a son’s sense of beauty or his courage, but to a woman they were determined to achieve immortality for him. Whether a boy had a pleasing voice or sang like a crow, they urged that he be allowed in the choir of the parish church, and they importuned the priests to let their offspring serve as altar boys. Anna Donovan was no different from the other women, and she was proud and delighted when the Reverend James Edward Quigley at St. Bridget’s selected both Will and Tim to serve as altar boys. Will, who early developed a firm religious belief, was among the most faithful of the altar boys, but Tim, impatient with the lengthy masses, became adept at excuses for not being able to serve.

  On December 12, 1896, the Reverend Mr. Quigley was named third bishop of Buffalo. The newly selected bishop took both Tim and Will, 13 and 14 years old, with him to St. Joseph’s Cathedral, where they carried his train during his solemn consecration on February 24, 1897. Bishop Quigley kept the two boys on as altar boys at St. Joseph’s, and Will and Tim either trudged to the cathedral or rode there on the jangling trolley cars that ran on South Park Avenue.

  Encouraged by his mother, Will could think of no better life than that of a priest, and he determined to get an education that would make an ecclesiastical career possible. When he served at the altar in the cathedral, the organ seemed to rumble of sacred things, and the pipes spoke to his Gaelic heart and soul. The boys in the cathedral choir had been carefully chosen and were well trained. When they sang, their voices rose thrilling against the high, vaulted roof. Will listened, and the age-old mysteries of his church stirred within him.

  As he grew up in the church, Will formed a close and affectionate relationship with James Edward Quigley. Born on October 15, 1855, in Oshawa, Ontario, Quigley was the sort of clergyman who could inspire a vigorous youngster from the Buffalo waterfront. He had first tried to gain entrance to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point but then decided on the priesthood. Quigley was a learned man with an insatiable appetite for knowledge, and a brilliant pulpit speaker, but he was equally at home on a corner lot playing baseball with parish boys. The priest was Will’s boyhood idol, and Will took a boy’s delight in showing his hero that he was one of the best ballplayers in the parish.

  Most likely Father Quigley smiled at Will’s youthful efforts to demonstrate his athletic prowess, but he was more impressed by his mind. It was Father Quigley who instructed Will in his catechism and who officiated at his confirmation when the boy chose the name Joseph from the roll of the saints as his middle name. Father Quigley also encouraged the boy to enter Nardin Academy, and he very likely helped to arrange financial assistance so that Will could continue in school.

  Nardin Academy shaped Will’s young mind, and he was always appreciative of this. The Daughters of the Heart of Mary, who founded the school, had their origins in 1790, during the French Revolution, when the anticlerical terror raged in France. Many convents and monasteries were burned, and monks and nuns were tortured and put to death. Marie-Adelaide de Cice, a young noblewoman, determined to establish an order for women whose members would live in the world without wearing habits, secretly if necessary to escape persecution, and yet go about their religious life. To this day the Daughters of the Heart of Mary may serve Christ within the community without identifying themselves with an order. A Daughter of the Heart of Mary is often a professional woman, a lawyer or a doctor, who carries on her work in the community but is a secret member of the order.

  “If you ask me if I’m a member, I may not answer and tell you I’m a religious,” explained Irene Murphy, who is the principal of Nardin Academy today. “It depends on the work we’re doing.”

  It is conceivable that an intelligent and perceptive boy, whose mind was trained by a sisterhood who do good works in the world while literally living cover lives, might have learned from them some of the attitudes and skills that were to serve well in the world of international intrigue.

  The sisters at Nardin Academy encouraged scholarship, daily attendance, and exemplary conduct. Miss Nardin lectured the boys of Will Donovan’s time. “You may one day be a leader among men. How sad if at the supreme moment or in a case of urgency you would lose control of self.”

  She might well have had Will in mind. His quiet ways concealed a violent temper that his brother Tim, his opposite in personality, was gifted at arousing. An angry Will would lunge at Tim, and the boys would flail at one another with bare fists until they could be separated. Finally their father bought two pairs of boxing gloves, which he hung in the barn behind the house. If the boys grew angry with one another, Tim Donovan seized each by an arm and led them to the barn, where he bid them put on the gloves and settle their differences. “Go to it, boys,” Will Donovan recalled his saying.

  Will and Tim would punch at one another with all their might until at last, exhausted, they would grudgingly shake hands and try again to be good brothers. Gradually Will conquered his temper because his father and the sisters at the academy convinced him it was a weakness. He learned that even when he was angry he could keep his voice soft and measured. Still, as any OSS man who had erred could testify, he never managed to keep the flash of anger from his eyes.

  Will Donovan’s classmates remembered him as having a quiet sense of humor and as being proud, sensitive to slight and injustice, and easily the most determined youngster in the ward. One classmate remembered, “The thing that impressed me was that Will was not bright in the ordinary sense of the word. Studies never came easy to him, but he had the tenacity of a bulldog, and when he once got a fact in his mind, nothing in the world could ever pry it out.”

  Will showed the same tenacity on the football field. When his passing arm failed in accuracy and strength, he persuaded his brother Tim to go with him to the beach at the foot of Michigan Avenue, where, for hours on end, afternoon after afternoon, he practiced throwing a forward pass until a tired Tim was near sobbing in his anger and bafflement at such monumental determination. Will hefted dumbbells in the barn and ran on the beach to develop his strength. On Saturdays he prowled the railroad yards, the waterfront, and the farmers’ market, walking for hours, lone and observant, watching the people. He boxed and wrestled any boy who would go to the barn with him, and he read everything he could find by or about Theodore Roosevelt, who was his boyish idea of what a man should be. Will tried with what almost became desperation to make himself like the New York City aristocrat whose self-made good health and rugged life captured the imagination of a whole generation of American boys.

  James Clarence Mangan wrote scores of poems fervent with his love for Ireland. His patriotic poems were the sort that a man could recite in a saloon on the Buffalo waterfront, and by the time the last stirring phrase had been uttered there would not be a dry eye in the place. Will had often heard Mangan’s ballads in the saloons of the ward and, when he competed in Nardin Academy’s annual declamation contest at age 12, he chose one of Mangan’s most stirring poems.

  “‘Twas there I first beheld, drawn up in file and line, / The brilliant Irish hosts; they came, the bravest of the brave!” began the boy before the large audience of parents and friends of the schoolchildren. His blue eyes flashed with the meaning of the words; his shoulders were straight and proud. When he was finished there was silence and then tumultuous applause. Will inclined his head slightly as if he were a handsome young prince acknowledging the acclaim of his people instead of a poor boy on the waterfront. There was no question that he had won the contest, and when the last child had recited, Will stood before the crowd again as the public-speaking teacher awarded him a shiny medal in a box. The teacher held up her hand to silence the cheering crowd, and everybody waited for Will to say something. For a moment he stared dismayed at all the waiting adults, his father and mother among them, their faces flushed with pride and concern for what he might now say.

  “Medals don’t mean anything,” Will at last said, his voice strong and confident for a 12-year-old, “and things don’t mean anything after they’ve passed; it’s doing the thing that matters.”

  When Will was 14, with the financial aid of Bishop Quigley he entered St. Joseph’s Collegiate Institute, which had been founded by the Christian Brothers. He was by then a handsome boy of about average height who always seemed taller because of his confident manner. He appears in a picture of the St. Joseph’s junior football team, taken in 1897, as a solemn boy with a shock of unruly hair staring somewhat wistfully at the camera. He was the quarterback and the first football captain of the St. Joe Juniors, and when the team won the 115-pound championship of Buffalo, he felt a happy glow of pride. At the same time, when other boys or adults complimented him on his leadership, he would invariably smile and say something like, “Anyone could do it with the other fellows playing such fine football.” Later in life he said similar things when anybody complimented him on his extraordinary leadership of either the Fighting 69th in World War I or the OSS in World War II.

  Will had always taken his studies seriously, but at St. Joseph’s he concentrated with new determination. When he was reading a Shakespeare play or a Dickens novel from his father’s library, even his mother could not get his attention. He was restless and moody now, and he would sometimes walk to the cathedral and kneel before a side altar and pray. People who came upon him took one look at his almost haunted face and went away in silence. Clearly, Tim Donovan’s oldest son was not an ordinary boy. To the devout Irish this could mean only one thing—he would be a priest and a great credit to the ward.

  By now Tim was writing plays, and Will and Tim would act them out for friends and family. Everybody agreed that though Tim could write the plays, it was Will who had a flair for acting. There were also family musical evenings. Tim played the violin, Will the piano, and all the Donovans had good voices.

  As teenagers, Will and Tim became good friends, but even so, Will was partial to his youngest brother, Vincent, and he was to remain so all his life. He called him the Rock because Vincent was always a dependable listener, even as a small child. When he was discouraged, Will would sit at his sleepy brother’s bed at night and pour out his heart. Vincent listened patiently and sympathized with his oldest brother, whom he idolized. Vincent, now a pupil at Nardin Academy, was thought to be the brightest of all the Donovan children. He was also judged to have the kindest and most affectionate heart, and it was believed throughout the ward that he too would be a priest. Aunt Mary Duggan remembered that he would often put on a makeshift priest’s attire and parade around the house. One day Tim went his younger brother one better and announced that he would not be just a priest; he’d be a bishop. Will informed his brothers that he would reserve judgment, but whatever the other two wound up as, he’d be the head boss.

  At the age of 16 Will, tired of wearing a boy’s knickers, bought his first pair of long pants from money he had earned at odd jobs. Anna took one look at her oldest son’s purchase and laughingly threatened to cut them off at the knees. Will was growing tall. Soon he would be wanting to leave home. She looked at her son with a mixture of love and regret. That night he carefully placed the pants beneath his mattress and slept on them so that she could not slip into his room and cut off the legs. His new pants were a claim on a man’s estate.

  The 20th century arrived, and Will Donovan turned 17. His father had given up his work in the railroad yards and was now the secretary of the Holy Cross Cemetery Corporation, his office in a room at the cathedral. The Donovan family moved to 74 Prospect Avenue, which was nearer to the cathedral. They still lived in the Irish First Ward, but they no longer need look down Michigan Avenue from their front window at the great grain elevators that blocked a view of the lake, nor listen at night to the switching locomotives or the Albany Express roaring by. Will Donovan gave the family even more cause for a happy beginning to the new century: He had been accepted as a student by Niagara University at Niagara Falls.
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  Donovan the Young Lawyer

  ON WILLIAM J. DONOVAN’S registration form, preserved in the archives of Niagara University, the address 74 Michigan Avenue, Buffalo, New York, has been crossed out and 74 Prospect Avenue written in. The student’s bills, a note penned on the form says, were to be sent to 50 Franklin Street, which was the address of St. Joseph’s Cathedral. There they were paid in part by Will’s father and in part by Bishop Quigley, who remained interested in the schooling of his young protégé.

  Will Donovan’s academic records are also preserved in the archives. They show that he was at first a mediocre student. Slow to make friends, he took long, solitary walks along the Niagara Gorge, through which the Niagara River boiled on its headlong descent from the Falls to Lake Ontario. When he had done poorly on a test or feared that he had, he stood on the brink looking down on the whirling waters of the rapids and threw stone after stone off into the void, almost as he had once thrown a football to his brother on the Lake Erie beach.

  Will at least made a friend in Father Egan, a Vincentian who was the prefect of discipline at Niagara University from 1896 to 1905. Egan, an earnest man, was ten years older than Will, had been born and raised in New York City, and was popular with the students. He taught Latin, English, and Greek, as well as elocution. On March 6, 1900, his loyal students presented a program in honor of the Irish patriot Robert Emmet and “complimentary to Father Egan.” To the surprise of the other students and the delight of Father Egan, Donovan won third prize in rhetoric.

  As Will became popular at school, he began to invite friends home to spend the weekend with him. Anna Donovan now would find herself preparing meals for an additional four or five college boys who were hungry for home cooking after their dormitory fare. Sometimes Will and his friends would act out parts of Shakespeare plays for the family, or guests and family would sing the popular songs of the turn of the century, as well as the old Irish and English ballads.

  One of the songs bound to bring out the best in these mainly Irish youths was “My Wild Irish Rose,” written by Chauncey Olcott, a Buffalo Irish-American who had gone to New York City to make a reputation as an Irish tenor. All Buffalo loved Olcott. When he returned to his hometown and sang “My Wild Irish Rose” at the Star Theater, with his mother sitting in a front box, the Irish audience cheered and wept. Whenever they had the price of admission, Will and his friends walked over to the Star, only a few blocks away from the Donovan home, and sometimes Will thought seriously of a career in the theater. His fine tenor voice would then stand him in good stead.

  That first summer of his three years at Niagara University, Will Donovan worked on a road crew. His hard muscles were put to good use, but he used his head too, and before the end of the summer he was the project surveyor. During his years at Niagara, Will Donovan made striking gains in scholarship. In subjects as diverse as algebra, music, Greek, Spanish, Latin, rhetoric, history, and elocution he won medals as either the leading student of his class or a close runner-up. At the same time he had become socially confident; there were fewer long agonized walks beside the river and more good times with other students.

  When the young man who seemed destined to begin his studies in the seminary at Niagara University decided to enroll in the school of law at Columbia University, friends and family in Buffalo’s First Ward were surprised. Father Egan, however, was not, for he had come to believe that his most promising student was better suited for the law than for the priesthood. In the autumn of 1902 Will set out on the train for New York City, where he would have to complete his undergraduate degree at Columbia College before entering the law school. The train rolled through the Buffalo yards, where his father had once been the yardmaster, and out past the cottages of the Irish First Ward and the old brick house standing among them. The Donovan house, which only a few years before had sheltered Irish refugees; St. Bridget’s Parish Church, where Will and Tim had served Father Quigley as altar boys; Nardin Academy, where Will had won his first medal and been acclaimed in public; the beach with its lapping waves; the shunting trains; and the great elevators filled with grain all faded away behind the train. Will Donovan, not yet 20, was on his way to his first encounter with a city in which he was one day to be famous.

  From the start, Donovan was known at Columbia as Bill, not Will. He brushed his brown hair back straight, dressed neatly, and had a ready smile and a cheerful greeting for the students and faculty members he encountered as he strode across South Field on his way to class. He pledged Phi Kappa Psi fraternity and became the house manager, for which he received his room and board. He had saved enough money from his summer employment to get by financially. Later at Columbia he worked in a baking-powder factory and tutored children to augment his funds.

  John Giraud Agar, a prominent New York City attorney at the time, took a fatherly interest in young Bill Donovan, who had come to the Agar house to tutor the three oldest sons. Once Agar had taken the measure of the threadbare student, he overpaid him so that Bill would not have to go on doing the factory and road-gang work that had so far made his college career possible. John Agar’s friendship came at the right time in the life of Bill Donovan.

  At the same time, Bill more than earned his pay as a tutor. The three boys, bright and personable, won his affection. He not only tutored them in the subjects at hand but shared his experiences at Columbia with them, much as he had once shared his thoughts and activities with his younger brother Vincent.

  John Giraud Agar, Jr., the oldest of the Agar children, was killed in France during World War I, and Donovan always felt that with his death America lost a future leader of stature. The second son was William Macdonough Agar, who became an outstanding geologist and shared enough of his mentor Bill Donovan’s concern with the Catholic church and its place in 20th-century life to write the book Catholicism and the Progress of Science. The third son, then 9 years old, was Herbert Sebastian Agar, later a diplomat, poet, author, editor, and Pulitzer Prize winner for his history The People’s Choice.

  Bill Donovan’s friendship with the Agar family and John Agar’s generosity made it possible for him to drop all his other jobs and to concentrate on his studies. Even so, he never neglected his family. He wrote long letters to his mother, whose cooking he sadly missed. For his little sister Loretta he bought what to a poor student was an expensive Christmas present—a teddy bear. Theodore Roosevelt, Donovan’s boyhood hero, had been sworn in as President of the United States on September 14, 1901, after William McKinley was assassinated in Buffalo. The new President’s vigorous good health, high idealism, and zest for living had captured the national imagination. His determined fight to create a national park system so that future generations of Americans would be able to enjoy wilderness and wildlife had struck an answering chord on college campuses. A toy bear cub, which came to be called the teddy bear after Teddy Roosevelt, symbolized the President’s dedication to the wilderness.

  Tim Donovan was now studying at medical school in Buffalo. Vincent was growing up. One day Bill took the Delaware, Lackawanna, and Western Railroad ferry across the Hudson River to Hoboken, New Jersey, where at the Lackawanna Station he met 14-year-old Vincent, still in a small boy’s knickers, who had come to visit his big brother in the fascinating but undoubtedly wicked city. Bill took the boy to the LaSalle Academy on 59th Street. There he spent the night, while Bill returned to Columbia. In the morning the two brothers rode the subway to Herald Square, where at the Rogers Peet store Bill bought Vincent his first pair of long pants.

  The brothers went on to Coney Island, where among the rides and arcades they found a photographic concession. Bill paid the photographer to take a picture of Vincent, proudly wearing his new pants. Once he was back in his room at the Phi Kappa Psi house, Bill wrote a letter home, enclosing Vince’s picture. He remembered his own boyhood fear that his mother might shorten his long pants while he slept, and he wanted her to know in advance that her youngest son was growing up and that she might as well get accustomed to it.

  Now that Bill did not have to work every spare moment, he took to running around the reservoir in Central Park each day to get into shape. He went out for the cross-country track team, he boxed and wrestled, and he joined the rowing team. Ed Hanlon, who had been the Australian sculling champion, was then coaching the crew. Donovan and the other seven men of his crew sometimes took the train up to Poughkeepsie, where they rowed on the Hudson.

  In his last year at Columbia College, Bill Donovan went out for football. He became the second string quarterback and a tackle, soon known throughout the Ivy League for the power with which he hit an opposing player. Bill won his letter, but he was never able to replace another Irish-American youth as quarterback. His rival and friend was Edward Trowbridge Collins, who had enrolled at Columbia College in 1903 at the age of 16 and, although he weighed only 140 pounds, was an incomparable player.

  Bill Donovan received his bachelor of arts degree in 1905. The Columbia College yearbook printed a picture of an intense young Donovan and asked, enigmatically enough, “Is he quiet or always making a fuss?” His fellow classmates voted Donovan both the “most modest” and “the second handsomest” man. Donovan also served on the debating team, and he won the George Curtis Medal for Public Speaking with the oration “The Awakening of Japan.”

  In the fall of 1906 Donovan began his studies in the law school. The school might have been small enough to share a building with the department of political science, but the faculty was extraordinary, and each member helped to shape Donovan’s mind. There was Professor Harlan F. Stone, who had obtained his own Columbia Law School degree in 1898 and who later was to be dean of the law school, U.S. attorney general under President Coolidge, and Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. He spoke before his students entirely without notes. Stone never raised his voice and, as Donovan was quick to learn, disapproved of lawyers who did. He evidenced kindly good humor, and his personal integrity was obvious in every well-considered statement. Harlan Stone was the first of the 20th century’s major figures whom Donovan was to know, and this New England crab apple of a man whose motto was “Eat it up; wear it out; make it do; do without” impressed the young man from the Buffalo waterfront.

  William O. Douglas, who studied under Stone at Columbia in the early 1920s, described the professor as standing “behind the desk and against the blackboard, twirling his tortoiseshell glasses in his hand, his casebook usually closed on the desk before him. He did not often lecture but used the Socratic method, which he had developed to a high degree of perfection. His questions seldom referred to cases, but to problems raised or suggested by them.” Above all, according to Douglas, Stone believed that “there is no possible teaching without blessed friendship, which is the best conductor of ideas between man and man.” Bill Donovan basked in the warmth of his favorite professor’s friendship. At the time he had no idea how important that friendship was to prove to be in Washington, D.C., almost 20 years later.

  Immensely impressive as he was, Harlan Stone was not the only great law professor at Columbia. Another was Jackson E. Reynolds. “I had some rather famous students among my classes,” he said. “General ‘Wild Bill’ Donovan was a student of mine, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt. The last-named was not much of a student and nothing of a lawyer afterward. He did later exert a tremendous influence on the law of the country by the hundreds of appointments he made to the federal bench, good, bad, and indifferent. General Donovan was a good student, industrious, quick and alert, his work—practical, adaptable to any problem.”

  Franklin Roosevelt had entered Columbia in 1904. From the start Roosevelt, as handsome and rich a young man as there was in the school, showed little serious interest in the study of law. By the end of his first year he had failed two courses and passed others with B minuses. Nor was he friendly toward the other students on the campus. Later he maintained that he had known Bill Donovan at Columbia, but Donovan only laughed at this. “I would meet Franklin Roosevelt walking across the campus almost every day, but he never once even noticed. His eyes were always fixed on some other object.”

  Donovan, who saw in a Columbia law degree freedom from the life he had known in the Buffalo First Ward, had time only for his studies, while Roosevelt was in the middle of his campaign to win the hand of his cousin Eleanor in marriage. He was far more interested in the balls and parties of upper-crust New York than he was in the dull classrooms of Columbia.

  Donovan and Roosevelt, two men who were to work together so closely in World War II, contrasted sharply in other respects at Columbia. In the autumn of 1904, Franklin Roosevelt walked into Tiffany’s on Fifth Avenue and selected a diamond ring for his fiancée, Eleanor. Bill Donovan danced with a few girls at law school dances but had no time for romance. Both Donovan and Roosevelt voted the Republican ticket for Theodore Roosevelt over Judge Alton B. Parker in the elections of 1904, but the following March 4, Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt rode to Washington in the private railroad car of their cousin George Emlen Roosevelt. They stayed with the President’s sister, Mrs. W. Sheffield Cowles, and during the inauguration they sat on the steps of the U.S. Capitol immediately behind Theodore Roosevelt. They lunched at the White House, and running America seemed to be something of a cozy family affair. Bill Donovan, meanwhile, read about the inauguration in the newspapers. His hero, Teddy Roosevelt, an aristocrat who had the good instincts of the common man, was in the White House, and Donovan was filled with hope for his country.

  In the spring of 1907, Franklin Roosevelt took New York’s bar examination, but when he passed, decided not to bother with his law degree. Once Bill Donovan received his law degree, in the same year, he took the train back to Buffalo.

  Just as Professor Harlan Stone never raised his voice when he argued a legal point, so Bill Donovan, now 24 years old and a lawyer with the small Buffalo firm of Love and Keating, never raised his voice in the courtroom. Just as Professor Stone carefully considered each statement he made and each position he took, so Donovan exerted himself to be judicious and deliberate both in word and action. In the courtroom he was friendly and unassuming. His blue eyes beamed good will, and he was unperturbable and courteous despite the most frantic ravings of opposing counsel. Harlan Stone would have been proud of him.

  The young lawyer had learned at Columbia to prepare each case with great care. Even in his early 20s he had developed the ability to read at a rapid rate, a trait that was later to amaze his OSS aides, and he was able to discern quickly the essential features of a case. His legal briefs were both short and complete, which is not usually the case with a young lawyer just entering the profession. In two years, Donovan was made a junior partner of the firm. He resigned in 1911 to form a partnership with Bradley Goodyear, a scion of one of Buffalo’s leading families. That same year Donovan and Goodyear merged with the city’s leading law firm, headed by the redoubtable John Lord O’Brian and Chauncey Hamlin. Donovan’s name went up on the glass doors of suite 604 of the Iroquois Building. The firm was then known as O’Brian, Hamlin, Donovan, and Goodyear.

  Most of Bill Donovan’s clients were drawn from the Buffalo business community, but he also found time to take care of the legal interests of individuals who came to him. One such case was a woman who desperately needed his legal advice. On the morning they were scheduled to meet, Donovan was stricken by a terrible pain in his abdomen. A doctor called to the scene prodded his stomach. Donovan winced. “You must have bed rest,” said the doctor.

  No sooner had the physician left than Donovan got out of bed, dressed, and hurried to his office. Smiling despite the pain, he counseled the woman and set her fears at rest. When she left, Donovan collapsed in agony. An ambulance rushed him to the hospital, where a surgeon removed his gangrenous appendix. As Donovan came out of the anesthetic, he discovered a bunch of flowers in his hand and thought he had died. Then he heard a muffled sobbing and, turning his head, saw his client sitting by his bed. She was weeping for the handsome young lawyer who had endangered his life to keep an appointment with her because he knew how confused and afraid she had been.

  Within a week Donovan was back at his office. As the story went around Buffalo, people agreed that young Bill Donovan was not only a brilliant attorney but also a man with compassion and heart, who cared as much for a lonely woman with a legal problem as he did for the most important client. All his life Donovan was to find time for a woman and her problems, particularly if the woman was attractive.

  During the years that Bill Donovan was becoming established as a Buffalo lawyer, his brother Tim completed his medical studies and began a medical career that in time was to make him one of Erie County’s leading endocrinologists. Vincent completed his studies at St. Joseph’s Collegiate Institute and was studying to be a priest. He had his father’s introspective turn of mind.

  The Buffalo in which Bill Donovan was making his way as a lawyer was at its zenith. In the heart of the city was Niagara Square, where the traffic circled the McKinley Monument. The mansions of the well-to-do and privileged lined Delaware Avenue, and Donovan made every effort to win friends among them and gain access to their drawing rooms. Donovan, a strong oarsman, rowed for the Celtic Rowing Club, pride of the First Ward Irish, for which his father had once rowed, and on occasion he stroked the team to victory over a Canadian club in a 15-man war canoe event. Then Donovan changed his allegiance and became captain of a war canoe crew at the Buffalo Canoe Club at Crystal Beach, Ontario, some 25 miles away from Buffalo by road but in plain sight of Buffalo’s downtown towers across Lake Erie. The Buffalo Canoe Club, then and now a haunt of Buffalo’s blue bloods, still keeps one of the old war canoes in its boathouse, although the club no longer enters a team in water events.

  Theodore Roosevelt had ridden to fame as a Rough Rider, and Bill Donovan was delighted to hear early in 1912 that the State of New York had decided to increase the cavalry units of the National Guard. When Col. Oliver B. Bridgeman of the First Cavalry of the New York National Guard and Capt. Lincoln G. Andrews of the Second Cavalry, U.S. Army, called a meeting of interested young men from the Buffalo area at the University Club on Delaware Avenue, Donovan was among them. So were many other members of the Buffalo Canoe Club who, listening to Donovan’s enthusiastic talk about military service, had decided to come along.

  On May 7, 1912, the first 42 men of Troop I, Donovan included, were mustered into service at the 74th Regimental Armory. Captain Sherman S. Jewitt of Company C, 74th Infantry, New York National Guard, was put in temporary command, and the new troop was designated Troop I, First Cavalry. From the start Troop I, whose membership had grown within a month to 60 men, was in the main made up of socially prominent young Buffalonians with a zest for adventure.

  At that time it was up to the volunteer members of a cavalry troop in the New York National Guard to equip themselves, which included buying their own horses. Each citizen trooper in Troop I subscribed a sum of money to the fund, and the unit bought its first six mounts so that the men could begin their riding practice on Humboldt Parkway. The horses were kept in the old livery stable on the parkway, which was rented for them by Erie County. For the first month after the horses were purchased, Bill Donovan, who until then had never been on a horse in his life, got out of bed at five o’clock every morning and hurried to the stables to saddle up and ride out on the parkway. With his usual determination, he cantered through rain or shine, ignoring his sore buttocks, every day becoming more sure of himself on horseback until he was as fine a rider as any of the young socialites who had been riding horses when he was riding the streetcar to his classes at St. Joseph’s.

  Dismounted drills were held regularly, first at the 74th Regiment Armory and then at the 65th Regiment Armory, where the men were given locker space and the use of the drill hall one night a week. Headquarters were also at the 65th Regiment Armory, and Donovan rarely failed to be there on drill night. Within a month he was made a corporal. Evenings at home, Donovan studied cavalry tactics and strategy. He was delighted when in July the troop was ordered to its first encampment on a farm owned by Troop D, First Cavalry, at Manlius, a small town southeast of Syracuse. Captain Andrews was in charge of the week of field instruction.

  Donovan returned to Buffalo with Troop I more enthusiastic than ever about military life. In October, when orders came for the troop to choose its first officers, he was elected captain. Davis T. Dunbar became first lieutenant, and George B. Walbridge was made second lieutenant. The men had elected a stern taskmaster as their captain, but Donovan also demonstrated a thorough willingness to surpass each man in his command when it came to work. In the following months Troop I’s weekly meetings were devoted to dismounted drill and elementary horsemanship. Discipline was firm, and when Captain Andrews returned to inspect the troop in the spring, he congratulated Captain Donovan and his men on their excellence.

  Donovan’s law practice continued to grow, but he still found time for Troop I. In June 1913, the troop’s officers and sergeants entrained for Long Island, where at Montauk Point they underwent a course of instruction run by the New York National Guard. Since the enlisted men of the troop had not made the trip and no training was scheduled for them by the National Guard during the summer of 1913, Donovan organized a week’s march. In July the entire troop, taking time from civilian pursuits, set off on horseback for a ride that took them from Buffalo to Orchard Park, Springville, Plato, Lake View, and then back to Buffalo. All week Donovan and the other officers put into action what they had learned at Montauk Point. Camping at night, living in the open, developing a close bond with their mounts, the men began to feel more and more like real cavalrymen.

  In the spring of 1914, a strike at the Gould Coupler Works in industrial Depew, on the southeastern outskirts of Buffalo, turned violent, and the governor ordered the 74th Infantry of the National Guard to patrol the town and maintain law and order. In April Donovan received orders to relieve the 74th in Depew and to serve “in aid of Civil Authorities.” When Donovan and the 60 men of his command reached Depew, they paraded up the main street in a show of strength. Wearing their dress uniforms and holding drawn sabers at the ready, the men cantered past hostile crowds of strikers. Donovan, at the head of the column, swung past a saloon that was the strikers’ command post, and his horse stumbled. While he fought to stay in the saddle, he dropped his saber with a ringing clatter on the cobblestone pavement. A strike ringleader dashed from the curb, seized the saber, and raced into the saloon.

  “Take command,” ordered Donovan, and Lieutenant Dunbar spurred into place before the troop.

  Donovan wheeled his horse back to the saloon, tied it to a post, and shouldered his way through the swinging door into the dingy interior. The man with his saber froze as the angry captain strode up to where he was standing at the bar. He seized the man’s arm, wrenched the saber from him, and grabbing him by the neck, marched him to the entrance, where he booted him into the street. Troop I cheered, and so did citizens who had been watching from the sidewalks. Even strikers applauded the young officer’s courage.

  Donovan mounted his horse in silence and resumed his place at the head of the column, leading the troop down the street. Over the next few days, strikers and strikebreakers alike and the citizens of Depew learned that Captain Donovan was strictly impartial but would not permit violence and lawlessness of any kind. Captain Andrews inspected the troop while it was on duty in Depew. Once again he complimented Captain Donovan and his men on their high degree of efficiency and morale. Troop I plainly benefited from the experience of patrolling a town in which law and order had broken down.

  Bill Donovan might be the captain of Troop I, which was beginning to be recognized as one of the top cavalry units of the New York National Guard, and a busy young attorney, but he also found time to make speeches on behalf of the Republican Party. He displayed the same ready grasp of the political essentials that had distinguished the saloon orators of his First Ward boyhood. At the same time the flair for the theater that he had shown as a boy brought him into the Studio Club, where well-to-do Buffalonians put on amateur theatricals for charity. There he met Ruth Rumsey, a tall girl with blue eyes who was counted among the most beautiful of Delaware Avenue’s young women. The daughter of the city’s first citizen, the late Dexter Rumsey, she had an air of assurance that might have been a trifle overpowering, except that it was lightened by a certain genial charm and wit. Being fond of riding and fox hunting, she had an outdoorswoman’s complexion. Bill Donovan was drawn to this girl, who was not only beautiful but had both intellect and his zest for the active life.

  In 1914, the celebrated English-born actress Eleanor Robson, who in 1910 had become Mrs. August Belmont, came to Buffalo to attend a Studio Club production of Robert Browning’s In a Balcony. A few years before, the actress had played Constance in the New York production of the same drama. Immediately taken with Bill Donovan, who was the Studio Club’s male lead, she went backstage and invited him to come to New York City where, she promised, she would coach him in dramatics. Eleanor Robson Belmont was a woman of both theatrical talent and great spirit. She may have had only a professional interest in the handsome and gifted young Donovan, but hardly any of Donovan’s friends in Buffalo believed that. He took a weekly train to New York City.

  At the same time he made frequent visits to the Rumsey house at 742 Delaware Avenue. From his law office downtown or the University Club on Delaware, Donovan would walk down the street to the yellow brick mansion. He would arrive at the door, his fresh face beaming Irish good cheer, be admitted by the butler, and stride into the large Gothic drawing room to the right of the central hall. When the other guests had gathered and conversation was at its best, dinner would be announced, and everybody would enter the dining room with the formality that might be expected of Buffalo’s first family.

  Important visitors to Buffalo from all over the world often stayed with the Rumseys, or at least came to dinner. Then there might be a party with the furniture pushed back and an orchestra engaged to play in the conservatory adjoining the dining room so that guests could dance from one room to another, making a circuit of the mansion’s interior. Donovan made a point of impressing each important guest in one way or another, and he jotted down their names and addresses for future attention. The pick of Buffalo’s eligible bachelors were guests at the Rumsey house, but Mrs. Rumsey soon realized that her daughter seemed to notice only Bill Donovan.

  Sometimes on a quiet Sunday afternoon, Donovan played billiards with Ruth’s brother Dexter, or the two young men sat in the library and talked enthusiastically. Here Donovan was at his best, because this was the world of books and ideas.

  There was also a music room, and at Rumsey “at homes” Donovan sang the popular ballads of the day while Ruth accompanied him on the piano. It was all very romantic, and Mrs. Rumsey found herself drawn to the young Irishman. At the same time there were obstacles to the romance. The Rumseys were staunch Presbyterians who attended regular services in the Westminster Presbyterian Church next to their home, and Bill Donovan was Catholic. When Donovan proposed marriage and Ruth readily accepted, the young couple kept their engagement secret at Ruth’s wish. First she wanted Mrs. Rumsey and the Rumsey relatives and friends to realize that Bill Donovan was not a social climber but a young man of such great talent and promise that he would be a welcome addition to any family, no matter how distinguished.

  From the start there were wealthy Protestant Buffalonians who disapproved of Bill Donovan. He was a Catholic, and he came from the waterfront First Ward, a neighborhood at the very bottom of the social ladder. Most people could forgive him being a Catholic. Confronted by his charm and his intellectual and professional attainments, people in time also forgave him the misfortune of his social background. But to this day in Buffalo, and at Nonquitt on the Massachusetts South Shore, where the Rumseys and other prominent Buffalo families had summer homes, it is said that Bill Donovan began to philander even before his wedding. His presumed affair with Eleanor Robson Belmont was widely talked about, and when people heard about Ruth Rumsey’s engagement, they felt she had made a dubious choice.

  Bill Donovan’s heart might be in the Rumsey mansion, but he often found time to go to dinner at his parents’ house on Prospect Avenue. One day after dinner, Bill’s brother Tim took him aside and explained that their mother’s heart had been gravely weakened by a continuing attack of rheumatic fever and that she could be expected to die at any time. But Anna Donovan went about her busy life as if there were nothing the matter with her, and she was full of joy when, in the spring of 1914, Mrs. Rumsey announced that her daughter Ruth was to be married in July to Bill.

  Only a short time later Anna Donovan died. On her deathbed she insisted that Vincent, then a seminarian at the Dominican Novitiate in Somerset, Ohio, not come home. She feared that, in those days of slow travel, the trip might set him back in his studies. It was a great satisfaction to the dying woman that at least one of her beloved sons had chosen to go into the priesthood. She also requested that Bill and Ruth go ahead with their wedding on the date set for it.

  In that early summer of 1914, when death darkened his romance, only Ruth could make him happy. Then, only ten days before the wedding was to take place, Ruth was rushed to the hospital for an emergency appendectomy. Bill was distraught. He stayed at the hospital, grieving for what he feared would be his second terrible loss, until at last it was apparent that his fiancée was going to be all right.

  The wedding, held on July 15, was small. Fifty relatives and close friends of both families came to the Rumsey mansion. Monsignor John Biden, the Donovan family pastor from St. Bridget’s, performed the ceremony. Bill Donovan, now 31, was married. He gave up his drama lessons in New York City. The young couple went off on a honeymoon to the Lake Erie shore.

  While Bill Donovan’s life was undergoing so many changes, Europe was moving toward war. Preoccupied as he was with his personal problems, Donovan still regularly drilled Troop I at the armory, and realizing that conditions in Europe were becoming increasingly grave, he sought out visitors to Buffalo from across the Atlantic to learn what he could about the likelihood of war. The events that had begun in Sarajevo in Bosnia on June 28 with Gavrilo Princip’s assassination of the Archduke Francis Ferdinand and his wife led inexorably from one fatal development after another to the British declaration of war on Germany on August 4.

  Ruth and Bill were on their honeymoon during the last part of July and early August, and each day the newspapers told of such dire things as Austria-Hungary’s declaration of war on Serbia on July 28, the Russian mobilization of July 30, and the German declaration of war on Russia August 1 and on France August 3. All of this was scarcely conducive to a happy honeymoon. No doubt Ruth acquiesced with a sigh when her husband suggested that they break off their stay on the lakeshore and return to Buffalo.

  Back in Buffalo, Donovan drilled Troop I in rifle and dismounted maneuvers. He studied the military and economic strengths of each of the warring European powers. Most people in Buffalo believed that the war in Europe would be over soon and would end in an overwhelming Allied victory. Donovan was far less sanguine, and he felt certain that if the war went on long enough, the United States would be drawn into it. If his country did indeed go to war, Donovan was determined that Troop I would be ready.

  Near Derby, on the Lake Erie shore southwest of Buffalo, Lieutenant Stryker of the National Guard had a farm that in future years was to become the Lake Shore Hunt Club. Since the State of New York failed to authorize a camp for Troop I that summer, the men volunteered to pay their own expenses to camp on Stryker’s farm. By then Troop I had more than 50 horses and was as well equipped a force as the state could mobilize. At camp Donovan made sure that the men had plenty of rifle practice. He saw to it later that fall and winter that the cavalrymen practiced on the outdoor Kenilworth Range when weather permitted or at the indoor range in the 65th Regiment Armory. All this rifle training paid off in 1914, when Troop I, the youngest National Guard organization in the state, placed third in marksmanship.

  Having failed to muster its National Guard for training in the summer of 1914, the State of New York decided to hold an important camp at Fishkill Plains in the Hudson Valley the following July. For the first time Troop I would be thrown together with the rest of the cavalry regiment, which would include men from Manhattan, Brooklyn, Syracuse, and Rochester. This was the first time since the Civil War that the state would bring together a cavalry regiment for maneuvers. Donovan was resolved that his men would look good in comparison with other units, and winter and spring he drilled them in mounted work.

  At Fishkill, Donovan’s Troop I was complimented highly by cavalry officers from the Regular Army who attended maneuvers. The troop compared favorably in all respects with the old troops of the First Regiment. Donovan had a feeling of contentment that lasted all the long rail miles back to Buffalo, but once home, he became dissatisfied again. It was one thing to lead a troop of men in maneuvers in the Hudson Valley. It would be another if necessity forced him to lead Troop I against the formidable German cavalry in France.

  After the early return from their honeymoon, Bill and Ruth Donovan had moved into the Rumsey mansion, where they lived happily with Mrs. Rumsey. Just about a year after their marriage, Ruth gave birth to their first baby, a boy, whom they named David. The young couple’s happiness in their son was chilled because Bill’s father was very ill. It was hard to say exactly what was the matter with him; he simply wasted away. He had shown little interest in living since the death of his wife.

  About a week before his father’s death, Bill Donovan went to tell him about the birth of his grandson, David. It seemed only yesterday that a small boy had sat on the stool next to his father in a First Ward saloon and listened to the political wrangling or joined in the Irish songs. Now the son stood tall and confident, and the father was a weak old man lying forlorn in his sickbed. But when he heard about his grandson, the old man brightened. He looked wistfully at his son, who had already accomplished so much.

  “I hope you’ll be as proud of him as I’ve always been of you,” he said.
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  Relief Mission to Europe

  AS 1915 DREW TO A CLOSE, the war in Europe was a stalemate. The successes of the Allies and Central Powers alike had turned to disaster. Beginning in December, the British withdrew from their dismal Gallipoli expedition. The German generals August von Mackensen and Paul von Hindenburg had driven the Russians out of Galicia and most of Russian Poland the previous summer and autumn, inflicting upward of 2 million casualties on the czar’s ill-equipped and poorly led troops and taking 750,000 prisoners. Bulgaria, which had joined the Central Powers in October with a declaration of war on Serbia, had assisted Germany and Austria in the conquest not only of Serbia but also of Montenegro and Albania. The Central Powers also defeated Romania.

  Superior Central Powers tactics and leadership, combined with their central position, had darkened the outlook for an Allied victory in Europe. Even in France, the British and French were hard put to hold their positions. On the other hand, British command of the seas made it possible for the Allies to bring additional forces, principally from the British Empire, to France, and at the same time to deny supplies from abroad to their enemies. German submarine warfare might harass Allied shipping, but Britain and France were still able to transport vital foodstuffs and other imports from around the world.

  As the British North Sea blockade of the Central Powers grew increasingly effective, Germany and her allies suffered. The civilians of German-occupied Belgium, Poland, Serbia, Albania, and Montenegro suffered far more. The fighting had devastated many cities and towns and destroyed a good part of the autumn harvest. Already Herbert Hoover and other Americans were at work in Belgium providing food for the Belgian people.

  The Rockefeller Foundation, in New York City, had been endowed by John D. Rockefeller with $101 million for the relief of human suffering in all parts of the world. Shortly after the outbreak of the war, the foundation trustees had appointed a War Relief Commission. Made up of men drawn from business and professional life, who served without pay, the commission undertook to advise the foundation on how the suffering of noncombatants might be alleviated. The commission would also supervise and carry out any measures of relief that might be decided upon by the foundation and approved by the appropriate Allied and Central Powers authorities.

  On February 23, 1916, William Donovan received a telegram at his office in the Iroquois Building in Buffalo:

  “Could you arrange come here conference Saturday morning, February twenty-sixth. After conference, if mutually agreed between you and foundation that you go abroad in its service, could you arrange your affairs, leave Rotterdam sailing New York March seventh. Warwick Greene.”

  Only four days earlier, Greene had been appointed director of the War Relief Commission. He had heard about the Buffalo attorney, now 33, who was as personable as he was brilliant. The next day he received a return wire:

  “Will be in New York Friday on business. Will phone you and if convenient would like to meet you. W. J. Donovan.”

  On Friday afternoon Bill Donovan walked into Warwick Greene’s office at the Rockefeller Foundation. The two men got along well from the start. Both were oarsmen; both were patriots and keenly aware of the significance to Americans of the events in Europe. As soon as he left Greene, Donovan put in his application for a passport. On March 7, the original date set for departure, the foundation received a telegram from Robert Lansing, President Woodrow Wilson’s secretary of state:

  “Department has rec’d application of Wm J Donovan for passport for nearly all European countries including all belligerent countries. States he is going in service of Relief Commission, Rockefeller Foundation. Department desires avoid issuance passports belligerent countries on both sides. Please state which countries Relief Commission desires Donovan visit. He sails eleventh.”

  Greene wired back the next day:

  “Replying your telegram March seventh. Contemplated sphere of war relief activity of William J. Donovan is area controlled by Teutonic countries, especially Poland. Probably no occasion for him to visit Allied countries except in transit.”

  The department issued a passport to Donovan, and at last, on March 14, Greene, Donovan, and two more War Relief Commission aides, R. C. Foster and H. D. Topping, sailed aboard the liner St. Paul. Ruth and their baby were to stay with Mrs. Rumsey in the big house on Delaware Avenue until Donovan could make arrangements for her to join him in Europe. The Greene party sailed not for Rotterdam as originally planned but for Southampton, England.

  Southampton, the busiest port in the British Isles, was crowded with great ships bringing supplies and recruits from all over the English-speaking world. The St. Paul docked there on March 18, and the War Relief Commission members boarded a train that took them 70 miles to London’s Waterloo Station. They hurried to the American Embassy at number 14 Grosvenor Gardens. Greene was anxious to get his relief team into the field, and his aides were equally impatient.

  While the St. Paul was still a day out of Southampton, Greene had written to William Phillips, under secretary of state in Washington, about his plans for the War Relief Commission:

  “I am strongly impressed with the necessity of maintaining the spirit of neutrality on the part of the men to whom the State Department has granted these general passports. I feel that our usefulness will depend on the maintenance of an impartial attitude that would carry conviction to all with whom we come in contact, so I shall see to it that they feel in honor bound to conduct themselves in such manner that no Government will ever regret having given permission to any member of our party to cross their boundaries.”

  In June Bill Donovan, by then in Berlin, explained the operations of the commission in more detail in a letter to the German humanitarian Professor Dr. Ludwig Stein, also in Berlin:

  “Members of the Commission who are sent to countries at war or to neighboring countries are required to devote themselves exclusively to the objects of their mission. They are obliged to observe strict neutrality in word and act, to refrain from expressions of opinion on the issues of the war and to preserve in the strictest confidence any knowledge as to facts of actual or potential military significance of which the correct performance of their purely neutral functions may make them cognizant.”

  Walter Hines Page, ambassador to the Court of St. James, and his first secretary, Irwin Loughlin, did their best to be of assistance, although at the very time the War Relief Commission was in London, the embassy was involved in a diplomatic crisis. Page, acting under directions from President Wilson, had been doing his best to preserve some semblance of neutrality in the face of Germany’s unrestricted submarine warfare on North Atlantic shipping. On March 24 a German U-boat sank the unarmed French channel steamer Sussex, and 80 persons, including American citizens, were killed or injured. Wilson, soon to be campaigning for reelection, did not want to lose German-American and neutralist votes by adopting too harsh a policy toward Germany. With the sinking of the Sussex, however, he felt he had no choice but to threaten to sever diplomatic relations with Germany if the government of Kaiser Wilhelm II did not “immediately declare and effect an abandonment of its present methods of warfare against passenger and freight carrying vessels.”

  The diplomatic crosscurrents in London were intriguing to a young man who was having his first close look at an international crisis, but Bill Donovan was anxious to cross the Channel to Europe. First, however, Greene had to establish a fund of £200 at the London office of Herbert Hoover’s Commission for Relief in Belgium. Donovan would be able to draw upon this sum for his expenses. Soon after their arrival in London, Donovan and Greene went to Hoover’s office in the London Wall buildings. They not only made necessary financial arrangements but accepted Hoover’s invitation for Donovan to visit Commission for Relief operations in Belgium before he undertook his own mission in Poland.

  “On the 9th of April, 1916, I left London under instructions to proceed to Holland, arrange there for the purchase of milk for shipment to Warsaw,” Bill Donovan noted in a report to Warwick Greene. Once in the Netherlands, Donovan lost no time. On April 12 he drove an auto to the plant of the Nutricia Company, a few miles outside The Hague. “This plant is owned by a Hollander named Chris Hodjes,” he reported. “He is a man who dislikes the Germans and whose custom is almost solely with England and her colonies. He has a neat-appearing and seemingly well-organized plant. With him I arranged for the purchase of 100 metric tons of milk powder per month, contingent upon approval of the German Government for its importation.”

  Donovan was elated at his apparent initial success. On the same day that he drove to the Nutricia Company, the German authorities gave him permission to enter Belgium, and he prepared to leave immediately. Then he learned that the Germans had regulations that limited his chances to ship supplies to the hungry Poles. There were more than 200 German agents at work in the Netherlands purchasing supplies for the use of the German people and armed forces. The Imperial Government refused to give Donovan a permit to export any foodstuffs for occupied nations if this meant denying provisions to the Germans.

  Next, he hurried to see Dr. Richard Kuhlmann, the German minister at The Hague. Surely the German nation would not block the shipment of milk powder to hungry Poland, he argued; it would be a callous act. Donovan also pointed out that the pro-British Nutricia Company had refused to ship milk powder to Germany anyway, and it would not cut into German supplies if the company sent milk powder to Poland. The minister gravely nodded his head and promised to advise his government.

  Donovan also called upon Dr. Henry Van Dyke, American minister to the Netherlands and Luxembourg, to enlist his assistance in persuading the Dutch government not to place any obstacles in the way of the delivery of milk powder. Van Dyke had early taken an interest in war relief and had made the arrangements to ship the first two cargoes of supplies to Belgium for Herbert Hoover’s commission. He had the confidence of the German minister to the Netherlands, and he was determined to keep the door open for relief shipments.

  When Donovan reached the American Legation, he was ushered directly into the library to see Van Dyke, who immediately agreed to do everything he could to expedite German permission for the export to Poland. Later in the day Donovan called upon C. A. Young, director in Holland for the Commission for Relief in Belgium, who promised that he would take care of the actual shipping of the milk powder. The War Relief Commission could pay for the milk through the existing offices of the Commission for Relief in Belgium.

  The same day that he called on Van Dyke and Young, Donovan also met with Caspar Whitney. Whitney had traveled and explored in North and South America, Mexico, Siam, Malaya, and India for ten years. He had been a war correspondent in Cuba in 1898, and now he was working for Herbert Hoover’s group in the Netherlands. Whitney, at 51 a veteran of many intrigues, was taken with young Donovan and agreed to carry messages for him to Warwick Greene in London. On the next day, April 13, he crossed the North Sea to England, a trip that German submarines and airplanes had made hazardous.

  As Donovan waited for word from the Rockefeller Foundation as to how he should proceed in Europe, he spent the next five weeks observing food and health conditions in Belgium, as well as the way in which the Belgian Commission for Relief operated. He studied the detailed reports of the negotiations, conferences, and agreements between the commission and the German government, and he went down to the Brussels waterfront to spend several days, as he reported to Greene at the American Embassy in London, “viewing the unloading of lighters, the storing of supplies and more particularly the office system of the shipping department.”

  He was impressed with the work, which was directed by a Mr. Boltens, a Belgian who before the German invasion had been a banker. “His department, to my mind,” wrote Donovan, “is the real heart of the entire commission because upon its proper functioning depends the successful operation of the entire system of distribution.” He reported that “the next two weeks I devoted to a study of conditions in Brussels. Here the Belgian people had evidenced the best of their tendency to organize committees. The poor were well taken care of in the soup kitchens which were maintained, the food substantial, well-prepared and quickly served.”

  Toward the end of May, Donovan received a wire from Greene directing him to continue his efforts for shipments to Poland in Berlin, where he arrived on May 26. He checked into the elegant Hotel Esplanade on the Bellevuestrasse, which was favored by diplomats, and immediately went to see James W. Gerard, the American ambassador, in his grand house on the Wilhelm Platz, directly opposite the Chancellor’s Palace and the Foreign Office. Donovan found that long tables had been set up in the ballroom for the use of relief workers. He soon learned that the Polish people were suffering even more than the Belgians.

  The Rockefeller Foundation had agreed to fund the relief work and to send representatives to carry it out. When General von Hindenburg approved of the plans, Dr. Oscar F. T. Lewald of the Department of the Interior signed for the German government. Donovan learned from Ambassador Gerard through American diplomatic channels that the British government was concerned that the shipments actually reach the Poles and not be diverted to the German military. Gerard had already submitted certain British prerequisites to the Foreign Office and arranged for conferences with both Prince Franz Xavier von Drucki-Lubecki and Dr. Lewald.

  On May 28, Donovan met with Prince Lubecki to discuss the British position. Prince Lubecki, a German nobleman with Polish blood and sympathies, hoped to establish a Polish kingdom between Germany and Russia when the war was over. He was anxious to cooperate fully with Donovan to prevent starvation in Poland.

  Donovan then met first with Lubecki and Lewald at the Department of the Interior. His first significant conference on a matter of international interest lasted two hours.

  Lewald was of the opinion that no reply should be sent to England’s demands, since he thought they were “unreasonable and meant not to be accepted,” reported Donovan. “I, however, stated to him that it seemed to me very foolish on the part of the German Government to let this answer go by default; that if it were true that this British document were political, it would carry great weight with the neutral world and it was incumbent upon the German Government to make some answer.”

  Donovan’s quiet reasonableness influenced the German officials. He urged the Germans not to let Britain put them in a bad light. That afternoon the whole thing was thrashed out at a conference, and the Germans agreed to the various British points.

  Donovan left for Stockholm, where on June 2 he met Warwick Greene to discuss the availability of supplies from neutral countries for Poland. He also urged Greene to arrange for Ruth to join him in Berlin. He had dined in the German capital with William C. Bullitt, foreign correspondent for the Philadelphia Ledger. Bullitt, who later was to serve the United States as ambassador in France and the Soviet Union, was accompanied by his wife, and Donovan saw no reason why Ruth shouldn’t be at his side during the negotiations with the Germans. Greene agreed and cabled the Rockefeller Foundation in New York, “Heartily approve Donovan’s wife coming. Can you secure same passport.”

  On June 4, Donovan returned to Berlin, where he discovered that the Germans were not willing to endanger the shipment of supplies to their own troops and constabulary in Poland in order to ship foodstuffs for the Poles. He reported to Greene, who was back in London, that Lewald was firm in his refusal, “it being evident that in this he was influenced by the military department.” Lewald did agree to obtaining milk from Holland for the Poles. Donovan wired C. A. Young in The Hague to confirm arrangements with the Nutricia Company. He received no reply, but two days later both Young and Herbert Hoover arrived in Berlin and appeared at the Hotel Esplanade. When Young told him that he was too busy to make the arrangements, Donovan left the next night for Holland, where he called upon Hodjes of the Nutricia Company. Just an hour before his arrival, a German agent had seen Hodjes and bought his surplus for the month of 100 tons. Nutricia had only ten tons in stock, which they could send to Poland in July.

  To Donovan’s dismay, he learned from the Deutsche Bank that the funds earmarked for the purchase of the milk had not been transferred to Berlin. He had no alternative but to return to Berlin and reason with the German government not to block shipments of milk to Poland simply because their own purchasing agents had managed to force the Nutricia Company to sell to them. He traveled with two German purchasing agents, named Jancquel and Joseph, whom he persuaded to give him the name of another Dutch firm that would be permitted by the German government to furnish milk for Polish relief.

  The negotiations in Berlin were repeated in Vienna, where Donovan now traveled. He called upon the Austrian Foreign Office and presented the Rockefeller Foundation proposal. “It was not our purpose to beg to be admitted into the nations under their military control for the purpose of administering relief,” Donovan reported. He told the Austrians “that if their Government was anxious to have such relief administered, we would be glad to cooperate and put up the money.”

  The Austrians said they were willing. The greatest need was in Montenegro and Albania. The American Red Cross was providing relief in Serbia, but Macedonia, which had been conquered by the Bulgarians, was greatly in need of relief. The Austrians undertook to make arrangements for Donovan to go into the occupied countries to investigate conditions. They agreed to inform him in Berlin, to which he returned, as to precisely what they would be willing to have done.

  Back in Berlin, Dr. Lewald told Donovan of a Jewish committee that had been formed to assist the Jewish hungry in Poland and suggested that he go to see them. Donovan saw Dr. Friedman, the committee head. “I made clear to them the nonsectarian position of the Rockefeller Foundation,” Donovan wrote Greene, “and that its representatives were here not to align themselves with one side or the other in any racial or religious controversies, but simply to feed those who were hungry.” The Jewish committee maintained that the Poles were discriminating against Jews in administering any relief that reached the country. Donovan agreed to have his agent in Holland purchase supplies for the committee; the Jews in turn were to send funds to Holland to pay for the supplies. The Rockefeller representative in Poland would supervise distribution.

  The following month saw similar negotiations in Berlin and Vienna. Donovan met Greene again in Switzerland. He outlined proposals for the purchase of foodstuffs in neutral countries and their distribution both in Poland and the Balkans. In Vienna he called upon the Bulgarian queen and the minister of war to discuss arrangements for relief measures in Occupied Serbia. He also conferred with Dr. Harry Plotz, the American virologist with the Red Cross Typhus Commission. Dr. Plotz had just arrived from the Balkan fronts, where he had been delousing the Bulgarian Army as a means of stopping typhus. Plotz had also been in Siberia, and he talked about that barren land, where in a few years Donovan was to carry out his first important intelligence assignment. Bill Donovan was already gathering information, seemingly just for the excitement of learning, but with an eye for what was significant.

  Donovan was in Berlin on June 21 when cables arrived from Washington that abruptly brought his work for the Rockefeller Foundation to an end. He wrote to Greene in London:

  
    Word came in to the Embassy today that the entire National Guard has been mobilized and there is imminent danger of war with Mexico. I am well aware that you and I agreed long ago that in an event such as this it was my obligation to return home.

    I want to take this opportunity of telling you that this news has not stampeded me and that I am keeping my mind on the job. It does seem to me, however, that as soon as I can line up this work for someone else to take over, I should return. I have cabled to the General that I will be back as soon as I can have matters adjusted here.

  

  Donovan already had in mind a replacement, someone who was taking an active role in the relief work for both Poland and the Balkans. On June 27, he received a cable from Warwick Greene, who hoped Donovan could remain until July 8.

  Donovan, representing the Rockefeller Foundation, endeavored to extend relief not just to women and children but to the 4 million prisoners of war held by the warring powers under often brutal conditions. Caught between Allied and Central Powers policies, both of which placed the relief for conquered civilian populations well beneath the demands of war, neither Donovan nor any other Rockefeller official was able to achieve what he had hoped.

  Bill Donovan had participated in relief measures that meant not only the shipment of powdered milk from the Netherlands to Poland but also the movement of cocoa from Berlin to Warsaw, and the provision of used clothing from Paris for refugees. Several other times in the decades to come he was to take a personal role in alleviating the misery of refugees from wars and political persecution. He also had met Herbert Hoover and made him his friend. That friendship would have great importance to both men.

  Although he had fully intended to preserve the neutrality that the spirit of the War Relief Commission intended, Donovan, a competent army officer, could not help but make observations about the armed forces of the warring powers. He had been given the opportunity to observe the German government at work. When after a brief stay in London he boarded a ship for the voyage home to New York, he carried with him the terrible certainty that the United States would be drawn into the European war.

  Donovan had badly mixed up his expense accounts, something that he was to do all his life. It took the Rockefeller Foundation several months of correspondence and investigation to straighten them out. Characteristically, Donovan had drawn far less money than he was entitled to. And, as was also to happen repeatedly over the years, by the time Ruth Donovan was prepared to join her husband in Europe, he was already on his way home.
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  Joining Up with the Fighting 69th

  ON JUNE 18, 1916, Newton D. Baker, secretary of war, issued a proclamation calling up the National Guard:

  
    In view of the disturbed conditions on the Mexican border, and in order to assure complete protection for all Americans, the President has called out substantially all the State militias, and will send them to the border wherever and as fully as General Funston determines them to be needed for the purpose stated.

    If all are not needed, an effort will be made to relieve those on duty from time to time so as to distribute the duty.

    This call for militia is wholly unrelated to General Pershing’s expedition and contemplates no additional entry into Mexico, except as may be necessary to pursue bandits who attempt outrages on American soil.

  

  Pancho Villa, the Mexican revolutionary, had become embittered against Americans because the United States had recognized the government of his rival, Gen. Venustiano Carranza. In January 1916, his men captured a train in Chihuahua, hauled 19 U.S. citizens from it, and peremptorily shot them. Villa led 1,500 of his soldiers across the border on March 9 and attacked Columbus, New Mexico. The attack killed nine citizens of the town before U.S. troopers arrived and drove off the raiders. President Wilson sent Gen. John J. Pershing with 4,000 Regular Army soldiers into Mexico to pursue Villa. Carranza protested the American pursuit and threatened war. At the same time, U.S. intelligence had proof of the extensive activity of German agents in Mexico, and it seemed a sensible precaution to send the National Guard to the border in support of Pershing’s expedition. About 110,000 National Guardsmen took up positions along 1,200 miles of border reaching from Brownsville, Texas, to Yuma, Arizona.

  Troop I had moved into the new armory at 1015 West Delavan Avenue in Buffalo in May, and it was still getting settled when, on June 19, orders were received by Western Union telegram. The Buffalo cavalrymen mobilized and headed down to the Mexican border, where they set up their tents near the border town of McAllen, Texas. The tents were ranked in a trim military row with the officers’ tents followed by the men’s tents. The mess shed was to the left, and picket lines extended to the corrals.

  As soon as Donovan’s ship reached New York, he hurried to see his wife and son, and then caught the first train he could for Texas. When he reached McAllen, he took command of Troop I. He strode down Buffalo Street and the men set up a loud shout of welcome. Galloping Bill, as some of the troopers called him, had arrived, and soon the troop would be up to snuff.

  For most of the National Guard units called to the border, the entire experience was tedious at best, for scarcely a shot was fired in anger. The men rolled craps, tossed each other aloft in blankets, and built sandbag forts along the Rio Grande just in case the Mexicans decided to carry out another raid. But for Troop I, the border experience was a different matter altogether. Galloping Bill led his men on 25-mile dismounted hikes. With their broad-brimmed campaign hats keeping off the desert sun and their tight puttees chafing their calves, they hiked and hiked some more. Troop I also took long rides, some of 250 miles, and participated in maneuvers with other units.

  “After snaking their way through a two-mile cloud of dust for 170 miles across the southern tip of the United States, the New York Cavalry returned to camp at McAllen after an eleven-day hike, full of dust, sand, salt water, and sympathy for Mr. Pershing,” wrote Edward Streeter in the Rio Grande Rattler, which the National Guardsmen published at Hidalgo, Texas.

  The men practiced at the rifle range, and they drilled. While the morale of other units with less zealous commanders plummeted, Troop I’s morale soared. Carl Dickey of the New York Times wrote in the Rio Grande Rattler how Donovan’s men were “picking cactus out of their hides, while they are telling lies about how much they enjoyed sleeping with rattlesnakes, how much they revelled in these Texas once-in-a-century rains, how good Texas gumbo mud felt in a fellow’s ears, how much fun it was to see just how much space there was between the front of a person’s commissary department and his backbone by going without rations for a couple of days.”

  Milton Klein of the Buffalo Cavalry Association was only 16 years old when he was with Bill Donovan on the Mexican border. In 1980, sitting with Gen. Ed Hogan, another old Donovan friend, in their room at the Connecticut Street Armory in Buffalo, beneath the Troop I guidons that had been carried on the border, he remembered what it was like.

  “The elite of Buffalo belonged to Troop I,” he recalled. “It was a silk stocking troop, but this didn’t keep Bill Donovan from giving the boys a hell of a working over. If anybody complained, he gave him a glance, which while both mild and sympathetic, expressed such incredulity that anybody might possibly malinger, that every man of us shaped up. He drove us hard because he figured America’s entry into war in Europe was inevitable and that not only our effectiveness as a military unit was at stake, but whether or not each of us would ever return from battle depended upon our training.”

  Off duty, Donovan and his men rode into McAllen and walked along its dusty main street, two blocks long, where they could take a bath and get a shave in a bathhouse, dine in a restaurant or lunchroom, purchase trinkets in souvenir shops, and take aim at the targets in a shooting gallery. Donovan took a certain satisfaction in hitting the targets with greater accuracy than most of the men he commanded.

  One by one, as the troubles with Mexico quieted down, the National Guard units were withdrawn from the border. Troop I stayed on and Donovan, writing to Warwick Greene on October 20 about his still snarled War Relief Commission expense account, commented, “Here we have no ideas of our release. Everything points to preparation for departure. Yet, Secret Service men say that conditions in the interior are as bad as they have ever been. As captain, acting major, judge advocate and regimental athletic director, I manage to keep very much engaged.”

  Back in Buffalo, A. Conger Goodyear, a brother of Donovan’s law partner, had been placed in command of a custodial troop at the Delavan Street Armory. Donovan wrote to him to urge that Buffalo raise a squadron of cavalry as part of a division that Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., was assembling. War with Germany might break out at any time. In previous wars patriotic Americans had raised and equipped military units at their own expense to go to the support of their government. There was some talk in 1916 about a possible draft if America went to war, but to men like Donovan, Goodyear, and Roosevelt, a true patriot did not wait to be asked to serve.

  “As we look at the matter here,” Goodyear wrote to Donovan on February 12, “there seems to be very little prospect of this country sending over any large force; in fact, most people think it is very doubtful if we send any force at all. If a regiment were organized here, I think that it would have practically no chance to see any active service. In other words, it would not be ready for service until the spring of 1918. I do not believe that the war will last until that time.”

  Donovan pointed out that the necessary steps to raise the regiment might be speeded up if Roosevelt, who knew Army Chief of Staff Gen. Leonard Wood well, would only talk to the general and enlist his support. In such a regiment, Donovan was to be a major and Goodyear was to command a squadron. The total cost of arming and equipping the regiment was to be about $750,000. Another $250,000 would be spent to purchase horses. The gentlemen soldiers of Buffalo corresponded among themselves and with Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., but nothing came of the proposal. The War Department politely refused their aid. Things had changed, and if the United States went to war, the battles were to be fought in the main with conscripts.

  Finally Troop I was ordered home. Donovan wired to Goodyear a few days before their departure: “We leave March 5th, entire Regiment destined Buffalo. Transhipped there. If Regiment in town that evening will entertain officers personally Buffalo Club. Will want you there and such as you can select. Can you suggest entertainment enlisted men. Regiment can’t parade. Will wire later. Our men do not wish tickets of admission nor standing luncheon nor Billy Sunday”

  The troop reached Buffalo on March 12. Lieutenant Charles Pearson could boast with some satisfaction, “So well were its papers prepared that it was inspected and mustered out of service of the United States the following day, March 13, 1917, after serving nine long months.”

  Mayor Louis P. Fuhrmann ordered a civic celebration to honor the return of the Buffalo troop from the Mexican border. Donovan and his men mounted their horses and, despite his previous dismissal of the idea, paraded down Main Street while crowds cheered. Afterward he entertained his fellow officers at the Buffalo Club. As he sat among the “silk stocking” troopers in one of the city’s most prestigious clubs, he must have been pleased at the progress of events that had carried him from the rough waterfront of his city to such public esteem.

  More important for his future, Bill Donovan had observed the 69th Infantry, New York, in service on the Mexican border, and he now intended to join the “Fighting 69th” if America found itself at war in Europe. The Fighting 69th had had an opportunity to observe him as well. Father Francis P. Duffy, the regimental chaplain, noted that “on the Border when he was Captain of Troop I of the 1st Cavalry, he was the best known man of his rank in the New York Division.” For a few months Bill Donovan settled down in Buffalo with his wife and child. He practiced law, and he drilled Troop I at the Delavan Street Armory. He also studied French and German. There was no doubt in his mind that war with Germany was at hand.

  It was Douglas MacArthur who suggested that the new 42nd Division formed from National Guard units from many states be called the Rainbow because, as he put it, it was “spreading like a rainbow across the country.” MacArthur was pleased to serve in the division headquarters since from the start the Rainbow Division was intended to be the first National Guard unit to see action in France.

  War was declared on Germany on April 6, 1917. On July 15, the Fighting 69th Regiment of the New York National Guard, made up mainly of Irish-Americans, was incorporated into the division, as Father Francis Duffy said, “to put a green in the rainbow.” Regular Army numbering required that the regiment now be called the 165th, but the men still referred to their historic outfit as the Old 69th, and the regimental flag of the Fighting Harps continued to fly 11 streamers as proof that it had fought in 11 Civil War battles, including Bull Run, Antietam, Bloody Ford, and Marye’s Heights. Its history reached back through the Mexican War and the War of 1812 to the Revolution. A total of 50 furls, representing 50 engagements, flew from its flag. Most recently the regiment had seen service on the Mexican border. With the outbreak of war, the 69th had started a recruiting campaign in New York City with the slogan “Don’t join the 69th unless you want to be among the first to go to France.”

  Young men and boys from all over the New York City metropolitan area volunteered, so that by the end of July the ranks were filled. On Monday, August 24, the 165th Infantry was mobilized at its armory on Manhattan’s Lexington Avenue. It paraded north on Fifth Avenue, the regimental band blaring “Garry Owen,” while a cordon of police kept back crowds of cheering New Yorkers.

  Sobbing mothers, wives, and sweethearts tried to break through the police to kiss the boys a last good-bye. The regiment marched to 48th Street and then to the East River, where it boarded the 34th Street Ferry for the trip to Long Island City. There a train waited to carry the men to Mineola, Long Island. The regiment was to be trained at Camp Mills, a vast array of tents that covered the level fields adjoining the Mineola Aviation Field and that in time would house 27,000 soldiers.

  When America declared war, Bill Donovan, learning that former President Theodore Roosevelt had offered to raise four volunteer divisions to go to France, got in touch with his boyhood hero and asked to serve under his command. Roosevelt had heard of the commander of Troop I who had made his unit one of the crack cavalry outfits in America. The old Rough Rider saw that Donovan was a man after his own heart. Donovan would serve as a lieutenant colonel.

  Congress voted to authorize Roosevelt to raise his volunteers, but President Wilson refused to allow him to do so. He claimed that Roosevelt’s divisions would attract too many capable Regular Army officers and would undercut the draft, which was Wilson’s answer to America’s manpower needs. He also accused Roosevelt, who had opposed him in the 1912 election, of seeking to advance his political fortunes through a military adventure. Wilson sent Roosevelt a blunt notice that he was to halt his efforts to raise the force.

  On May 21, Roosevelt consulted with Bill Donovan and 19 other proposed leaders of the divisions by telephone and wire, and decided to give up his plan. He sent a message to each of his commanders. “I now release you and all your men,” Donovan read with anger and disappointment.

  
    I wish to express my deep sense of obligation to you and to all those who had volunteered under and in connection with this division.

    As you doubtless know, I am very proud of the Rough Riders, the First Volunteer Cavalry, with whom I served in the Spanish-American War. I believe it is a just and truthful statement of the facts when I say that this regiment did as well as any of the admirable regular regiments with which it served in the Santiago campaign. It was raised, armed, equipped, drilled, mounted, dismounted, kept two weeks aboard transports, and put through two victorious aggressive fights in which it lost one third of the officers and one fifth of the men; all within sixty days from the time I received my commission.

    If the President had permitted me to raise the four divisions, I am certain that they would have equaled this record, only on a hundredfold larger scale. They would have all been on the firing line before or shortly after the draft army had begun to assemble; and moreover they could have been indefinitely reinforced, so that they would have grown continually stronger and more efficient.

    I regret from the standpoint of the country that your services were not utilized. But the country has every reason to be proud of the zeal, patriotism, and businesslike efficiency with which you came forward.

  

  Bill Donovan was not to serve in the Great War under the command of his boyhood hero, but he intended at least to serve. He accepted an assignment as assistant chief of staff of the 27th Division, a safe berth that would insure a man of his military acumen ready advancement. He was offered the rank of colonel, and Buffalonians, meeting him on the street or at the Buffalo Club, congratulated him. One evening Donovan spoke at a war rally held in Buffalo’s Convention Hall.

  “The test of citizenship is our willingness to affix our signatures to an oath of enlistment and delivering that oath to a recruiting officer,” he stated. “Our flag has meant a country of peace and comfort and happiness, but now it stands as a symbol of service and of sacrifice.”

  Even as he was talking, Donovan was intriguing to get himself transferred from the 27th Division headquarters, where life promised to be much too quiet for a man of his temperament and ambition. He had observed the Fighting 69th on the Mexican border, and he was convinced that the regiment’s spirit was bound to carry it into the hottest of the fighting in France. The 69th was Irish, and within the now successful Buffalo lawyer still beat the heart of the 12-year-old boy who had won a medal for his declamation of a poem about leading Irish hosts into battle.

  Father Duffy wrote of Donovan in his journal, “Everybody knew that he could get higher rank by staying with the 27th Division, but he preferred to join our Regiment, especially now that it is to be the first in the fray, and he would rather be Major than Colonel, for in battles, as now conducted, it is Majors who command in the actual fighting.”

  John Cassidy, then a 16-year-old private, remembered the day that Major Donovan arrived to take command of the First Battalion of the 165th. Donovan walked the company streets with Capt. Tom Riley, who was six feet six inches tall. The new commanding officer was shorter than his companion, but to the watching men he appeared a good half-foot taller.

  “Tom, what the hell is this?” Donovan demanded, looking about him at the new recruits. “A regiment or a mob?”

  Donovan had brought along several dozen pairs of boxing gloves, and he soon had the men in his command squaring off in a boxing tournament. He led the soldiers on 4-mile cross-country runs, in which he invariably returned to camp fresher than any of the men, who were mostly in their teens or early 20s.

  Duffy noted that Donovan, now in his mid-30s, was “very attractive in face and manner, an athlete who always keeps himself in perfect condition. I like him for his agreeable disposition, his fine character, his alert and eager intelligence. But I certainly would not want to be in his battalion.”

  Sergeant Mike Donaldson, a redoubtable giant of a man, was acknowledged the boxing champion of the regiment. One day he asked the First Battalion’s CO to put on the gloves with him. Donovan smiled in a gentle sort of way and demurred, but when he saw that dozens of men had clustered around and were expecting him to take up the challenge, he slipped on a pair of gloves. Those angry hours of boxing his brother in the barn behind his boyhood home made him confident. As the big man flailed and slugged at him, Donovan danced lightly about, jabbing him in the face. Finally a blow struck the sergeant full on the jaw, and he sank to his knees.

  “Holy Christ,” remembered a soldier who watched the battle between the regiment’s champion and the officer. “Donovan put the gloves on with him one time. Donaldson couldn’t touch him.”

  Reveille for the 165th Infantry at Camp Mills was at 4:50 A.M., and in Donovan’s regiment there were no slugabeds. “All right, men!” he’d shout, sometimes bursting right into their tents. “Three minutes to make up your cots, and then out here on the double. Full packs today!”

  After an hour of exercises there would be a strenuous hike or run before breakfast. There were drill at formations, bayonet practice with dummies, and sitting-up exercises, the latter considered the very latest in physical conditioning. Sometimes the men played baseball or football or boxed, and when there was nothing else to do, Donovan led his battalion on another cross-country run. Evening mess was at 6:00 P.M.

  “Our gathering place was Camp Mills, Long Island,” Sgt. Dick O’Neill, later to earn the Congressional Medal of Honor, said after the war. “It was here that they started to turn us into a division. And it was here that I got to know our battalion commander, Major William Joseph Donovan. Now, let me point out that my son is named William Donovan O’Neill; that should tell you what I thought about him. He surely worked us that summer at Mills. But I ask you, was there any other way to get us ready for what was coming?”

  Donovan had rented a tiny house close by the camp, and Ruth and young David lived there. Usually he spent the night with his family. On September 17, Vincent Donovan was ordained a priest at the Catholic University of America in Washington, D.C., a matter of great pride and satisfaction to his brother. When soon afterward Ruth gave birth to a girl, Bill Donovan hoped that his brother could christen her. Instead Father Duffy baptized the infant, with holy water sprinkled from an army canteen. To Father Duffy, the 69th was “Irish by adoption, Irish by conviction, Irish by association,” since only 5 percent of the men enlisted in it were not of Irish ancestry. He had dedicated the regiment to St. Patrick, and it made the men of Donovan’s command proud that their CO had chosen the name Patricia for his child, whom they adopted as a daughter of the regiment.

  Back in New York City the celebrated Irish tenor John McCormack sang a concert at the Hippodrome and the New York Giants played an exhibition game at the Polo Grounds to raise money for the Fighting 69th’s recreation fund. McCormack came to sing for the boys at the camp too, and there was scarcely a dry eye as he sang Irish song after Irish song.

  One day Joyce Kilmer, one of America’s best-known poets, joined Donovan’s battalion. He had two sons and two daughters, and with his gentle ways hardly seemed the sort of man who would volunteer to be among the first overseas. But he too had responded to the wave of patriotism sweeping New York City.

  Lieutenant Oliver Ames reported for duty with Donovan’s battalion in September. A member of the Harvard University Regiment, Ames had attended the 1916 Plattsburg, New York, camp for young officers, finishing his training in May. On October 6, Ames married Caroline Lee Fessenden, to whom he was to write some of the most deeply moving accounts of the events that awaited the regiment in France.

  The 165th New York was combined with the 166th Ohio to make up the 83rd Brigade, commanded by Brig. Gen. Michael J. Lenahan. After the war, General Lenahan recalled that it was “urgent to land another combat division in France as soon as possible to augment Regular Army troops. The men selected were those of the highest caliber and those nearly ready for immediate field service, the elite of the National Guard.”

  How prepared were these men? Bill Donovan was not so sure. “There was no rifle range at Camp Mills,” he said later, “and none of the men had any real training as marksmen.”

  In early September, former President Theodore Roosevelt came to Camp Mills to visit General Lenahan, an old friend. When the soldiers discovered the unmistakable bulk of one of America’s most popular figures coming out of their leader’s tent, they set up a loud cheer. Donovan found himself cheering with the rest. The men shouted for a speech, and Roosevelt silenced them with a jaunty wave of his hand. He said that he wished he could go with them. Donovan shook his hand, and Roosevelt asked that he bring his four captains in the First Battalion out to his home in Oyster Bay to dine with him. On September 8, Roosevelt wrote a letter to his son Archibald Bulloch Roosevelt, already serving in France.

  
    Last evening Major Donovan of the 165th (who would have been a lieutenant colonel in my division) and his four captains dined here. They hope to go abroad in two or three weeks; and then I hope they will see you. They have good fighting stuff in them. Their regiment was at Mineola where I visited it; it is built around the old 69th N.Y.N.G. as a nucleus. They are having difficulties not only with their multitude of raw recruits but with some of the elderly regular officers; for the War Department is paying an amount of attention to seniority that inevitably means much slurring of merit and promotion of demerit.

  

  Roosevelt could well have been writing about Donovan, who had been recommended by a board of officers to serve as a colonel of the 165th Infantry but did not receive the post because army regulations required that it be given to a Regular Army officer.

  Donovan, fresh from dining with the vigorous Roosevelt, renewed his efforts to shape his battalion into a fighting force. The autumn weeks were passing, and Donovan expected to receive his marching orders almost any day. In Europe the Allies awaited the arrival of American troops to break the stalemate.

  The men also knew that their marching orders would soon be issued, and fear and excitement spread through the camp. There were last farewells with loved ones, and then, when the orders did not come as expected, still more last farewells. Bill Donovan spent as much time as he could with Ruth and the children. He held his new baby on his knee and put his arm around his son’s slender waist as if he could never hug his children enough. Ruth watched and suppressed her tears.
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