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For Jessica, Jolie, and Asa




“There’s one thing I want to tell you, lad. You can’t live in two worlds. It’s one world or the other. We learned that long ago. And we don’t live in two worlds. Our Party is our world. It’s the world of the future. Out there,” Nolan made a sweeping gesture toward the window, “is the dead world. It’s that world or this world.”


THE RENEGADE, JAMES FARRELL





Introduction



This is a book about why six men changed—why they moved from one set of political beliefs to staunchly different ones. It’s also a history of the American Left in the twentieth century, and the rise of the Right. At its most basic level, it’s a book about how we come to believe at all. Why is it that each of us holds the beliefs that we do? Why do we follow this set of politics, vote for this party, and associate with these people?


There are obvious answers: Because it’s what our mom and dad taught us to do. Because of that professor in college whose insights punctured the bubble of our childhood beliefs, liberating us to discover for ourselves what seems true and right. Because of the faith community in which we were raised, and its stubborn persistence in offering up lives that seem decent and honorable and worth emulating. We act because we’re made indignant by injustice. Or because our failures taste bitter, and we project that bitterness onto the world and call it injustice. Age brings responsibility and maturity, and we let go of the utopian fantasies of our youth. Affluence brings anxiety and guilt; its opposite brings anger and blame. Our bodies break down and we grow fearful and angry, or compassionate and wise. We marry an activist because we admire his commitment, then divorce him because of his narcissism. We hate our job. We’re inspired by our new job. We’re caught up in a movement, or an epoch. We’re mugged by reality. Become the victim of history. It’s in our genes. It’s complicated.


We know all this. We know belief is complicated, contingent, multi-determined. But do we really know it? Do we feel it? Do we act as though it’s true, with the humility that such knowledge would entail? Not most of us. Not most of the time. That’s one good reason why the stories of Whittaker Chambers, James Burnham, Ronald Reagan, Norman Podhoretz, David Horowitz, and Christopher Hitchens are worth telling. Not because we need to understand them so that we can inoculate ourselves against their heresies, or bask in their enlightenments. Not because the drama of political change in itself is so compelling, though it is. The stories are worth telling because it’s during the period of political transition, when the bones of one’s belief system are broken and poking out through the skin, that the contingency and complexity of belief become most visible.


“The ex-communist is the problem child of contemporary politics,” wrote the eminent Trotskyist writer Isaac Deutscher in 1950, reviewing an anthology of essays by ex-communists.1 He was right about that, but blinkered in the extent to which he was capable of understanding why. The ex-believers—the heretics, the apostates—are the problem children of any politics, in any time. They are the ones who reveal how shaky the ground beneath us always is.


What if Whittaker Chambers had come of age not in the 1920s and ’30s but in the 1960s and ’70s, when the intense spiritual energies of young men from repressed and dysfunctional families were as likely to be channeled into the counterculture as they were into radical politics, and when there was more breathing room in the culture for sexual experimentation? Would he have ended up a hippie instead of a communist spy? Would he have come out as gay rather than loathing himself for his dalliances with men? Would he have ended up lecturing at Berkeley rather than renouncing his beliefs and helping put his old comrade Alger Hiss behind bars for espionage? Impossible to say.


Would David Horowitz have stayed on the Left if a colleague hadn’t been killed by Horowitz’s allies in the Black Panther Party? Probably. His life had been lived so completely within the cosmos of the Left, his identity constructed so completely of its materials, that it’s hard to imagine that without a truly catastrophic shock he could have made the journey all the way over to conservatism. But that shock came, and in its aftermath Horowitz became one of the fiercest critics of the legacy of the 1960s counterculture. Would Norman Podhoretz have turned to the Right even if his good friend Norman Mailer had written an enthusiastic review of Podhoretz’s memoir, rather than the critical one Mailer did in fact write? Probably. Many of Podhoretz’s friends and intellectual allies turned toward neoconservatism over the period of time he did, out of convictions and affinities he shared. But it would have taken longer for Podhoretz to get there, and the kind of person and writer he would have become would have felt very different. What if Ronald Reagan’s movie career had been more successful, and he’d never gone to work for General Electric? Would he have remained the New Deal liberal he was to that point? Hard to say. What if the 9/11 hijackers had failed? Or George W. Bush hadn’t been interested in connecting the attack with the need for regime change in Iraq? Without the lever of the Iraq War, would Christopher Hitchens have been separated from the Left? Maybe not. Maybe so.


What about us? Could we be wrong about everything? Would we believe differently if we were born only twenty years earlier, or later? Could we be as frail and fallible as these apostates so visibly are, only without the courage or bad judgment to put it all out there for the world to see?


That such questions are impossible to answer should give us pause. Not so much pause that we go about our lives refusing to act or believe passionately. But pause enough to recognize that political belief, if we’re to act on it, should be hard-earned. It should bear evidence of confrontation with the abyss, of an awareness that the grounds of our beliefs are more contingent than we could possibly ever account for. And even if we’re not political actors in the way the characters in this book are, our political beliefs should have to fight to earn a meaningful place in our lives. They should fight with their opposites, with the possibility of their absence, and with the possibility that there is no ground for them at all.


•  •  •


It is easy to disparage other people’s politics by psychologizing, historicizing, biologizing, or sociologizing them. The harder and more important truth to admit is that everyone’s politics are resonating on all of these frequencies. Once that point is granted, it casts into relief the problem with one of the charges that is so often leveled against political turncoats, which is that they are acting out personal issues. Of course they are. That’s what being human entails. The better questions, or at least the ones with which this book is concerned, have to do with what we can learn about the world and ourselves by observing that process with empathy and respect. Also, what does it look like when someone does it well? Or poorly? We can make judgments—we can’t not make judgments—but they should be made with an awareness of how hard it is to be a person in the world, period, and how much more confusing that task can become when you take on responsibility for repairing or redeeming it.


Which points to another charge leveled against political turncoats, which is that they turn opportunistically. They follow the money. They join the winning team. See which way the wind is blowing. Sign with the Yankees.


Opportunism is part of human nature. It’s there in greater or lesser degree in a number of the stories in this book. And it’s true that by the end of the 1930s an anticommunist/anti-Left establishment had come into existence in America that had the resources to fulsomely reward exiles from the Left for their apostasy. But the notion that simple opportunism is at the root of these stories, or most other stories of political transformation, doesn’t square with what must be true about almost everyone who has ever turned against his political beliefs, commitments, and allies, which is that it’s painful. It is painful to break from what you’ve cared about and believed deeply, from the institutions and allegiances whose inner laws gave structure to your life, from the friends and family whose regard brought your self into being and sustained it in the face of adversity.


This is the case whether the world you’re rejecting is defined by politics or by any of the other meaning-worlds that have the coherence and scale to encompass a human being. Substitute “my faith,” “my family,” “my community,” or “my country” for “the Left” and it becomes clear what was at stake for the subjects of this book when they broke from, and then turned against, their political commitment to the Left. Nothing less than what confronts every man or woman who has ever turned against what defines him or her.


At the moment Whittaker Chambers left the Communist Party underground, at the end of the 1930s, he had no ties to the political Right, no history of publishing with conservative or anticommunist publications, and no good plan to situate his family within a community that would embrace them with a love anywhere equal to the hatred they were likely to incur from the community they were abandoning. He conceived of his break as a jailbreak, and assumed that what lay on the other side of the prison walls was what usually confronts jailbreakers: death in a hail of gunfire or the terrifying contentless “freedom” of the successful escapee, who has no safe place on the outside to stop running and start rebuilding. For Chambers the risk of death, at the hands of a party that had an espionage operation to protect, was worth taking in order to be free of the excruciating fear and hypocrisy that his life as a Communist had become. But that didn’t mean he saw great rewards coming, even supposing he did make it out with his life.


James Burnham was in a much better condition when he broke in 1940 from Leon Trotsky’s international network of loyalists. Burnham’s political comrades were Trotskyists, and he lost those relationships, but his personal friends were mostly his old set from Princeton, none of whom had followed him so far over to the left. The security of his job as a philosophy professor at NYU was only more secure once he severed his radical ties. And he had even managed to cultivate for himself, while working as a party man, a solid reputation as an independent-minded intellectual. He was likely to be able to keep publishing with barely a bump. So there was a visible, plausible life for Burnham on the other side. He wasn’t making the leap that Chambers was. But one can’t read the letters and essays that Burnham and Trotsky exchanged over the last few months of Burnham’s life on the Marxist Left, brimming with anger and hurt, without recognizing how much he knew he would be giving up if he left the party: friends, power, a direct conduit to one of the titans of the twentieth century, and a sense of purpose, situated within a coherent worldview, that had kept him centered during a decade when the whole world seemed in danger of spinning away. It would be another fifteen years before Burnham would be able to reassemble all those elements, as an editor at the conservative National Review, in anywhere near as satisfying a form.


When in 1967 Norman Podhoretz published his memoir Making It, he believed it would establish him as a writer for the ages, or at least a writer of the moment. When it was panned and mocked by his friends and colleagues, he went into a deep, drink-fueled depression that culminated in a mystical vision and a months-long heightened state of being so alarming that a friend suggested to Podhoretz’s wife that he was manic and needed to be committed. The person who came up on the other side of that depression, now dedicated to fighting the New Left movement and ideas he’d once helped birth, wasn’t the same man who went into it. His joie de vivre was gone. Podhoretz would go on to acquire serious influence as one of the prime articulators and promoters of neoconservatism, but he would never get that groove back. He was so hurt by what he saw as the betrayal and abandonment of his friends on the Left, at that critical moment, that he’s spent much of the remainder of his intellectual life writing memoir after memoir retelling and revising the story, each time insisting with more certitude and less credibility that he’s at peace with who he was and what he has become.


David Horowitz’s depression and dissolution, following the murder in 1975 of Betty Van Patter, would last a good five years. Paralyzed by guilt and confusion, Horowitz stopped doing politics, which had been his motive force since his teens. He barely wrote. He destroyed his marriage. To this day he speaks of his colleague’s death, and his sense of responsibility for putting her in the way of danger, with such evident rawness that any notion of follow-the-money opportunism evaporates in the face of it.


Ronald Reagan and Christopher Hitchens, of all the subjects of this book, are the ones against whom the charge of opportunism can be most credibly leveled. Reagan made his most substantial turn to the Right during the period, from 1952 to 1961, when he was a spokesman for General Electric, which at the time was engaged in perhaps the most comprehensive pro-business, anti-union, anti–New Deal public relations effort ever devised by an American corporation. For years Reagan traveled the country by train, accompanied by ideologically correct GE handlers, reading the pamphlets and newsletters produced by the shop of GE’s visionary public relations chief Lemuel Boulware. No one told him he had to let go of the liberal beliefs he’d held when he took the job, or replace them with the latest GE product line. He was hired to deliver not politics but good vibes and the frisson of celebrity to the company’s workforce. But there was a system in place around him, a thick ecology of incentives, ideas, and identity that was designed not to coerce individual people into altering the politics they espoused but to do something more subtle and powerful: to move the very grounds of social consensus. Reagan, by nature a company man, was moved, and was rewarded in turn. He also began to perceive during this period how the ideas he was absorbing from GE, and the opportunities he was gaining as its spokesman, might help create a new future for him as a politician.


Christopher Hitchens made his most decisive turn away from the Left (if never quite over to the Right) at a moment when the winds of history were pushing with gale force against the Left, after September 11, 2001. And he was rewarded for doing so. New and more powerful friends and allies. More TV spots. Better sales for his books. More outlets in which to publish. A trans-Atlantic armada of tanks, fighter jets, Apache helicopters, smart missiles, bunker-busting bombs, and hard-faced soldiers set loose as if at his command to liberate Iraqis from the tyranny of a fascist dictator. It wasn’t a frictionless moment for him. Friendships and long-standing affiliations were severed. Some distasteful new associations had to be tolerated. But for a while at least it was an exhilarating charge away from the Left.


For Reagan and Hitchens there were obvious incentives to move away from the Left, and very little of the overt trauma that haunted the other men in this book. But to survey their motives and choices and see a betrayal of principles and loyalties, for the sake of lucre, is to miss what was most interesting about the psychology of their turn. It wasn’t that they betrayed their true selves for the sake of short-term gain, but that they set different aspects of their selves loose. It was the long-deferred release of energies that had been blocked, diluted, or sublimated by their identification with the Left. In Reagan there was a romantic love of country that had never harmonized comfortably with those elements on the Left drawn to pointing out how far the nation remains from realizing its ideals, to say nothing of those radicals who want to tear down those ideals and erect foreign idols in their place. There was his admiration for businessmen, and his comfort in their ranks. And there was a consistent affinity for localism and individualism that had remained alloyed to welfare state liberalism, in Reagan’s political psyche, only by the figure of Franklin Roosevelt, in whose charismatic glow all contradictions were resolved.


For Hitchens it was a return to the family legacy of military valor and service to empire. It was a chance to see force deployed on the side of the downtrodden after so many years of writing furiously about force being applied against them. And it was a glorious not-to-be-missed chance to take a stand, as his hero George Orwell had during World War II, on the side of Western civilization against the barbarian hordes, even (or especially) if that meant enduring insults and accusations from former allies on the Left.


None of these six men became something alien to who they were. Pieces of who they were, which had been there all along, were given more rein and license, while other pieces, which had been more dominant, were demoted or newly inflected.


•  •  •


Very few of us fit perfectly into the political suit we’ve chosen or been given to wear. It would be strange if we did, since at any given time the suits on offer are patched together according to complex social, political, historical, and other rather arbitrary patterns that are unlikely to overlay perfectly the equally complex ecosystems we inhabit as individuals. We fall in love with a candidate, and take with him the buzzwords, policy preferences, and talking points that have attached to him in order to bring into an election-winning coalition the greatest possible number of demographic subgroups. We pick a side in the culture war, because it really does feel as if there is a war going on for the soul of America, and with that allegiance comes a whole family of positions and preferences, some of which have very little to do with what motivated us to enlist in the first place.


Most of us pick the suit that fits us best and deny, ignore, or just muddle along with the ways it doesn’t feel quite right. Because it feels reassuring to wear the same uniform as so many other people. Because it is good, and necessary, to put aside differences in the name of shared goals so that you can work toward important ends. Because it can bring clarity.


But things change. People change. Pieces of people change, while other pieces stay constant. A political identity is always a negotiation, between what it demands and who we are. This book is about the negotiation of specific left-wing identities (or in the case of Ronald Reagan, a left-of-center identity) and how those negotiations fell apart. The suit fit for a while, for meaningful reasons, and then it grew too tight, or too loose, also for meaningful reasons. It’s about the humanity of those who abandoned us, politically, and the fallibility of those who arrived late to our side. And the book is a challenge, to the reader, to wrestle with the ways in which his or her own political suit might strain at the shoulders a bit more than is comfortable to admit.
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In Spite of Noise and Confusion: Whittaker Chambers


In the summer of 1923, while sitting outside a café in Weimar Berlin, on semi-voluntary leave from college, Whittaker Chambers noticed a woman walking by crying. As he watched her all the terrifying truths of the twentieth century seemed to collapse into the moment.


“It would miss something to say that she was crying,” he remembered. “Tears were streaming down her face—tears which she made no effort to conceal, which, in flowing, did not even distort her features. She simply walked slowly past, proudly erect, unconcerned about any spectacle she made. And here is what is nightmarish: nobody paid the slightest attention to her. The catastrophe was universal. Everybody knew what she signified. Nobody had anything left over from his own disaster to notice hers.”1


He looked at the woman, at the men and women looking through her, and held in his hands the two perceptions that would possess him throughout the rest of his life, that had, he sometimes felt, been born with him. The first was that Western civilization was most probably dying. The other was that he was called to do something about it.


As a boy there had been only ghostly presentiments of disaster, allied to that sense of great expectation that lonely, bright children often gather in themselves to give meaning to their alienation. He would do something heroic someday, in the face of great danger, though what he didn’t know.


In college at Columbia in the early 1920s he found a language to give form to his perceptions. It was the modernist vocabulary current in his set of advanced young men, spiced with a hint of Marxism. God was dead. All that was solid was melting into air. Everything was fracturing and fragmentation. All one could do was be manful and clear-eyed when faced with the dissolution of the old truths, and perhaps write some good poetry.2


As a Marxist, which he became in 1925 and remained until 1938, he believed the West was dying dialectically, sundered by the force of its own contradictions. But there was a way through the darkness. There was a program. If enough men and women toiled hard enough a new kind of civilization might burgeon up from the remains of the old.


As a conservative, anticommunist, and believing Christian, all of which he became next and remained until his death in 1961, he thought the West was dying because it had turned away from God and toward the prideful illusion that man was the measure of all things. The Soviet Union was the most overt instantiation of this heresy, but the United States was its shadow brother in sin, shallow and soft where the Soviets were cruel and hard. What was left to do, for those who would, was hold back the fall for as long as possible. When that failed, as it probably would, there remained the charge to bear witness, and with such witness to keep lit the flame of hope for future generations.


“It is idle to talk about preventing the wreck of Western civilization,” he wrote a friend in 1954. “It is already a wreck from within. That is why we can hope to do little more now than snatch a fingernail of a saint from the rack or a handful of ashes from the faggots, and bury them secretly in a flowerpot against the day, ages hence, when a few men begin again to dare to believe that there was once something else, that something else is thinkable, and need some evidence of what it was, and the fortifying knowledge that there were those who, at the great nightfall, took loving thought to preserve the tokens of hope and truth.”3


•  •  •


There are different ways of reading the arc of Chambers. One is to see it as no arc at all, but rather a loop, an endless staging of the same primal melodrama in which the local setting and color are updated but the themes enacted stay exhaustingly constant. Still and always huddles the lonely, hurting child who projects his inner misery onto the world, armoring himself in stories of heroism and redemptive suffering to deflect or dignify his pain. Communist or conservative, modernist or Christian, the hour is always nigh, the armies of darkness are always massed at the gate, and the fate of the world always depends on the actions of the valiant few.


Alternatively, we might accept Chambers’s own reading of the data, see his as a genuine journey of spiritual growth and redemption. He was a lost soul, but one with a strong tropism toward the divine. For a time he channeled his yearnings into the vessels of the world: literature, ideology, revolution. Then he fell low enough for God to find him. He was saved and knew himself at last for the fallen, sinful, endlessly loved creature he was. And with that clearing of his vision he was able to perceive correctly the nature of modernity that before he’d seen distorted.


In the one biography that approaches in literary force Chambers’s crafting of his own story, that there’s any kind of arc at all in his chaotic-seeming life is unclear at first. Only after much suffering and many missteps does its shape finally begin to assert itself. It’s a progression toward maturity, an increasing harmony between the intuitions that drove Chambers, the often snarled grooves of his psyche, and the concrete choices and commitments he made over the course of his days. In the end, in this version of the story, he achieved a kind of grace not because he had the right answers, or chose the right side, or knew himself perfectly, but because he persisted in trying to become himself more fully.4


•  •  •


Whittaker Chambers had some truths that were fixed in him young: There was a deep pain in the world. He was called to sacrifice himself in the cause of healing or excising it. These convictions preceded reason. They preceded politics. They were the raw ore he spent his life trying to forge into authentic and correct political beliefs and commitments.


To say that isn’t to say that he did a good job of it. Or that it was psychologically healthy to devote his life so urgently to finding the right political forms through which to express his inner being. But it is to say that the task he set himself was the right one. Maybe the only one. It was to live his truths as well and fully as possible.


Chambers is fascinating, among other reasons, because he presented in such distilled form how extraordinarily vexing that task is for all of us. Like him, we’re fixed at a young age in core ways of seeing and being. Then we’re thrown out into the storm of history, buffeted left, right, and upside down, and forced to spend our lives trying to stagger the right path forward.


The blows don’t always land on us as heavily or as often as they did on Chambers. Politics isn’t the only realm through which we can choose to travel. We don’t all go as far as he did in pursuit of authenticity. But we all go a great distance. We encounter new information along the way, and have to decide whether and how to change in response to it. As we change we pray we’re not betraying our deepest convictions in the process. And at the end our fate, in some way, is like his. We die without knowing whether our story, as told by posterity, will be one of triumph, tragedy, or treachery.


It is the childhood of a poet, a criminal, an ideologue, a spy, a closet homosexual, a scholar, or an informer.5


—ELIOT WEINBERGER


“I was born in Philadelphia, on April 1, 1901,” wrote Whittaker Chambers in his autobiography, Witness. “When my father, Jay Chambers, who was then a young staff artist on the New York World, received the startling news, he crumpled the telegram and threw it into the waste basket. He did not believe it and he did not think April Fool jokes were in good taste.


“Mine was a dry birth and I weighed twelve pounds and measured fourteen inches across the shoulders. . . . Other women seem to forget the sharpest agonies of childbirth. My mother overcame her memory sufficiently to bear a second son, my brother, Richard Godfrey. But my terrible birth was fixed indelibly in her mind. Throughout my boyhood and my youth, she repeated to me the circumstances of that ordeal until they were vivid to me. They made me acutely unhappy, and her repetition of them made me even unhappier (for it seemed to imply a reproach). But I never told her so.”6


The family of Jay Vivian (Whittaker) Chambers was too excruciatingly neurotic to be typical of the new century that was coming into being around them, but it was symptomatic. Chambers’s father, Jay, was a talented illustrator and half-closeted gay man whose passion, as his son eventually came to realize, was compressed into a sublimely choked obsession with “ornament, costume, scenery—the minutiae and surfaces of things . . . the spell of the serpentine neck, the elegant anemia and flowing robes, the flight from the actual and ugly into the arabesque and the exotic.”7 Jay spent months every year hand-making the gorgeously embellished Christmas cards he sent out to a select group of appreciative friends. He built miniature, architecturally precise, classical temples out of matchboxes, and seeded the house with artifacts and totems of the Xanadus of his mind.


Chambers’s mother, Laha, who had been an actress before she moved to New York and met Jay, shared with her husband a love of the exotic and high—“culture,” as they extolled it to their children. She declaimed poetry and dramatic monologues, sang sad songs in three languages, instructed her sons in the glories of music and theater and literature.


Beneath the surface of their artsy communion, however, husband and wife were badly suited to each other. She was overemotional where he was severely contained. Her craving for affection and affirmation was met by him with, at best, an effortful formality, and at worst by emotional and occasionally physical torment. Her domestic ideal—a circulation of warmth and intimacy throughout the home, between parents and children, from room to room—wasn’t merely incompatible with what Jay desired, but antithetical. It was refuge he sought, a place of solitude in which to sketch or embellish, away from domestic entanglement. By the time their son Jay Vivian (he wouldn’t adopt “Whittaker” until college) was old enough to have a perception of his parents’ marriage, it was a suppurating thing, one that would only bleed out further over the course of his childhood.8


In 1904 the family moved to the coastal town of Lynbrook, Long Island, about twenty miles outside Manhattan. It was an impulsive and ultimately self-defeating move for Laha, who had made a point of finding the yellow frame house on Earle Avenue. The town looked, on the surface, like the proper setting for the graceful life of which she’d long fantasized, but in truth Lynbrook had little culture and was filled with the kinds of provincials inclined to find both Jay and Laha hard to digest.


Even more corrosively, the move was made over Jay’s objections, and was interpreted by him as a door slamming shut on what remained of his dreams of life. He had hoped to stay close to his work, where he was liked and respected, and to his coterie of friends, who shared his appreciation for beautiful surfaces. Instead he was exiled to Long Island, condemned to precisely the life he’d always defined himself against.


Jay took with him to Lynbrook a grudge that manifested, most visibly, in a refusal to spend any of his comfortably middle-class income on repairing the house, which descended into disreputability. The yellow paint on the exterior faded further and “peeled off in an incurable acne.”9 The green shutters wore to a shabby blue. The joining at the roof of the main house and the kitchen (which had once been a separate structure) was badly done, and when it rained, or in the spring when the snow melted, the kitchen would flood. Inside the house, the wallpaper grew stained and cracked. A piece of the ceiling in the dining room fell down, and because Jay wouldn’t give her the money to hire someone to repair it, Laha covered it over with a cheesecloth that remained there, ruefully patching the hole, for more than a decade. The house got so dilapidated that Laha finally went to the city and pawned her jewelry for the money to hire some men to fix the most glaring of the problems.


The house, unfortunately, was just one of the symbolic vessels through which Jay and Laha articulated their contempt for each other. Among their favorite bludgeons were their sons, whom Laha would drench in a performative affection that was implicitly reproachful of her husband, and whom Jay would treat with a cool contempt that was meant to reflect onto his wife (and back onto himself). Even their eldest son’s name was a site of conflict. Laha refused to let the boy call himself Jay. She declared instead that he would be known by his girlish middle name, Vivian, which she had bestowed on him, over her husband’s protests, because she thought it sounded English. Jay called his boy “Beadle” and would “utter the ugly word with four or five different intonations each of which was charged with quiet derision, aimed not at me, but at my mother.”10


The effect on Whittaker, of his parents’ endless struggle with each other and with their own dashed expectations of life, was a marked alienation. He was alienated from his father, who, “At the least loving gesture or word . . . seemed to withdraw in a slow, visible motion that I can compare only to the creepy contraction of a snake into its coils.”11 His mother was a source of love but also anxiety and oppression, who would lash out at her sons if she felt herself abandoned or betrayed. As Whittaker grew older, he began to see something dangerously snake-like in her as well.


The other kids in town found Whittaker (Vivian, as they knew him) strange and unsocializable. It wasn’t just his neglected, rotting teeth and poor hygiene that set him apart, or the costume-ish clothes that his mother dressed him in. By the time he started grade school, he was precociously serious and quick to distrust, and burdened by his parents with eccentric manners that were as distant as possible from those of his working- and middle-class schoolmates. He was, as one of his teachers remembered him, “the pudgy little boy standing alone at the sidelines of the school playground, silent and observant, never taking part.”12


The petty bourgeoisie of Lynbrook assigned a role to the Chamberses. They were “the French family,” and over the years both Jay and Laha managed to insert themselves, as messengers of culture, into the life of the community. None of their events, productions, or initiatives, however, made adjusting to Lynbrook any easier for their older son.13 He was embarrassed by seeing his parents on stage, and by the theatrical flotsam that would accumulate around the house. Particularly mortifying were the roles he was often assigned in his father’s productions, including an annual turn as a nearly nude, gauze-draped cherub in the Pre-Raphaelite favorite The Rubaiyat.


The consolations that the young Whittaker found were solitary ones. Lynbrook was still a nearly unspoiled place, not so different in its contours from what it had been when populated by the Rockaway Algonquins. It was a landscape of cedar trees and gentle rivers, salt marshes and organic-seeming villages, bounded at its edge by the vast, brooding presence of the Atlantic Ocean. Chambers was uncommonly sensitive to this natural beauty, and he would spend much of his childhood losing himself in it. He went out alone mostly, but also tramped around with his easygoing younger brother, with whom he was close. When he was small he would even take walks with his father, who loved to sketch the sea and the trees and who was occasionally able to discover himself in a mood, and in a setting, in which he could communicate a kind of affection for his son. All this combined in Chambers to produce, from a very young age, a sense of spiritual connection to the land, as well as a feeling that the natural world contained within it secrets and prophecies just at the edge of hearing, that he might understand if only he listened long and closely enough.


“Two impressions sum up my earliest childhood world. I am lying in bed. I have been told sternly to go to sleep. I do not want to. Then I become conscious of an extreme silence which the fog always folds over the land. On the branches of the trees the mist has turned to moisture, and, as I listen to its irregular drip drip pause drip pause, I pass into the mist of sleep.


“The other memory is of my brother. He is standing on our front porch, dressed in one of those shapeless wraps children used to be disfigured with. It is raining softly. I am in the house. He wants me to come out to him. I do not want to go. In a voice whose only reproach is a plaintiveness so gentle that it has sounded in the cells of my mind through all the years, he calls: ‘Bro (for brother), it’s mainin (raining), Bro.’ He calls it over and over without ever raising his voice. He needs me because he knows what no child should know: that the soft rain is sad. I will not understand this knowledge in him until too late, when it has ended his life. And so I do not go out onto the porch.”14


•  •  •


Whittaker also found solace in stories. His parents had an eclectic library through which he was free to range from an early age, and he read the novels of Dickens, the plays of Shakespeare, biographies of eminent American men like Hamilton and Lincoln, and the poetry of aesthetes like Dante Gabriel Rossetti. Jay and Laha also subscribed, for their sons, to St. Nicholas Magazine, which was both an impressively serious magazine for children, with contributions from many of the best authors and artists of the time, and a stunningly earnest monument to the prevailing creed of late Victorian middle-class American aspiration.15


Chambers’s imagination was nurtured by St. Nicholas–style stories of heroism and unflinching virtue, by the books he found around the house, by his parents’ flamboyant tastes, and in particular by one story that resonated on all of his frequencies.


“It was an old-fashioned book,” he wrote in Witness. “The text was set in parallel columns, two columns to a page. There were more than a thousand pages. The type was small. I took the book to the little diamond-shaped attic window to read the small type in the light. I opened to the first page and read the brief foreword:


“So long as there shall exist, by reason of law and custom, a social damnation, which, in the face of civilization, creates hell on earth, and complicates a destiny which is divine with human fatality; so long as the three problems of the age—the degradation of man by poverty, the ruin of woman by hunger, and the stunting of childhood by physical and spiritual night—are not solved; so long as, in certain areas, social asphyxia shall be possible; . . . so long as ignorance and misery remain on earth, books like this cannot be useless.


“. . . The book, of course, was Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables—The Wretched of the Earth. In its pages can be found the play of forces that carried me into the Communist Party, and in the same pages can be found the play of forces that carried me out of the Communist Party.”16


It was a vision that would stay with Chambers, and continue to condition his view of the world, until the end of his life. Not just the melodrama, which appealed to the melodramatic son of Jay and Laha, or the evocation of suffering, which appealed to the suffering little boy. He found deep solace in the novel’s conviction that suffering can have great purpose, that without suffering the heroic life is impossible, and that all human stories, no matter how puny they seem on the surface, are part of a grand struggle between light and dark, meaning and despair. He was moved by the particular models of self-sacrificing righteousness that the novel embodied—by the holy force of the Bishop of Digne; by the holy lies of Sister Simplice, who sacrificed a bit of her own soul so that another could go on to spread justice in the world; and by the self-lacerating heroism of Jean Valjean, the former galley slave eternally haunted by his past, hounded by the law, and driven to do good in a fallen world that conspired at every turn to thwart his noble intentions.


Les Misérables also told a story of the wretchedness of the modern world that made more sense to Chambers than the sunny story of progress and order he got from the adults around him. Life in early twentieth-century America wasn’t nearly as wretched as it was in France at the beginning of the nineteenth, but it was still miserable for millions, barely tolerable for millions more, and pleasant for at best a sizable minority of the population.


People died young, suddenly, ridiculously. Bacteria, and its role in the passage of disease, had been discovered only in the last years of the nineteenth century, and the science of antibiotics wouldn’t mature until the 1930s and ’40s. Any kind of sickness—an infected hangnail, a fever, a cough—might be the first domino in a short cascade that led to death. Epidemics and pandemics rolled across the populace like stampedes. Fires took out cities. Childbirth was always a gamble for the mothers, and often a prelude to early death for the children. Second and third marriages were as common as they would be in the late twentieth century, but it was early death, rather than divorce, that gave men and women their next chances at love. Science hadn’t even yet seriously taken up the task of ameliorating common discomforts, and for toothaches (from which Chambers suffered terribly), gout, eczema, arthritis, nausea, the whole panoply of pains, itches, aches, wheezes, sores, and sniffles, there were few better cures than the snake oil remedies, usually made with narcotics, whose advertisements filled the pages of the daily newspapers.


Inflecting all this struggle was a less quantifiable, but no less destabilizing, fear of modernity—of a rapidly accelerating society that, whatever its promise of material abundance, seemed to offer the people of America far less certainty than the old worlds of family, farm, tradition, God, ethnic homogeneity, church, and community.17


Making the experience of misery and confusion even that bit more subjectively excruciating was a collective American insistence that the bad things shouldn’t be mentioned too often or worried about too openly. To be unhappy was normal, unavoidable, but to dwell on that unhappiness, and to refuse to affirm that it would be absolved by the gains of the future, was a bit queer. As soon-to-be-president Teddy Roosevelt wrote in “The American Boy,” published in St. Nicholas in 1900, “in life, as in a foot-ball game, the principle to follow is: Hit the line hard; don’t foul and don’t shirk, but hit the line hard!”18


Such currents impinged on Whittaker Chambers’s existence in subtle ways. Lynbrook was suburbanizing and modernizing, and although its overt politics weren’t particularly nuanced, the rough-and-tumble politics of the schoolyard, the factory, the church pews, and the barber shop were pervaded by an anxiety that Chambers, even as a teenager, could taste.


Less subtle was the disorder of his home. When Chambers was seven, Jay and Laha’s animosity finally exceeded the capacity of the house in Lynbrook to contain it, and Jay left, taking an apartment (and a lover) in Brooklyn. The separation was a mixed blessing for Whittaker and Richard. In their father’s absence the temperature of the house cooled. There were no more fights between Jay and Laha, no more of Jay’s contempt, no more dinners getting cold as they waited to see if he would arrive home on the next train from the city, or the next, or the next. In his absence, however, Laha and her sons endured a kind of half-poverty that was typical of the time, when the middle class hadn’t yet embedded itself securely in a thick matrix of social capital, savings, and welfare state benefits.


The money that Jay sent from Brooklyn was usually enough for his family to subsist, and the grandparents were always in reserve in the event of truly catastrophic need, but Chambers was suddenly, undeniably poor. After dark, he and his brother Richard and their mother would steal wooden beams and scraps from construction sites to heat the home. They raised and sold chickens and vegetables. Laha sold cakes to townspeople. Their dinners became peasant-like, with efficient foods like rutabagas, pea soup, spaghetti, and rice displacing their old diet, which had been oriented around the rich tastes of the food-loving Jay.


“One of my mother’s ways of managing,” wrote Chambers, “was to charge things at the stores. ‘Charge it,’ I would say as casually as possible, with increasing embarrassment when I knew that the unpaid bill was big. Sometimes, the baker’s wife would whisper with him before letting me have a loaf of bread. Sometimes a shopkeeper would say: ‘Tell your mother, no more credit till the bill is paid.’ Once an angry woman leaned over the counter and sneered at me: ‘Your mother is a broken-down stagecoach.’ In time the bills were always paid, but I knew a good deal about the relations of the poor man and the shopkeeper before I read about them in Karl Marx.”19


Jay stayed away for three years, and then returned to Lynbrook. The family resumed the appearance of semi-normalcy, but life inside the home was as awful as ever. Jay no longer even bothered to play at the family game. In New York City, away from his family, he was known to his friends as a funny, generous man.20 At home he was a sullen child, a tyrant, or a contemptuously bemused bystander. Mostly, he retreated to his room, escaping into the minutiae of his arts and crafts.


Laha’s pathology, too, became increasingly a burden to Whittaker as he struggled to construct a self that could bear the weight of his unhappiness in the world. “I felt [her love] around me like coils,” he wrote, “interposing between me and reality, coddling my natural weaknesses, to keep the world away from me, but also to keep me away from the world.”21


As an adolescent, Chambers began to distance himself from his mother, and became more openly antagonistic toward his father. Even his relationship with his younger brother, though it remained intense, was altered, as Laha and Richard reacted to Whittaker’s withdrawal by reconstituting as a dyad.


In high school, Chambers became a rebel of sorts. He pushed himself to curse and disobey and under-perform. He barely passed most of his courses, doing well only in English and Latin, where his enthusiasm for the subjects overwhelmed his urge to act out. Among his peers, he was an outsider both by default and by choice.


“Vivian didn’t care much about his appearance,” a high-school classmate later told one of Chambers’s biographers. “The boys used to call him ‘Stinky.’ His hair was never combed. He usually wore dirty sneakers. He was a butterball, soft and effeminate. None of the kids had much use for him.”22


Outside of school, Chambers was more forgiving of himself. He expanded the range of his wanderings. “I became a haunter of the woods and the fields,” he wrote. “I would set out by myself before the family was stirring in the morning and spend whole days in the woods, which required of me only that I be silent, patient and harmless. . . . I could soon find my way about them even at night, as I sometimes used to do. For I never found the loneliness of the woods at night as disturbing as people by daylight.”23


Although his parents and teachers couldn’t, or wouldn’t, offer him much in the way of intellectual guidance, he found other ways to cultivate his garden. Working mostly on his own, he taught himself at least the rudiments of Gaelic, Russian, Spanish, Italian, French, Arabic, Persian, Hindustani, and Assyrian cuneiform. He got up every morning, before school, and studied French and German, eventually acquiring a near-fluency in German that would later serve him well as a professional translator and as a player in the polyglot world of international communism. He initiated a correspondence with George Frazier Black, a philologist at the New York Public Library, who sent him grammars and even sent him out, as a kind of apprentice field philologist, to visit a gypsy camp near Lynbrook and collect vocabularies of the particular dialect spoken there.


By the time he graduated from high school, Chambers had cobbled together his various influences, impulses, and legacies into a proto-political style that would remain constant even as he found radically different vehicles through which to discharge his pent-up political and intellectual energy. His perspective was global, epic, esoteric, romantic. He was more fascinated by world affairs than domestic matters. He measured history in ages and empires rather than in institutions and votes. He sought hints of cosmic significance in the rustle of leaves in the forest, in the chick birthing from its egg in his attic, in the bully picking on the weakling behind the school. He had a weakness for the grand gesture, the spontaneous life-altering act, the doomed but courageous stand. He had, as well, a mystical impulse that only rarely found its way into church or other overt forms of religiosity.


Chambers’s political journey of the next few decades would be driven by an authentic pursuit of answers to some of the deep political and existential questions of his time. It would also, however, be fueled by a private desire to quench his loneliness and alienation in the currents of History.


After graduating from high school, and after two months in a job clerking at a local bank, Chambers and a friend, with no warning to their families, snuck out of Lynbrook and began a journey they hoped would eventually take them to Mexico.


Their savings got them to Baltimore, where they found a room in a boardinghouse and, that Monday morning, a job ripping out and laying railroad track near the Capitol. The work was nasty and dangerous, and the housing was spartan, with the veteran laborers receiving a bit of personal space in a boardinghouse and the newer men, like Chambers, getting only a bunk in a collective barracks.


For most of the men it was just another soul-eroding stint in a lifetime of such temporary laboring work. For Chambers, who’d left home precisely in search of the authentic life, it was bracing. The work was uncomplicated and exhausting in a way that soothed him. And there was a kind of solidarity among the men that bypassed his defensiveness.


“They were my first International,” he wrote. “Practically every European nationality was represented. Yet they had no nationality, just as they had no homes. . . . They had reached that bleak barracks in the unheroic course of a workingman’s everlasting search for work which, as Tolstoy had noted, beggars the wanderings of Odysseus.”24


Characteristically, Chambers learned as he went. He discussed Madame Bovary and the novels of Zola with a Belgian worker who claimed to have once been the overseer of slave laborers in the rubber tree fields in Malaysia. He added to his small Russian vocabulary with the help of a Russian worker who was overjoyed simply to hear someone say anything in his native language. With Manuel, a Venezuelan native who was an admirer of Woodrow Wilson and a believer in the necessity of a League of Nations, Chambers wandered the boulevards of Washington, practicing his Spanish and debating world politics.


For three months, Chambers labored at the job, outlasting almost every other worker. When the contract ended and everyone was let go, he took the money he’d earned and bought a ticket to New Orleans. Unable to find work, he languished there for two months, just absorbing and observing the desperate lives of the tenants surrounding the French Quarter courtyard in which he’d rented a room. When his money finally came to an end, he wired home to his parents—whom he’d kept apprised, by letter, of his adventures—for the money to buy a train ticket back to New York.


•  •  •


The typical Columbia University freshman, when Whittaker Chambers arrived at college in the fall of 1920, was much like his fellows at the other Ivy League schools. He was a polished young man of Protestant extraction with tasteful expectations of going on to a career as a banker, lawyer, minister, or senator. But Columbia also, and almost against its will, had a population of students that better reflected the character of the city—propulsively ambitious, first-generation, Jewish.


Most of these boys had hopes that weren’t very refined. They simply pursued their futures of success, esteem, and wealth with greater intensity than their gentile classmates did. There were a few, however, in whom the drive to assimilate and excel was fused with a ravenous desire to know and discover—even to change the terms by which America understood itself. It was among this lot that Chambers, for the first time in his life, felt like he belonged.


“Were I forced to attempt a generalization concerning these seven, I should speak of their extraordinary individuality, sharpened as it is in each case by a certain lack of adjustment to the conventions of college and other life,” wrote poet Mark Van Doren, in 1927, about the coterie of students with whom Chambers ran.25


The article, “Jewish Students I Have Known,” was commissioned by the Menorah Journal because Van Doren, who was a gentile, had developed a reputation while teaching at Columbia as a friend of the Jews. It described, with a poet’s eye, seven of the best students Columbia had ever seen. There was the future art historian Meyer Schapiro, who would pace Van Doren’s office discoursing brilliantly on the nature of Byzantine art, and who was, in Van Doren’s memory, such a luminous figure, so bubbling over with knowledge and the passion to learn, that he “glowed.” There was Louis Zukofsky, whose hyper-cerebral modernist poetry would, within a few years, catch the eye of Ezra Pound. Of Lionel Trilling, who would one day become the first tenured Jewish professor in the Columbia English department, Van Doren wrote, “What he will eventually do, if he does it at all, will be lovely, for it will be the fruit of a pure intelligence slowly ripened in not too fierce a sun.”26 Clifton Fadiman, who would become one of the great emissaries of high culture to the American middle classes, was already so fluent in the byways and catchwords of Western literature that he made many of his professors feel unschooled.


For Chambers, this particular group of Jewish students became more than just good friends; they were portals to a new way of life. He first met them in the gym locker room, where he and other commuter students ate the lunches they brought with them from home. They would sit on the long, narrow benches between the rows of lockers and debate the great issues of the day. Was the war in Europe truly over, or just prologue to another war? With the dissolution of so many old empires, what forms of political organization would emerge to fill the void? Was Lenin’s revision of Marxist doctrine a necessary adjustment to the conditions of Russian development or an opportunistic corruption of authentic communism? Did the prosperity of the 1920s conceal a fundamental rottenness at the core of twentieth-century life?


These young men took on, too, the grander and more eternal questions of life. What place was there for faith and religious ritual after Copernicus, Darwin, Freud, and Nietzsche had so mortally wounded God? What was the nature of the psyche? What was the proper relationship between art and politics? They talked of Russian novelists, the rise and fall of great civilizations, revolution, dialectics, the soul of man under mechanization and mass organization.


“To me they were an entirely new race of men,” Chambers wrote toward the end of his life. “Their seriousness was organic. . . . They sat there, that consciously separate proletariat, loudly munching their sandwiches, because they came of a stock that, after God, worshipped education and the things of the mind. They were there, in most cases, by acts of superhuman sacrifice and contrivance on the part of their families. To me that seriousness was deeply impressive.”27


Chambers had arrived at Columbia without a real organizing principle. By his second year, under the influence of his Jewish friends, he’d become a full-fledged, free-thinking bohemian who looked to the literature of modern angst and social protest for meaning. He fell as well under the influence of Van Doren,28 soon accepting as his own Van Doren’s gospel that the poet’s life is the most noble life of them all.


Chambers held his own, too, in the dance of influence. His knowledge of the culture and history of Europe couldn’t compare with that of his friends, whose intellectual breadth seemed to him almost genetic. He was, however, as rawly talented and as intellectually intense as his Jewish friends, and he evinced an air of shaggy Americana that impressed them. He was the only one who’d torn up rail in the bowels of Baltimore, dissipated himself in New Orleans, trafficked with Gypsies. Even his family’s dysfunction was a badge of experience that the Jewish boys, who were adored (or at least prized) by their families, could admire from a safe distance. Chambers was also Van Doren’s favorite student—so compelling a personality, in fact, that Van Doren felt it necessary to slide a few references to him into the essay on Jewish students.


Van Doren didn’t name Chambers in the essay, as he did the other students. Nor did he sketch his character as he did with the others, but he was, wrote Van Doren, “perhaps the best one of them all.”29 His presence in the essay is highly charged, testament not just to Chambers’s talent but to the gravity-warping effect of his personality.


“I think he saw himself as a center of interest and as a battleground for momentous struggles,” wrote drama critic John Gassner (another of Van Doren’s beautiful seven) in 1962, a year after Chambers’s death. “In a penetratingly quiet way he called attention to himself as a man of destiny. He had a talent for dramatizing himself as an important person with a high destiny, possibly as the hero of a tragedy slowly but inevitably taking shape, as a seeker after faith, and as a seeker after knowledge. He thought hard. He studied hard, he was curious about everything; he was impatient with sloth and he scorned mediocrity in any form. He dressed like a derelict but carried himself like a king.”30


The style of Chambers’s beliefs at Columbia would have been familiar to anyone who’d known him before or would know him after. When he believed in something, he believed it all the way down, or he struggled to do so until a given notion no longer seemed sufficient to carry the burden of his restless energies. The contents of his beliefs, however, were in flux.


Within the broad outlines of his new calling to be a poet, and with his own particular and ineradicable bent toward drama, Chambers absorbed and experimented with many of the ideas and energies that were ricocheting around the walls of Columbia. Along with Van Doren’s ironic, subversive humanism, there was the huskier humanism of John Erskine, who in 1920 launched the first of the General Honors seminars that would eventually evolve into Columbia’s Great Books curriculum. There was a cadre of young instructors, some of them veterans of World War I, whom Chambers remembered as so cynical and soggy with ennui that they were barely able to muster the energy to sit up straight while teaching their classes. In the philosophy department, the pragmatism of John Dewey prevailed. There were powerful remnants, as well, of the nineteenth century—men for whom the teaching of literature, philosophy, and history was best performed as a series of offerings to the icons of past greatness.


It was also the first years of the manic 1920s, when the political conflicts—between nations, between labor and management, between Left and Right—that had characterized the wartime and postwar years were mostly sublimated into a kind of soft cultural revolution. Sports became a national obsession, and the New York Yankees perhaps the first truly national sports team. Trends of all sorts sprang up and faded away. Petting parties among the young got salacious, and piously scandalized, coverage in the newspapers. Music got earthier, and was disseminated to the masses through the new technology of broadcast radio. Money was being made so fast and so easily, particularly in the stock market, that moneymaking itself became an object of cultural fascination. It was, as Chambers would later write of another brief era of manic overflow, “one of those rare interludes of history where everybody who could possibly do so had a wonderful time.”31


To Chambers, writing decades later, the cultural eroticism of the 1920s was of a piece with Columbia’s intellectual eroticism, which seduced him away from the spiritual and conservative concerns he’d brought with him to college. “I was a boy who, above all, needed firm and wise direction,” he later wrote.32 Instead he got Mark Van Doren, an ironist whose influence on his students was so profound, and so evidently dangerous, that Chambers was once grabbed in the hall by a rival instructor, forced to hold still for the recital of an ominous lyric by the eighteenth-century Scottish poet James Thomson, and then cast off with the injunction: “Be careful of Mark Van Doren. He is clever and he is kind. But his mind has no boundaries.”33


Later, Chambers would come to agree with this assessment of Van Doren, and he would resent his old teacher for his boundary-dissolving influence.34


At the time, however, Chambers was intoxicated by the sense of possibility offered to him by Columbia. Everything old and solid was evaporating, but new forms were emerging from the mist, and he and his friends felt they were poised to be the poets and thinkers who would give them flesh.


Chambers, like generations of college kids before and after him, was also just having a lot of fun. Like his father, he could be joyful and lighthearted around friends in a way that wasn’t possible with family. When he didn’t get in the way of himself, he was an extremely compelling young man—loyal, sweet, funny, affectionate—and someone who had the capacity to form deep and long-lasting commitments.


In his sophomore year Chambers moved into a dorm on campus, and threw himself even more completely into the literary life. He began publishing poems and stories in the two student literary magazines, Varsity and The Morningside, and made a splash, in particular, with his story in the March 1, 1922, issue of The Morningside.


The story, “That Damn Fool,” took up two-thirds of that issue and exhibited a voice that was so confident that it marked Chambers as perhaps the singular literary talent on campus. It told the tale of Everett Holmes, a shiftless dockside clerk in New York City who, after being fired from his job, decides abruptly to make his way to Russia to fight for the White Army against the Bolsheviks. Holmes’s long, incident-filled journey to Russia, and his encounters with death on the battlefield, have the effect of transforming him from the mama’s boy he was when he embarked into a kind of warrior prophet, a “mad monk” who carried a cross before him as he led his band of Russian soldiers into battle. When he’s finally caught by the Bolsheviks—and crucified, tortured, and then dismembered—he dies as a martyr, though to what cause or idea, exactly, is left unclear.


Soon after “That Damn Fool” was published, Chambers was named editor of The Morningside for the following year. By that next fall, when he became editor, Chambers and his friends had distilled their philosophical concerns into an aesthetic ideology they named “profanism.”


Profanism, as announced in the editorial note of his first issue as editor, was their version of the modernism that was taking mature form, elsewhere, in the poetry of T. S. Eliot, the novels of Joyce, the performativity of the Dadaists, the architecture of Le Corbusier. It was a rejection of what was seen as the sentimental optimism of the nineteenth century—its reliance for comfort on the illusions of God, tradition, and capitalism, and its conviction that history was a natural progression toward greater harmony and justice. It was a cold and clear-eyed embrace of what they saw as the fractured and alienated nature of modern life, a willingness, they wrote, “to wipe away the lactic droolings of the late century and accept something more nearly approaching reality than the ethical, religious and materialistic hypocrisy of modern life.”35 And it was, as well, an exuberant project of a group of students—“the Morningside circle,” as one historian would later describe them36—who were simply excited to be young and brilliant and in the company of one another.


For Chambers profanism was also the name he gave to his latest, and in many respects his last, wholehearted attempt to find a literary form that was majestic enough to dignify his emotional suffering yet also porous enough to play host to what was more joyous and eccentric in him. His short play in that fall issue of The Morningside, “A Play for Puppets,” was dedicated, tongue-in-cheek, to the Antichrist, and it consisted primarily of mildly profane banter between two Roman soldiers who were guarding the tomb of Jesus. Mostly, they joke about sex, sparing only a few comments for Jesus, who was interesting to them mostly for his refusal to have sex. Jesus himself makes a quick appearance only at the end of the play, when he plays the existentialist with the angel who’s descended to earth to shepherd his ascension to heaven.


ANGEL: Thou shall stand upon the right hand of the throne of God and intercede for the Souls of sinful men.


VOICE OF CHRIST: What is sin? Do not men live and do not men die? I wish to sleep.37


The brief play proved far more explosive than anyone had expected. Faculty and students attacked its author as a heretic, the dean ordered Chambers to recover every copy of the magazine he could find (Chambers refused), and soon the controversy grew so charged that it was covered by the New York papers.


“Student disapproval was excited,” reported the New York Times, “by the leading article of the magazine, ‘A Play for Puppets,’ by John Kelly, a nom de plume of the editor-in-chief, Whittaker Chambers, ’24, of Lynbrook, L.I. The scene is laid in front of the Holy Sepulchre, and, in the view of the Committee on Student Publications, deals objectionably with the resurrection.”38


The furor, and the administration’s decision to side with the offended parties against the editors of The Morningside, took Chambers by surprise. Van Doren had assured him that the play was worth publishing. It was mild in comparison to much of the modernist literature that Chambers was reading, and gentle in its blasphemy. And though his aim had been to provoke, he had no reason to expect that it would provoke on such a scale. The overreaction brought to the surface what had been, to that point, only a lurking suspicion in Chambers that the liberalism of Columbia was simply too shallow to serve as a guide to living. The institution, he rapidly concluded under the duress of its censure, was a fraud. It could neither stand with its students, who after all were doing only as they’d been taught to do—thinking the best there was to think, grappling with the fundamental dilemmas of the modern era—nor could it even respond to his transgression with an authentic religious revulsion. Chambers’s sin, so far as he could tell, wasn’t sacrilege but bad taste, conduct unbecoming a Columbia gentleman.


After a brief spurt of bravado, during which he claimed to be invigorated by the fight, Chambers crumbled. His class attendance, which had always been spotty, ceased entirely, and by the end of the semester he’d decided that college, for the time being, wasn’t for him. He withdrew at the end of the fall, and although he would try Columbia again, briefly, a year later, it was no longer a plausible life for him. His friends were mostly graduated, his commitment to radical politics had begun to crowd out his literary energies, and his family and his love life had grown too unruly for him to recapture the romance of college that had given him a few exhilarating years of reprieve from the full weight of his problems.


•  •  •


In the fall of 1924, as Whittaker Chambers’s last stint at Columbia was winding down, he chanced upon a translation of a speech, “The Soviets at Work,” that Vladimir Lenin had given to his fellow Bolsheviks a few months after their successful revolution.


By this point Chambers was no stranger to radicalism. Even as a child he’d been drawn to stories of men and women who’d risen up against corrupt orders and in dramatic fashion changed the world or registered their protest against its unchangeability. At Columbia, his radical impulse was given expression through the utopian and dystopian philosophies that circulated like currency in his group, and he took for granted that society was in need of rescue. He’d spent much of the year after he first left Columbia searching the stacks of the New York Public Library for an answer to the crisis of modern life, and he’d been persuaded that socialist policies were likely to be part of any solution that might emerge. He’d been particularly moved by the tales of the narodniki, late-nineteenth-century Russian revolutionists who’d turned to terrorism as a way to shock the peasants into rising up against the czar. For Chambers, their grand acts of terror, and the poetic and sacrificial spirit with which they carried them off, represented “all that was soldierly and saintly in the revolution.”39


What remained missing for Chambers, however, was testimony of the quality that could carry him through to the only kind of political commitment he believed worth making—a total one.


On the surface, The Soviets at Work was an unlikely catalyst for such transformation. Its purpose, as Lenin explained in the first paragraph, was practical. He wanted to focus the minds of his Bolshevik allies and followers on “the problem of organization.”40 To that end he offered a survey of the main organizational problems that Russia’s new leaders were facing in their struggle to set their gargantuan, preindustrial, politically inchoate nation on a course that was both ideologically sound and pragmatically sustainable.


Lenin defended compromises made with the old bourgeois order (to pay a higher wage to technical specialists, for instance, than to laborers). He addressed the question of how to inspire greater productivity and innovation in workers once the capitalistic incentive system had been discarded. He looked at the comparative difficulties of nationalizing different sectors of the economy. Lenin wrote, even, in the vein of Benjamin Franklin: “Keep accurate and conscientious accounts; conduct business economically; do not loaf; do not steal; maintain strict discipline at work.”41


In a passage that must have resonated with Chambers, Lenin described the type of recruits upon whom the revolution would rely in managing the rocky transition from the old to the new society. They would be a kind of semi-underground order, able to temper their revolutionary fire with strategic discretion, advancing in increments as they engaged in the subtle work of educating and engineering the masses block by block, brick by brick, cell by cell, soul by soul.42


Lenin’s rhetoric wasn’t delivered with the eloquence that Madison or Jefferson found when they were writing the future of America, but he was following in their wake as a founding father of the modern world, marrying words to power in order to give shape to a new society. As Lenin made the argument that the Bolsheviks were the authentic instantiation of the people’s will, he was consolidating his control over the elements of power in the Soviet Union. As he argued that insofar as the Bolsheviks did represent the people, they were invested with the right to rule absolutely, dictatorially, he was in the process of imposing such rule.


Lenin’s effect on Chambers was revelatory. Here was a voice, and a model, that spoke to him in a way that Karl Marx, whose cadences had won over so many intellectuals to the cause, had been unable to do. Until he read Lenin, communism had been embodied for Chambers in the few communists he knew in New York, and in the communists he’d noticed haunting the alleyways of Berlin—“little knots of furtive figures selling newspapers”43—when he’d visited Germany during the summer of 1923. These people, for all their admirable zeal, were too obviously marginal to be any answer to the crisis of civilization.


Lenin, with his ruthless practicality and his absolute sense of entitlement to power (not to mention his actual acquisition of power), was an answer. He was an answer, moreover, that arrived at the right time in Chambers’s life, which was quickly becoming excruciating even by Chambers family standards. In the previous year, Chambers had left, and then returned, and then once again left college. His paternal grandfather had died in the arms of a mistress. His maternal grandmother had moved in with the family after her dementia rendered living on her own impossible. Chambers had taken up with a married woman and possibly fathered a son with another woman. To top it all off, he had to contend with an emerging sexual attraction to men, which carried with it not just the general stigma of homosexuality but the very particular taint of his father, whose gayness had come to represent, in Chambers’s emotional-symbolic calculus, both a betrayal of the family and a symptom of the civilization-wide failure of paternal authority.


“Studied under the lamp of Leninism, things at last fitted into place,” writes Sam Tanenhaus in his biography of Chambers. “Chambers could examine himself, Jay, Laha, Richard and see their failures not as aberrations but as symptoms of a wider malady. What was the ‘French family’ if not a textbook example of the eclipsed middle class, of families that had lost their way in the twentieth century? . . . With its cracks and fissures 228 Earle Avenue was the heartbreak house of a doomed world.”44


After The Soviets at Work, Chambers read through Lenin’s more substantial The State and Revolution, and Bukharin’s The ABC of Communism. He found in them the same compelling fusion of dry practicality and grand abstraction, of contempt for the equivocations of liberalism and supreme confidence in the future of the proletariat.


“The reek of life was on it,” Chambers wrote. “This was not theory or statistics. This was socialism in practice. This was the thing itself. This was how it worked.”45


On February 17, 1925, Chambers joined the Communist Party U.S.A. It wasn’t, in any apparent way, a match made in heaven. The American Communist Party of the 1920s was a dollhouse version of its Russian model. The same concerns that were debated by Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin, and Bukharin in Moscow were debated by Chambers and his comrades in the States, but in Russia the conclusions to these debates cascaded out to affect the lives of millions of people. In America they bounced around the walls of dingy apartments in Brooklyn or the Bronx. Factional disputes that ended, in Russia, with the losers lined up before a firing squad led in New York to broken friendships or, at worst, to divorce court.


Even as an echo, though, the party had a force that Chambers found compelling. It had charismatic leaders, hard-line rules, sacred texts. It was uncontaminated by irony, tolerance, and most of the other liberal values that had so conspicuously failed to anchor Chambers when he was at Columbia. And it was a community of people who shared with him something that his family and school friends simply couldn’t wrap their minds around—the radical willingness to hand over one’s identity, autonomy, material ambitions, good name, and even, if necessary, one’s life to the cause. There was something rather absurd, viewed from the outside, about a bunch of garment workers, schoolteachers, bookstore clerks, and itinerant carpenters arguing about the proper speed with which, say, the future revolutionary government of America should collectivize its farms. Yet what else had revolutionaries ever been but misfits dreaming dreams that seemed impossible until the impossible moment when potentialities were suddenly, violently, made real?


“[I]t offered me,” wrote Chambers, “what nothing else in the dying world had power to offer at the same intensity—faith and a vision, something for which to live and something for which to die. It demanded of me those things which have always stirred what is best in men—courage, poverty, self-sacrifice, discipline, intelligence, my life, and, at need, my death.”46


Chambers wasn’t blind to the party’s flaws, but he found even in its imperfections the opportunities to practice the revolutionary virtues of humility, submission, and patience. From the romantic heights of editing an avant-garde literary journal at Columbia University he willingly descended to the task of collecting money from the far-flung newsstands that carried the party’s newspaper, the Daily Worker. At marathon meetings, he kept his quiet while people who couldn’t keep even their own lives in order were debating how they would order the totality of American society once the revolution came. As a volunteer writer for the Daily Worker, he took his place on the propaganda assembly line, duly swiping content from other newspapers and rewriting it according to the Moscow party line.


Such abnegation offered Chambers a kind of heroic path—he would be a monk of the revolution—and also an escape. At home in Lynbrook, the dismal equilibrium to which the Chamberses had for decades consigned themselves was coming apart for good. His grandmother brought chaos with her, pacing the house at night, knife in hand, convinced that someone (nameless Jews, her sodomite son-in-law, and so on) was out to get her. Whittaker’s failure to complete Columbia, and his serial romantic melodramas, were a strain. The running battle between Laha and Jay continued unabated.


It was younger brother Richard, however, who tipped it all over into utter tragedy. He’d left for college in the fall of 1924 in high spirits, but within weeks his apparently easygoing nature had revealed itself to be a flimsy construct. By the time he returned home at the end of the semester, he was in the grips of a full-blown existential/depressive crisis. Like Whittaker, he’d become obsessed with the hypocrisy and shallowness of modern society. Unlike Whittaker, however, Richard could find no solace in politics—or in literature, religion, romance, or any of the other traditional alchemists of despair.


“I came in one night,” wrote Chambers, “to find him sitting in the kitchen with my mother—an almost unrecognizably white-faced, taut-lipped boy, arguing desperately . . . that life is worthless and meaningless, that to be intelligent is to know this and to have courage to end it.”47


Richard refused to go back to school, instead settling in Lynbrook and devoting himself to renovating the family homestead, and to drinking. He built a small shed in the backyard that served functionally as a workshop but emotionally as a kind of tree house from which to pretend to escape from Laha. At night in the shed, he drank and womanized, and then in the morning he confessed his sins to his mother, taunting her with her inability to control his behavior at the same time that he was casting himself directly, destructively, into the psychosexual crucible that she and Jay had made of their lives. Soon, inevitably, Laha called in Whittaker to help.


“ ‘You must go with him,’ she said, ‘and watch over him. I do not know what he is going to do next. But I am afraid that he is going to try to kill himself.’ She wept. ‘What have I done that was so wrong?’ she said. ‘Oh, God, what have I done? I only tried to love you both.’ ”48


For a few months, Whittaker became his brother’s keeper. During the day, he worked in Manhattan at the public library. On those nights when he wasn’t committed to party activities, he joined Richard and his ne’er-do-well friends as they cruised the speakeasies of Long Island. There was an allure for Chambers in attaching himself to his brother’s escapes into “mindless, animal activity,” and for a brief while he enjoyed the partying.49 It couldn’t last, though. There was too much pain, paired with too much alcohol, for the brothers’ bottled-up resentments to remain bottled up. After a few booze-fueled fights between them, they stopped going out together at night.


“Now my brother was seldom sober even in the daytime,” wrote Chambers. “He used to wear a vivid plaid pullover, violent checked knickerbockers and green or red golf stockings. Above this atrocious outfit, which seemed to me to symbolize the whole failure of our judgment, peered my brother’s pale, drawn face from which all joy had gone.”50


Over the next year, Richard deteriorated further. A first suicide attempt—gas in the kitchen—was foiled by Whittaker, who got home from work in the city in time to save him before too much gas was inhaled.


A second attempt—gas in the backyard workshop—was again interrupted by Whittaker, though this time the gas had pervaded Richard’s system so thoroughly that he was reduced to lurching around on the floor for hours, his muscles contorted, barking out cries of distress.


On the night of September 8, 1926, Richard went to the train station in Lynbrook to meet Whittaker, with whom he’d spent the previous few nights commiserating about the sad state of the world. That night, however, Whittaker didn’t come home. He’d gotten caught up in a conversation with a communist friend and had decided to stay in the city. Richard waited for a while at the station, eventually giving up after none of the trains disgorged his brother. He drove home to the small apartment he’d taken in a nearby town, drank a bottle of whiskey, put a pillow down in the stove, turned on the gas, and lay down his head on the pillow. His body was found by the police the next morning.


Chambers spent the next few months dwelling in his grief. He held himself responsible for failing to save his brother, but also for failing to kill himself at Richard’s side (as Richard had proposed many times). He resented Richard for abandoning him, and for killing himself in a way that linked the act so directly to their relationship. As the autumn wore on, and as the sorrow settled, Chambers found a formula with which to transmute the pain into something workable. Rather than blaming himself, or his parents, or Richard, he would blame the world. It was such a toxic place, he determined, that committing suicide wasn’t an act in itself so much as it was a refusal to act—a refusal to continue breathing in and out the world’s toxins.


He considered following his brother into death, but it wasn’t in him. He retained too much of an attachment to life, and to his dreams for himself. What he would do instead was commit himself to the fight to cleanse the world of its corruption. He would kill the world that had killed his brother.51
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