
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Image]



For my family



CHAPTER 1



Atomic Pioneer

Here sits a man who perhaps is carrying a bit of the atomic bomb in his waist-coat pocket.

—Vyacheslav Molotov to JBC

Christmas Eve, 1945. Moscow was blanketed under a thick coat of snow. There were almost no cars about. His driver eased down ruined streets that made it look like a country still at war. The winter blizzards had begun before the rebuilding had gotten under way, and now it would have to wait for the thaw. Unfinished buildings stood frozen in time. Stores looked dark and uninviting, and appeared to offer little for sale. Even so, huge numbers of people gathered outside the shops and still more filled the crowded sidewalks, all carrying parcels. Most were poorly dressed, covered heads bent against the swirling white. Over twenty-seven million Soviet citizens died defeating the Nazis, nearly a third of the country’s former wealth was gone, but Russia was already on the rebound. There were children everywhere. Babies—so many babies—bundled up within an inch of their lives against the bitter cold. Despite its drab appearance, the capital was alive and teeming with humanity. James Conant was a Yankee from hardy New England stock, but he had to admit he was impressed with the Russians. They were a tough race, tested by war, insurrection, and an unforgiving climate. “There is no foolishness in this nation,” he wrote in his diary. “Nothing soft.”

As the embassy car approached the gates of the Kremlin, Conant peered up at the gloomy fortress-like complex on the Moskva River that was the seat of the Soviet government. Situated in the heart of old Moscow, bordered by Red Square to the east, and Alexander Garden to the west, it consisted of four palaces, four cathedrals, and some twenty towers enclosed within red turreted walls. The famous citadel had been the imperial residence of the czars for centuries, its opulent interior structures torn down and rebuilt on an ever-grander scale by a succession of monarchs until the Revolution of 1917. Even the Bolsheviks had been unable to resist the urge to glorify their rule. When Vladimir Lenin finally made it his headquarters, he stripped the golden eagles of the old regime from the towers and replaced them with the gleaming red stars of the new Communist order. Now the Russian dictator Joseph Stalin called the Kremlin home, and had chosen the savior’s birthday to hold a reception in honor of his victorious allies. Since the atheist Soviet state had banned Christmas as a bourgeois tradition, however, the timing was not nearly as ironic for their host as it was for his guests.

The dinner was held in a cavernous banquet hall. America’s secretary of state, James Francis Byrnes, and Great Britain’s foreign minister, Ernest Bevin, took their places on either side of Stalin, each flanked by a twelve-man delegation. The Soviet commissar of foreign affairs, Vyacheslav Molotov, was also in attendance, along with various members of the Politburo. The Russians aimed to impress: there were boats of caviar, smoked sturgeon, guinea hen, beef, and lamb and other delicacies, arrayed like a flotilla of silver down the long table, along with oceans of booze—champagne, wine, brandy, and, of course, vodka. As soon as the guests were seated, the toasts began. According to custom, each course was preceded by a toast and a tumbler of vodka, which courtesy required be responded to in kind, toast for toast, drink for drink. One after another, the official toasts were drunk—to their nations, peoples, armies, leaders, and innumerable government functionaries present that night. As each ponderous speech of welcome and good wishes had to be translated by an interpreter, even the short toasts seemed long. Conant, unused to so much alcohol, found it hard to relax. If one of the Russian officials were to drink to his health, he doubted his vodka-soaked brain would be able to formulate a suitable reply.

He was still not sure what he was doing there. Two weeks earlier, he had stopped by his Washington office for a few hours when he received a call that the secretary of state was “anxious to speak to him right away.” When he reported to Byrnes’s office, he was informed an emergency had arisen. The secretary was leaving for Moscow in two days’ time and wanted Conant to accompany him. The main purpose of the trip was to try to talk to the Russians about international control of the atomic bomb. Byrnes, a short, energetic man with sharp eyes, explained that he needed a bomb expert. Vannevar Bush, the director of the Office of Scientific Research and Development, had fallen ill. Conant, the science administrator who along with Bush had led the Manhattan Project, and had been chiefly responsible for overseeing the development of the revolutionary new weapon, was an obvious choice. His distinguished war service, together with his stature as president of Harvard University, meant he would be able to argue effectively with the Soviet experts. Would he go?

Conant was immediately intrigued by the prospect. He knew a great deal was at stake. Since the first bomb fell on Hiroshima in August of that year, America’s atomic monopoly had divided their countries and cast a pall over postwar peace negotiations. Conant believed the only way to ensure peace was for the United States and the Soviet Union, which until very recently had been allies, to work out their differences and come to some arrangement regarding atomic energy and weapons of mass destruction. Even though it meant that the United States would have to give up its sole possession of the atomic “secret,” the internationalization of nuclear weapons and their production was the only way he could see to prevent an arms race. Nuclear intimidation was not the way to achieve national security. Having had a hand in unleashing this tremendous destructive force, Conant felt a strong obligation to help see it contained. No one understood better than he the need to outlaw the bomb’s use in future conflicts, for that way led only to certain disaster and Armageddon.

At the same time, he had no official standing. He was a scientist, not a politician. He had only just returned to Harvard full-time after a four-year absence during the war, and knew accepting another high-profile government assignment would infuriate the university trustees. By then, he had also spent enough time in Washington to worry about what he might be getting himself into by signing up for Byrnes’s Moscow mission. There would be a price to pay, either way.

After some deliberation, he decided he had no choice but to accede to the secretary of state’s request. He rushed back to Boston and grabbed some winter clothes, and was back in Washington by Wednesday in time to leave with the American delegation from National Airport. They crossed the Atlantic in a special C-47 that was put at the secretary of state’s disposal, overnighted in Frankfurt, and the next morning took off for Moscow via Berlin despite a warning that a front was closing in. They flew straight into the snowstorm, veering off course and getting lost. For a hair-raising hour or more, they flew blind, searching for lights—any signs of human habitation—while their fuel was running low. The decision was made that if the pilots could not find the city in the next ten minutes, they would have to turn back. Seconds later, the plane banked sharply, and Conant assumed they were headed for Berlin. Just then, the clouds parted, and the sprawling outskirts of Moscow came into view. Everyone let out a sigh of relief when they landed, even though it was the wrong airport. The Russian officials who met them kept asking why they had attempted such a risky flight. No one had an adequate answer.

The hastily improvised Moscow Foreign Ministers Conference was Byrnes’s last-ditch effort at atomic diplomacy. For months, the Soviet leaders had done everything they could to frustrate his attempts to use America’s monopoly on the bomb as leverage in the peace talks. The failure of Byrnes’s gunslinger-style tactics at the Foreign Ministers Conference in London that fall had been an embarrassment. The negotiations had been fruitless. Rather than treat the bomb with the respect and fear Byrnes expected, the Russians had ridiculed the metaphorical bulge in his jacket in social gatherings while refusing to address it seriously in formal sessions. Stalin had feigned indifference, and issued a statement saying that it was only a weapon to frighten the weak-willed. Molotov, a master at subterfuge and delay, adopted the same line, and delighted in denigrating the bomb at every turn.

President Harry Truman was losing faith in Byrnes, who had been dubbed Roosevelt’s “assistant president” by the press, a title that did not sit well with his new boss. Even an old soldier like Henry Stimson, the outgoing secretary of war, warned that the bomb was a game changer, and it was a mistake to use it as a lever of pressure to extract internal political changes and the granting of individual liberties. Such changes took time, and the United States could not afford to delay reaching an agreement on the bomb. “If we fail to approach them now,” Stimson argued, “and merely continue to negotiate with them, having this weapon rather ostentatiously on our hip, their suspicions and their distrust of our purposes and motives will increase.” They could not afford to waste this chance at world peace.

Desperate to reach some sort of compromise, and in the process score a diplomatic triumph that would redeem his reputation, Byrnes decided to take a more conciliatory approach. He would journey to the Soviet capital and take his case directly to Stalin. With luck, the home turf advantage would make the Russians more amenable to the need for international action so that this unprecedented form of power did not become a postwar threat to the world.

In Moscow, however, things did not go much better. Molotov was as obstructionist as ever. He persisted in making flip remarks about America’s atomic ace in the hole, clearly aimed at letting Byrnes know the Soviet Union would not be cowed into making political concessions. As in the Potsdam and London conferences, no member of the Soviet delegation showed any interest in discussing the bomb, or the proposed resolution for the creation of a United Nations commission to control atomic energy. The Soviets never demanded the sharing of the atomic “secret,” or objected to the need for an inspection system—something that would not be popular in the United States, let alone in Russia—to police all military and industrial plants to prevent abuses and safeguard against any nation clandestinely stockpiling weapons.

Conant had felt it was imperative the Soviets should know about this radical new method of decisive warfare, and was surprised to find there were no technical questions, no arguments. Although his arrival in Moscow had been covered at length in the local press, not a single Soviet scientist had sought him out. Molotov, during the course of a dinner at which he was host, had suggested that perhaps the great American chemist, who was also president of a great American citadel of learning, should address the University of Moscow on the subject of atomic energy. The following day, however, Molotov withdrew the invitation, stating that he had no authority to make such an offer and was “only trying to be pleasant.” If Byrnes had been hoping the presence of the illustrious atomic pioneer at the negotiations would spark debate about the future of the bomb, his ploy fizzled. Conant felt like he might as well have stayed home for all the good he had done. He never suspected that the reason behind the Soviets’ apparent disregard was to prevent any chance of an inadvertent leak by Russian scientists that might alert the US delegation that they were feverishly at work on an atom bomb of their own.

Conant had lost count of how many times they had drained their glasses when Molotov, who was acting as master of ceremonies, rose slowly to his feet. Raising a freshly filled glass, a broad grin on his round, bespectacled accountant’s face, he proposed to the assembled party that they had all had enough to drink to allow them to “speak of secret matters.” Turning to Conant, he said mischievously, “Here sits a man who perhaps is carrying a bit of the atomic bomb in his waist-coat pocket, with which he could blow us all to tiny pieces—”

Before he could finish, Stalin jumped to his feet and broke in angrily, “Comrade Molotov, this is too serious a matter to joke about.” After the sharp rebuke of his unruly foreign minister, Stalin explained that although he was no scientist himself and had absolutely no knowledge of physics, he was not prepared to make light of Conant’s work. He then addressed the issue of the bomb for the first time. He praised Conant and his fellow atomic scientists for their achievement in creating the weapon that had brought the war to a close. They had rendered “a great service,” he continued in his hoarse voice. “We must now work together to see that this great invention is used for peaceful ends.” On that solemn note, he raised his glass in honor of the quiet, silver-haired American chemist. “Here’s to Professor Conant.”

Molotov, whose expression never altered, stood in grim silence. No one dared look in his direction. In the Politburo, survival depended on accurately reading and responding to the generalissimo’s moods, and anyone who earned his displeasure could expect there to be consequences. After an awkward pause, Conant stood. Holding his glass aloft, he thanked Stalin for his kind statement, and gamely acknowledged Molotov’s “humorous remarks,” though in truth he was rather floored by his cavalier attitude. Adding that he felt sufficiently emboldened by their sentiments, and by the “molecular energy of the excellent wine,” he offered a toast of his own, addressed to his Russian counterparts at the table. “I have no atomic energy in my pocket,” he began a bit sheepishly. “But I can say that the scientists of Russia and those of the other countries represented here tonight worked together to win a common victory. I trust they may cooperate equally effectively in the tasks of peace which lie ahead.”

After the coffee was served, and Conant rose to leave, Stalin detained him for a moment. The Soviet leader was much shorter and broader in person than Conant had imagined: not more than five foot four inches tall, he resembled “a shrewd but kindly and humble old peasant.” Speaking through an interpreter, Stalin repeated his earlier congratulations and again expressed his hope that the bomb could be used only for peaceful purposes and not for war. Then, referring to Conant’s generous toast, he added quietly, “Those were fine words, but were they sincere?”

Later, a few of the Americans and British gathered at Spaso House, the grand neoclassical manor that served as the US embassy, to share their impressions of the astonishing moment when history appeared to have suddenly changed course. Stalin had publicly humiliated his longest-serving deputy at a state dinner, signaling a decisive—if rather impulsive—change in attitude. While the generalissimo could be capricious, he knew what he was doing. Whether his displeasure with Molotov was genuine or staged was hard to tell. But the significance of the moment was not lost on anyone. The sixty-six-year-old Soviet despot, the most powerful and dangerous postwar ruler, was finally ready to incorporate nuclear weapons into his worldview. “There in the banquet hall of the Kremlin, we saw Stalin abruptly change Soviet policy,” recalled Charles Bohlen, a State Department aide and subsequent ambassador to Russia. “From that moment on, the Soviets gave the atomic bomb the serious consideration it deserved.”

It was the moment they had all “pinned their hopes” on—a sign that the Russians were prepared to cooperate. Stalin’s remarks indicated a willingness to work with the United States and Britain to control atomic energy and promote peace through international agreement. The Soviet experts in both delegations fairly hummed with excitement as they analyzed the various interpretations and implications of what had happened. Byrnes saw it as a cause for optimism. He immediately began making plans for the British-American—and now Soviet—resolution calling for the creation of an Atomic Energy Commission to be presented at the upcoming meeting of the United Nations General Assembly in London in January. He would even make arrangements, on his return to Washington, to make a nationwide radio broadcast reporting on the success of his trip.

Conant was not as quick to celebrate. Even in the convivial atmosphere that prevailed by the end of the long boozy evening, he had picked up on some troubling undercurrents. When they had finished dinner, they were escorted from the banquet hall to another room to watch a short film. It was purportedly about the war with Japan, but focused exclusively on the Soviet contribution to victory, even though the Red Army did not join the battle until August 9, 1945, the same day the second atomic bomb laid waste to Nagasaki. There was no hint that the United States and Britain had played any role except for a brief mention of Pearl Harbor and, in the closing minutes, a fleeting glimpse of a Japanese and a Russian general signing a treaty aboard the US battleship Missouri. Almost as an afterthought, an image of General Douglas MacArthur flashed by seconds before the end of the film. Irritated, Conant dismissed it as pure propaganda.

When the lights went up, he observed that many members of the American and British delegations were also indignant. Afterward, he could not help wondering at the Soviet’s motive in showing them such a “crass nationalistic movie.” Was it intended as an “intentional insult”? If so, what were the Russians playing at? “And no one, literally no one, is on a basis with Russian officialdom to say, ‘That was a bit thick, you know,’ ” he noted in his diary, adding, “This little episode shows a lot.”

Equally disquieting was the Soviets’ refusal to grant them permission to make Stalin’s tribute to Conant and the atomic scientists public. It was a matter of protocol: what was said in the Kremlin, stayed in the Kremlin. Stalin’s recognition of America’s technical prowess could not be reported to the world. Despite all the talk of friendship between their two countries, the Iron Curtain was as tightly shut as ever. At the time, Conant was chiefly annoyed by the fact that there seemed to be no channel by which they could communicate their frustration to their hosts. Someone cynically suggested the best way to get word out would be to write down a list of their complaints and toss it in the wastebasket—it was certain that the next morning their message would be read in Molotov’s office in the Kremlin.

Despite all the “unfavorable evidence” he accumulated during his eleven days in Moscow, Conant remained convinced that the Russians would eventually see reason. Logic dictated that continuing their wartime alliance was the best way to proceed in the interdependent postwar years. If they did not act together to stop the manufacture of atomic bombs before it became widespread, the means of atomic destruction could find its way into the hands of an unexpected and reckless enemy.

In a speech he gave in late November, which was reprinted in the Boston Globe shortly before he departed for Moscow, Conant had predicted the Russians would soon get the bomb, giving a rough forecast of between five and fifteen years. He cautioned that the time estimate meant little, as the United States’ monopoly on this power was only temporary. There was “time, but not too much time” to evolve a plan for the exchange of scientific knowledge and the creation of an international inspection system. Without inspection there was no way to ensure their protection. Without it no one was safe. Conant startled his audience with this ominous injunction: “There is no defense against a surprise attack with atomic bombs.”

One thing has been as clear as daylight to me ever since I first became convinced of the reality of the atomic bomb; namely, that a secret armaments race in respect to this weapon must at all costs be avoided. If a situation were to develop where two great powers had stacks of bombs but neither was sure of the exact status of the other, the possibility of a devastating surprise attack by the one upon the other would poison all our thinking. Like two gunmen with itchy trigger fingers, it would only be a question of who fired first. Under such circumstances, the United States might be the loser.

Conant’s estimate was slightly off. Exactly four years and one month after Hiroshima, the Soviet Union would explode an atomic bomb, and two countries would be locked in a cold war struggle.

Years later, looking back on that extraordinary Christmas Eve in Moscow, Conant found it hard to believe that as 1945 came to a close, he could have had such faith in the future. He had hoped that the difficulties would disappear and they could proceed to work out a plan to preserve the peace instead of continually preparing for war. “My ascent into the golden clouds of irrational hope can only be explained by my honest appraisal of the worldwide catastrophic consequences of a failure to attain international control,” he later reflected. “Some scheme just had to work. And who is prepared to say my basic belief was wrong?”

He wrote those lines in 1969. Toiling over his memoir, safely ensconced in his wood-paneled study in Hanover, New Hampshire, he observed the perilous state of the world, “with American and Soviet aircraft and missiles poised to strike on a moment’s notice.” America was more vulnerable than ever before, and Conant had lost much of his old certainty, but none of the cold, clear-eyed Yankee pragmatism. A chemist, statesman, educator, and critic, he had had within his grasp all the elements to help forge the new atomic age. Supremely confident, he had acted upon his convictions to shape the kind of world he wanted to live in. He was, first and foremost, a defender of democracy. He had helped design and manufacture weapons of mass destruction in two world wars to protect liberty. He had fought for an open and fluid society, for a fairer system of higher education, for free discussion, a competitive spirit, and a courageous and responsible citizenry. He had occupied the presidency of Harvard as a bully pulpit, and had never hesitated to take daring stands on contentious issues, applying his reason, morals, and high ideals on matters of national import. As a “social inventor,” his term for the half century spent in public service, he had tried to find new formulas to keep alive the precarious American political experiment known as democracy.

As a war scientist, however, he knew he had much to answer for. Atomic energy’s “potentialities for destruction” were so awesome as to far outweigh any possible gains that might accrue from America’s technical triumph in the summer of 1945. Writing as an old man, he acknowledged that these new weapons of aggression had added to the frightful insecurity of the world, and he did not think future generations would be inclined to thank him for it. Yet the nuclear standoff had continued for years—no mean accomplishment given the number and variety of armed conflicts—which suggested that the stakes had become too high and the risks too great. Perhaps there might still be time to moderate the vicious arms race, though that remained for history to decide. “The verdict of history,” he wrote, “has not yet been given.”



CHAPTER 2



A Dorchester Boy

He is manly, reliable, and in Physics & Chemistry perhaps the most-brilliant-fellow we ever had.

—Letter of recommendation for a scholarship to Harvard

Unlike most who claim to be descended from one of America’s first families, James Bryant Conant was not a snob. If anything, he was guilty of a kind of reverse snobbery.

The Conants were an old family, to be sure, with deep roots in New England that stretched back to the earliest days of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. They lived in old towns, hung old portraits of beady-eyed ancestors on their walls, and were buried beneath old stone graves in older cemeteries. Their souls were stamped with those legendary Yankee traits—chilly reserve, frugality, firmness of character—that have been featured in countless high WASP novels and today seem rather quaint, like the outsized footprints of an extinct tribe. Throughout his life, however, Conant resisted being categorized as a true Bostonian or, more pompously, a “proper Bostonian.” It is the first assertion, and second sentence, of his remarkably impersonal autobiography, following the bald statement that he was born on March 26, 1893. After all, he would tell people with a smile, the most distinguished Conant was Roger, the founder and first governor of Salem, Massachusetts, who “missed the boat.” Roger came to America in 1623, three years after the Mayflower, forever denying the family that social distinction.

The Puritan disdain for anything that smacked of aristocracy was apparent early on. A friend remembers visiting Conant when he was a young chemistry professor at Harvard, and finding him in his laboratory busy over a beaker of bright blue fluid. “I’m studying the bluest blood in Boston,” he announced, the gleam in his eyes unmistakable behind the steel-rimmed spectacles. As it turned out, the fluid in question had not been extracted from the city’s wealthy Brahmin elite, whose indifferent offspring populated Harvard in those days, but rather from several hundred horseshoe crabs, whose blood achieves its distinctive color because it contains copper as an oxygen-carrying pigment. It was a characteristic pose: the man of science, clinically removed from dynastic Boston’s exalted self-regard. The sly, dry one-liners were part of the act, Conant’s way of skirmishing with the Beacon Hill worthies who never let him forget that he was not quite “their sort.” He seldom, if ever, let the cool analytical façade slip. “He had a chip on his shoulder about his background,” observed Martha “Muffy” Henderson Coolidge, a cousin by marriage, “so that he was almost allergic to pomposity and pretension of any kind.”

Clubby, insular, and impossibly smug, turn-of-the-century Boston had a way of making even its native sons feel like outsiders. Good society, in Conant’s youth, was preoccupied with matters of birth and breeding, a legacy of the English colonists that a revolution and over a hundred years of independence had failed to eradicate. Proper Bostonians held vehemently to the notion that there were the “best people”—descendants of a clutch of first families whose names appeared in the Social Register—and “everyone else.” It was a world so small and well defined that it excluded hundreds of thousands of families as undeniably Anglo-Saxon as Conant’s own, at least another million of Irish descent, not to mention all the Italians, Jews, and Poles who peopled industrial Massachusetts. But the snub, in his case, did not take the form of an inhibition so much as an incentive. No matter how firmly planted his family tree, Conant knew ancestry would only get him so far; he put his faith in empiricism. Science was the way to invent a new future, with the promise of change, discovery, and dazzling possibility. “Ever since he was eight years old, he has applied science to everything,” his mother told the first reporter who called with the news her son had been tapped to be the next president of Harvard. “Everything, to him, works out by formula.”

It did not take the genealogical sleuthhounds on the Boston papers long to figure out that Conant was from the wrong side of the tracks. “Dorchester Boy Will Be President of Harvard at 40,” the local rags crowed when his nomination was announced on May 8, 1933. Imagine their astonishment when they learned that someone so young and utterly obscure would assume the throne of the country’s oldest and most important university, which its alumni—mostly old Bostonians—had up to then regarded as almost a family concern. That the majestic cloak would now rest on the narrow shoulders of a scholarship kid from an ignoble working-class suburb was unimaginable. Less than five miles from campus, Dorchester “may as well have been a thousand miles from Cambridge,” said John B. Fox Jr., a longtime Harvard dean from an old Dorchester family. “Culturally, it was a world apart.”

Compared with Milton, a manicured suburb of Boston where wealthy families once rode to city churches on Sundays in carriages, Dorchester was a semirural hinterland where, as one scribe sniffed, “only the most intrepid ventured to escape the summer heat.” Though Dorchester had undergone a transformation in the decades since Conant’s birth, and could no longer be considered a sleepy backwater on Boston’s border, it was still far from fashionable. By the turn of the century, the railroad had created pockets of gentrification known as “country seats,” and soon after the trolley brought an influx of workingmen and their families, crowding out the fields and farms and turning Dorchester into a lively commuter neighborhood. While the new “streetcar suburbs” were predominantly working class and heavily Irish, Roman Catholic, and Democratic, the Victorian businessmen who inhabited the older, more bucolic enclaves like Ashmont, where Conant grew up, were solidly middle class, Protestant, and Republican.

Still, in the eyes of Boston’s rich, educated ruling class, Conant was a complete unknown, a stranger in their midst. The old guard, whose universe was defined by the Beacon Hill–Back Bay–Cambridge axis, could only shake their heads at the prospect of this new president and mutter disconsolately that he was “a Boston man, but no Brahmin.”

His predecessor, A. Lawrence Lowell, an imposing figure who had presided over Harvard for nearly a quarter century, was a member of the eminent Boston family of whom it was said, “The Lowells speak only to the Cabots, and the Cabots speak only to God.” Generations of Lowells had beaten a path to Harvard, all serious gentlemen of sound morals and high ideals. Conant’s name did not summon the same ancient nobility, nor did his accent—with its missing r’s and elongated a’s—have the same mellow patrician ring. He was not a product of Groton or St. Paul’s. At college, he did not “make” the Porcellian or any of the other clubs that played such an important role in ushering select undergraduates into Boston’s tight society. To make matters worse, it was revealed that a search of the college records turned up not “a single Harvard sheepskin” in the family prior to his, which suggested that both the Conant money and cultural endowment were new.I As the Boston Sunday Post concluded a week after his nomination was announced, “For Harvard to ‘marry’ this president was almost as sensational as for the Prince of Wales to join in wedlock with the commoner daughter of a commoner Mr. and Mrs.”

From what he wrote and said to family members, Conant was mortified by all the press attention. He had expected a certain amount of handwringing and indignation at his appointment, if not the “boiling” anger expressed by some diehard Lowell loyalists, who did not consider him fit to shine the great man’s shoes. Nothing, however, had prepared him for the condescending newspaper stories about his Dorchester childhood. He loathed the drummed-up “color” pieces about his public school days, playing scrub football in vacant lots with kids named “Skid” and “Spike,” and cringed at the thought of how the tales would be received on the sunny side of Commonwealth Avenue. Infuriated by the onslaught of prying reporters, Conant wrote his two older sisters, Esther and Marjorie, warning them to circle the wagons. After too many “intimate details” ended up in the Globe’s six-part series on his early life, he ordered a stop to all interviews. His sharply worded letter demanding that his relations refrain from gossiping to the press elicited a droll response from Esther, nine years his senior. “You may be sure wherever the family are concerned in publicity in the future—mum will be the word,” she responded lightly. “On the other hand, no one anybody knows socially reads the old Globe—and the Roosevelt family have been painted quite as unappetizingly.”

Conant was not ashamed so much as protective of his family. Plain, honest, and hardworking, his Puritan forebears had labored with their hands to make their way in the new world. They were artisans, carpenters, tanners, and cobblers. That he derived his independence and integrity from them he had no doubt. There was also the fierce determination—and doggedness. When he made up his mind, he was absolute in his convictions. “Science and Puritanism merged in Jim Conant,” observed one of his closest friends, the Harvard chemist George Kistiakowsky. “His scientific rigor replaced the Puritan vision of an austere God; his human straightness kept the colonists’ sense of equality.” But there was an unyielding quality to his character, the atavism of his ancestors’ blood reasserting itself, so that for all his wit and warmth it was the cold certainty that people remembered—the arrogance of a prophet. “No matter what he was doing,” said John W. Gardner, the president of the Carnegie Corporation of New York, whether it was running Harvard, overseeing the massive structure of the Manhattan Project, serving as high commissioner to Germany after World War II, or reforming the nation’s public school system, he was always “a lone eagle.”



The family patriarch was certainly a figure of heroic piety, judging by English sculptor Henry Kitson’s massive cloaked statue of Roger Conant that stands atop a boulder facing the Salem Common in Massachusetts. When it was first erected in 1913, the giant bronze pilgrim loomed portentously, though in his later years James Conant—the eighth of Roger’s descendants born in America—secretly nursed an interest in genealogy, intrigued by the idea that something of the man’s indomitable will may have been handed down the generations. For an educator and statesman for whom the founding fathers were both a reference point and a continuing influence, there was no way to avoid the recognition that his own beginning was located in the past. He had little interest in his English antecedents, however, and began his research with the founder of the American line. He was too much the hardheaded scientist to believe in any nobility of birth, only in biology and the “natural aristocracy” of talent that was, in Thomas Jefferson’s words, a “gift of nature.”

In the first of several family trees he undertook in an effort to understand the hereditary forces that had helped make him who and what he was, Conant determined that apart from Roger—the immigrant—his kinsmen were not inclined to the “pioneer life.” Once they settled in Plymouth County, they never strayed far. Roger Conant was born to a fairly well-to-do English family. His father, Richard Conant of East Budleigh, Devonshire, was a prominent farmer, and his mother, Agnes Clarke, was the daughter of a leading merchant. All the Conant boys were well educated and ambitious. Raised Church of England, they were imbued with religious feeling and joined with the Puritans in their endeavor to simplify the liturgy. The youngest of eight, Roger had no hope of inheriting his father’s estate. Eager to make his fortune, he followed an older brother to London, completed an apprenticeship, and was made a freeman of the Salters’ Company. After six years, Roger packed up his wife and baby, braved the perilous ocean voyage, and struck out into an unknown wilderness on the opposite side of the world. Together with his brother Christopher, they set sail on the Anne, the second ship after the Mayflower, arriving in Plymouth in 1623.II

Roger did not stay in Plymouth long, however, owing to the differences between his Puritan beliefs and those of the Pilgrim Fathers. In 1625 the Reverend John White of the Dorchester Company invited him to join the company’s fishing settlement as governor “for the management and government of all their affairs at Cape Anne.” The following year, the Dorchester Company, disheartened by a series of setbacks, decided to relinquish the enterprise and offered free passage to England to all who desired to return. But Roger was not a man to abandon a project he had set his heart on. He led his remaining followers to a more favorable site, known to the Indians as Naumkeag. Roger continued to serve as governor, and his tenacity and commitment are credited with making the new settlement a success. His “prudent moderation” in dealing with the new contingent sent over by the Massachusetts Bay Company in 1628, and willingness to sacrifice his own interests for the public good, even after they replaced him as governor, led the colony to be renamed Salem, or “city of peace.”

It was from Roger’s youngest son, Lot, who fathered ten children, that James Conant’s ancestors descend. Of Lot’s five boys, Nathaniel, a cordwainer, or shoemaker, moved to Bridgewater, Massachusetts, making tiny Joppa Village the family base for the next two hundred years. His grandson, John, had three sons, all of whom served in the revolutionary army. The youngest, Jeremiah, took part in the siege of Boston, according to a dramatic 1883 account penned by his son, Thomas, James Conant’s grandfather. Thomas was a tanner and cobbler. He took a respectable part in local affairs, became a member of the school board, and was elected to the state legislature. He had three sons: John, Thomas, and James Scott, born in 1844. Two years later, his wife, Esther, died in childbirth. Thomas quickly remarried, but his new wife did not care for his children.

Growing up, Conant’s father, James Scott, knew little in the way of warmth and affection. He talked sparingly, if at all, of the past. “The family was poor,” Conant wrote in his memoir, and his father’s early childhood was “not pleasant.” There had been “one bright spot” in his father’s life, one person who had been his refuge: “the grand but simple lady across the street, Jane Breed Bryant,” Conant recalled. “She had been so good to him as a boy that there was nothing my father would not do [for her.]” James Scott’s gratitude would extend to marrying one of the six Bryant girls, and later, making sure his beloved mother-in-law’s old age was as comfortable as possible.

The Bryants were a leading Bridgewater family. They were from old Yankee stock and could trace their bloodline back to Governor William Bradford of Plymouth Colony. Jane’s husband, Seth Bryant, was a successful shoe and boot manufacturer, and owned a large factory that employed many men in Joppa, including Thomas Conant. The firm of Mitchell & Bryant, which Seth established in 1824, was the largest wholesale shoe and leather manufacturing company in Boston. Though practically retired in 1861 when the Civil War broke out, he set off for Washington, DC, with samples of army boots almost before the guns of Fort Sumter were silent. He took immense pride in furnishing over two hundred thousand pairs of boots to the Union Army—more than $800,000 worth—each stamped with his name as warranty, and “Made on the Massachusetts South Shore.”

By the time James Scott Conant proposed to Jennet Orr Bryant in 1880, he was thirty-six and prosperous enough to buy a house almost as big as her childhood home in Joppa. In a strange inversion, by then, Seth Bryant had been wiped out by the Financial Panic of 1873 and was in no position to provide dowries for his many daughters. Required to earn her keep, Jennie had embarked on a career as a teacher, following the example of Elizabeth Peabody, who had established the first kindergarten in Boston in 1870. Almost twenty-nine and on the brink of spinsterhood, Jennie accepted her former neighbor with alacrity. A rather plain brown wren in a large oil portrait, she was intelligent, well read, and exceptionally opinionated and outspoken for a woman of her day.

Conant’s parents first met in church, and they were bonded in part by their “special faith.” Both from mill village families, they shared the significant distinction of belonging to the same small Protestant sect, the Swedenborgian, or New Jerusalem, Church. The teachings of the eighteenth-century Swedish mystic Emanuel Swedenborg had come to Boston in 1818 as part of the spiritual movement that swept the country, and soon became the center of religious life in Joppa, setting it apart from neighboring communities. Before he was a theologian, Swedenborg had been an accomplished scientist. Following a direct communication from God, he became convinced that his theory of the cosmos made religion compatible with modern scientific thought. Jane Breed Bryant, Conant’s grandmother, wholeheartedly embraced Swedenborg’s belief in the reality of an unseen world, telling her grandson, “Here was to be found the explanation of the universe.” She was such an enthusiastic convert that she renounced her Quaker faith and sent all her daughters away to be educated at the New Church School in Waltham, Massachusetts, that had been established under the auspices of Henry James Sr., the Harvard theologian, and father of William, a noted philosopher and psychologist, and the novelist Henry James. Seth Bryant was equally devout, and was a generous patron of the church’s building fund before his troubles.

Compared with his voluble, charismatic father-in-law, James Scott was quiet, serious, and austere—a “massively silent” man in his son’s memory. Breaking with Conant family tradition, shoe making held no allure for him. He had a craftsman’s skill with his hands but dreamed of becoming a painter. With the Civil War under way, however, he inevitably got caught up in the action. When his older brothers enlisted in the Twenty-Ninth Company of Massachusetts’ Volunteers, he tagged along as a captain’s boy. After he fell ill and was discharged, he joined the navy and served another year as a deckhand on a Union ship.

On his return from the war, James Scott went to Paris and studied art. When he found he could not make a living as a portrait painter, he went to work as an illustrator and soon became known for the fine drawings he made on wood blocks for the Boston engravers. His work appeared regularly in Gleason’s Pictorial Drawing-Room Companion, Ballou’s Monthly, and Harper’s Weekly. He was one of the first to introduce wood engraving into the commercial field, and the firm of Bricher & Conant, which he helped found in 1870, was for many years the most famous of its kind in the country. A pioneer in his field, he continually experimented with new methods and techniques. Later, as the firm of James S. Conant & Co. expanded, he moved into the new industry of photo engraving. Though he carried on this profitable trade for more than thirty years, James Scott never had his father-in-law’s ease with money. All his life, he remained suspicious of prosperity, and the unspoken shame of the squandered Bryant fortune caused him to keep his family to a strict economy. Conant absorbed the lesson, and like his father, would always be extremely cautious when it came to money.

It was only when he was much older that Conant understood what a sacrifice his father had made when he invited his impoverished in-laws into his home as “permanent guests”—especially as the old man’s loquaciousness nearly drove James Scott to despair. Always determined to have the last word, Grandpa Bryant penned a thirty-three-page pamphlet about his life and career in the shoe trade, published at his son-in-law’s expense. A man of strong opinions when it came to politics, he was a frequent contributor to the newspapers and a source of considerable controversy at home. “The sad fact was that in his declining years my grandfather had become a Democrat,” Conant noted in his memoir, a transgression that dated back to the first Grover Cleveland campaign, in 1884, and scandalized his father, who, like many New Englanders, still believed that the words Republican and patriotic were synonymous. An ardent supporter of William Jennings Bryan, his grandfather famously rose up from his sickbed in 1896 to cast a vote for free trade and free silver. With every passing year, the “heresy” of his grandfather, who died when Conant was five, only increased, which made living under the same roof difficult at times.

Fortunately, the grand old mansion that James Scott bought Jennie on Bailey Street in the Ashmont section of Dorchester was big enough for them all. The large Federal-era house had an old-fashioned feel even then, with long front and back parlors separated by curtains, numerous annexes, and decaying stables. Situated on an airy knoll above the Neponset River, the front yard was shaded by great elms, the broad lawn running down to Dorchester Avenue. The house overlooked the Ashmont Station of the Old Colony Railway line, and the back of the property ran to open fields of considerable acreage. The couple became close friends with their neighbors, including Harold Murdock, president of the National Exchange Bank, and Dr. Edward Twitchell, a popular local physician, and their sons would become Conant’s best boyhood pals and Harvard contemporaries.



A late and much-longed-for son, born when his father was almost fifty, James Bryant Conant was a much-adored and coddled child. He was raised by “a regiment of women,” presided over by his grandmother Bryant, two sisters, three aunts, and innumerable female cousins. They all doted on the baby boy and read to him by the hour, so that he did not learn to read until he was almost seven. Listening at their knee, he picked up bits and pieces of family lore, as well as the smoldering disputes between his Republican father and Democratic Bryant relations. While his mother was usually gently spoken, he became aware that she, like her father, held strong views that occasionally led to “words of condemnation”—particularly when it came to those who fought under the Confederate Stars and Bars and failed to embrace the abolitionist cause. She and her sisters were also emphatic anti-imperialists. They often excoriated Republican foreign policy, their voices rising to a fevered pitch with Theodore Roosevelt’s ascension to the presidency in 1901.

Conant’s mother was equally condemnatory of all “Trinitarian doctrines.” He could remember her angrily holding forth against a group of churchgoers whose interpretations of Swedenborg’s writings she took issue with—a schism that ultimately led to her leaving the church. She held to the basic Quaker tenets, though in later life became a Unitarian. When they were young, she had taken her children to the Swedenborgian church in Roxbury, but never attempted to indoctrinate them; rather, she succeeded in inculcating an early and lasting skepticism of all religion. Conant would usually characterize himself as a Unitarian, though that glossed over his fundamental agnosticism and Puritan hostility for ritual and creed. Whether it concerned politics or religion, however, it was his mother’s moral indignation that made a lasting impression.

“What my mother approved and what she disapproved soon became quite clear in the course of conversation,” he wrote. “More often than not, the clear opinion which emerged was not that of the majority of our friends and acquaintances. Mother was basically a dissenter.” He was raised to believe “dissent was not only respectable but usually morally correct.”

Conant’s parents, who called him “Bryant” as a child, sought to give him and his sisters every advantage. When it came to the all-important question of education, James Scott decided the overcrowded public school would not do. He joined together with other civic leaders to establish a new elementary school in their neighborhood. Conant began his education at the little Bailey Street School at the age of five, moving to the Henry L. Pierce Grammar School in the third grade. Except for a year he spent in a local private school—in hopes of boosting his reading and writing—all his early education was in public schools, where the rigid teaching methods held little appeal. He disliked the dull curriculum, which made no allowance for any interesting extracurricular activities, and the strict discipline, which consisted of rapping the hands of miscreants with a rattan switch, accompanied by “possible threats” of more severe forms of corporal punishment.

For the most part, however, he enjoyed a happy, sheltered childhood. Ashmont’s shady streets were “built for bicycles,” he recalled, and in winter the new, mostly empty macadam-paved roads were ideal for sledding. In summer, the Conants journeyed with a number of neighboring families to a rustic vacation colony near Danbury, New Hampshire, making the last plodding leg of the trip from the train station by carriage. The new age of electricity had not yet reached this remote outpost, so he spent several months of every year transported back to the “horse-and-buggy age.”

Conant credited his father with shaping his view of the future. James Scott perceived that the recently opened electric trolley line in Dorchester, which provided rapid access to downtown Boston, was an opportunity to be grasped. Anticipating that Dorchester’s empty pastures were inevitably going to make way for new suburbs, James Scott went into the construction business as a profitable sideline. His first project was to tear down the old stables on their property and erect a two-story wooden house. By the time little Bryant was in kindergarten, his father’s building activities were in “full swing,” and James Scott and his partners were aggressively developing the green hills, cutting them into lots along paved streets soon to be lined with two- and three-family housing units. It was only many years later that the once picturesque village, squeezed by masses of low-income construction on all sides, came to regard his father’s plain, rather unattractive structures as the “scourge of the community.”

Even as a boy of four or five, Bryant had begun to form an understanding of the class tensions in his neighborhood. His best friend lived in the modern row house his father had built next door, and he would have been astonished to hear anyone say a word against it: “Our own homes were far from luxurious,” he recalled, “but on the whole represented a higher standard of living than those of the boys with whom we went to school but were not of our ‘bunch.’ We regarded ourselves as ‘top dogs’ in the neighborhood but were careful not to let this come to a physical showdown.”

He would always remember the brisk fall afternoon his father took him along to inspect a construction site a short walk up the hill from their home. Seeing the new road being built not ten minutes from his back door, Conant suddenly understood that the future was close at hand. His father had told him stories about how the new efficient electric trolley cars had replaced the old horse cars shortly before he was born. Now there was a line that ran from the heart of Boston right through their neighborhood as far as Milton. A new line had just been added, reaching out even further, bringing the distant towns and villages of Plymouth County within reach.

“I must have breathed in the optimistic spirit of the expanding suburb,” Conant wrote. Sensing amazing things would soon be possible, his imagination thrilled at the idea that the clang of the electric trolley, which could be heard the length and breadth of Dorchester, would eventually resound in every corner of the country. He could picture the fast trolley car that might one day speed them to their isolated farm in under twenty minutes: “Of this, I was quite certain. Such was progress, which the grownups liked to talk about. The twentieth century, they said, would certainly bring more streets and more electric cars—possibly things called automobiles as well, though I had never seen one.”

He was entranced by electricity. Even in its simplest manifestations the spark of current was still something of a “marvel.” Few of the homes in Dorchester were wired for electricity. No one he knew had a telephone. The first electrical device he came into contact with on a regular basis was the doorbell, which was then becoming “standard equipment” in the modern homes his father was building. To a small boy, it was irresistible. As the old Ashmont house did not have a doorbell, James Scott brought home an electric buzzer and showed his son how the simple mechanism worked. Soon Conant was “monkeying” with electromagnets, dry and wet batteries, tiny motors, and lightbulbs.

When he was a little older, Conant was allowed to accompany his father to his printing firm, where he watched him execute the complicated steps involved in preparing and developing the glass negatives and beautiful sharp prints. “It may be that my love of chemistry,” he later reflected, “resulted from my fascination with the mysterious changes in the plates which various chemicals brought forth.” Though his father had no formal training, the same initiative that helped him work his way up in the printing business enabled him to stay abreast of the technical advances in his field. He taught himself both commercial photography and the half-tone process and, for all practical purposes, became “an applied chemist.”

A forward-looking man, James Scott encouraged his son’s scientific interests. He helped him set up a small shop in one of the downstairs closets, and furnished it with cast-off equipment from his own workbench. Conant’s first experiments often went awry. His mother recalled having to roust him in the middle of the night on more than one occasion to do something about the noxious fumes permeating the house. Still half-asleep, he would descend to his lab, dispose of the offending solution, replace the rubber stoppers in any bottles left open, and stagger back to bed. According to his youthful diary, he spent “cold winter afternoons working in the shop,” combining ingredients in test tubes. In no time Conant, billing himself a “Young Edison,” was putting on shows for all the neighborhood children, who stood and watched in “silent and nose-holding awe” as he staged loud but harmless explosions, created great stinks, and used the nickel ticket fees to buy more equipment.

The long hours Conant spent shut up in his makeshift laboratory worried his mother. While other boys were “out batting a baseball,” she recalled, “he printed a sign and stuck it on the door: ‘Only two persons allowable in shop at a time.’ ” Distressed at the idea that she might be raising a lonely “pedant,” she enticed him outdoors with rowdy Wild West shows and boisterous treasure hunts. James Scott shared his wife’s concern about their bookish son. A brief note from eleven-year-old Bryant begging his father to send his favorite “Sintific [sic] American” (Scientific American magazine) to the Danbury farm, where he was supposed to be enjoying such summer pursuits as swimming and fishing, revealed perhaps an unhealthy focus. In an effort to interest his son in sports, Conant’s father taught him to play tennis, chalking out a court on the Ashmont house’s expansive front lawn, much to the astonishment of his neighbors. While no athlete, Bryant was growing to be tall and wiry, and was a relentless competitor. Eventually the great lawn became home field for the neighborhood baseball and football games, with young Conant often as not serving as his team’s captain. A few years later, James Scott purchased a sailboat, hoping to foster in his son the sturdy qualities—courage, independence, and self-reliance—that had enabled their Puritan forebears to make a life by the sea.

When it came time for him to enter preparatory school, his parents had intended to send him to nearby Milton Academy, a private school, where Esther, recently graduated from Smith College, was a teacher in the girl’s division. Their son, however, had other plans. His best friend Roger Twitchell’s older brother, Paul, was enrolled in the Roxbury Latin School, a part of the Boston public school system, and had boasted of its separate laboratories for chemistry and physics. From his parents’ perspective, it was a far less exclusive and considerably more distant inner city institution, and would require him to commute by trolley. But Conant was insistent. “It was agreed that I had the scientific ‘bug,’ ” he recalled. “My father and mother at least recognized an interest and wisely sought a school where it might be welcomed and encouraged.”

Founded in 1645, Roxbury Latin was an old, prestigious academy and, in spite of its name, was indeed known for its strong science department. Under the direction of its science master George Fairfield Forbes, it was the first school to use a laboratory for teaching experimental physics, with special apparatus for demonstration and study he built himself, and would later be used as a model by other schools. All students were required to study both chemistry and physics in their last two years. Although money was not a consideration—tuition was free for Roxbury residents, and those living outside paid a modest fee—admission to its rigorous six-year program was competitive. That spring, ninety applicants sat for the three-hour entrance exams and thirty-five were accepted.

Conant did not make the cut. He returned home in tears after being informed he had flunked the spelling section. His mother, a forceful woman when she wanted to be, went down to the school and had it out with the head, arguing that her son’s high scores in math and science more than compensated for a few misplaced e’s. In the end, she got her way, on the condition that as a trained teacher she would see to it that his spelling improved over the summer.



When eleven-year-old “Jim” Conant—for that was how he was known from then on—entered the sixth grade of Roxbury Latin in the fall of 1904, he did not immediately impress anyone as a scholar. His classmates were all hard strivers. They were the offspring of doctors, clerics, contractors, factory managers, and small business owners—the new middle class that was just coming into its own. For them, Conant recalled, “college was either for those who had a career in mind or for the rich who attended the private schools in Boston or the nearby boarding schools.” That first year, he had to scramble to catch up. His grades were acceptable but not extraordinary. Mathematics was his best subject, music his worst. His spelling was still weak, and his handwriting so poor the headmaster included a warning note in his report card: “Must do work in penmanship.” To his classmates and teachers, Conant appeared quiet, self-contained, and rather shy. Never one to make himself conspicuous or push to the head of the line, he generally faded into the background. At first glance, Newton Henry Black, his science teacher, dismissed the “towhead with a Dutch cut and broad collar” as both “undistinguished and unprecocious.”

All that changed the following year, when he took Black’s elementary science course. It was immediately apparent that Conant showed an unusual level of aptitude, particularly in the final section on chemistry. “N. Henry,” as the boys called him when out of earshot, was a gifted young teacher with an infectious enthusiasm for his subject and that rare ability to transfix the most fidgety of pupils. His spirited lectures earned him a devoted following, though he was too exacting and impatient with stragglers to ever be called popular. Conant became one of Black’s disciples, joining the small clutch of boys that brought their sandwiches to his laboratory at lunchtime. Sometimes he would stay behind to get advice about some tricky piece of apparatus, once bringing in a homemade induction coil housed in an empty chalk box that was giving him trouble. Black could only smile as he looked over the crudely wound wire, attached to an old electric bell mechanism as a circuit breaker. “You don’t expect to make that work, do you?” he asked.

“I’ve got to make it work,” Conant explained, “because my father said he’d buy me a real induction coil if I can get this one to go.”

Black was impressed with the boy’s spirit and scientific bent. He had been rather ingenious in adapting basic materials to his purpose, and his early efforts showed “prompt signs of facility.” Moreover, he possessed the inherent curiosity about how things worked and were made that marked out the best scientific minds. Black was scarcely thinking in terms of the next Edison, but he took a special interest in young Conant.

Black soon learned that Conant’s father had carefully nurtured the boy’s inventive turn of mind. Not only had James Scott built his son a new, large shop in the lean-to off the kitchen, he had gas—which was supposed to be used for purposes of illumination—piped in so that it was a proper chemical laboratory, complete with a Bunsen burner and stopcock. With the aid of a hot flame—as opposed to the meager output of an alcohol lamp—Conant could now make distilled water, evaporate solutions, and even prepare oxygen gas by heating red oxide of mercury. He befriended the pharmacist at the local drugstore and secured a ready source of chemicals. As an incentive to creativity, James Scott gave his son an allowance of $5 a month, and proposed that for every piece of apparatus he could rig up and make work, he would buy the comparable item. Conant, who liked to get his money’s worth, judiciously invested $2.50 in parts and managed to build a balance scale that cost his father $50 new.

His performance at school improved, but while he excelled at chemistry, he was still compiling a number of Bs and Cs. In the academic year of 1905–6, he ranked just sixteenth in a class of thirty-two. Aware of his son’s inclinations, James Scott requested that Jim be allowed to keep on with his laboratory work at home, as chemistry would not be part of his curriculum the following year. Black was “skeptical,” but suggested a book, Arthur A. Noyes’s System of Qualitative Analysis, and offered to monitor his progress. It was a fairly daunting tome, however, and Black doubted the boy had the “backbone” to tackle it on his own.

Over the next few months, Conant regularly sought Black out during the noon periods at school, and their relationship evolved into an informal private tutorial. Every week or so, Black would give him a small bottle containing an unknown sample, and Conant would report back when he had managed to identify the contents: silver and tin, for example, but no copper or lead. This process of discovery was “an exciting business,” and Conant kept coming back for more “unknowns” to analyze. An avid experimenter, he loved the idea that nature was a puzzle that could be solved, and devoted hours of work after school to his solitary labors. He surprised Black by racing through Noyes’s text. He was soon back, asking for a second book. He was seldom defeated by a problem, and systematically worked through the high school laboratory manual on his own steam. It was then that his teacher began to note Conant’s “capacity for work,” especially for one so young, and extraordinary inner drive. Not only did he like to work alone, he worked fast, completing the equivalent of two years’ work in the space of one.

For Conant, the new world of chemistry Black had opened for him captured his imagination. “The experiments were simple but spectacular,” Conant recalled. “The knowledge acquired about elements and compounds was so foreign to what was discussed in the daily papers or in general conversation that it seemed a passport into a strange and secret land.” His boyish zeal is almost palpable in a 1908 letter to his sister Marjorie, who was studying painting in Paris. Written on March 29, three days after his fifteenth birthday, he gushed about his new favorite teacher while unapologetically trying to finagle another present:

By the way about the book that you said you were trying to find for me. If you are really going to get one I wish you would get one on Chemistry, rather Elementary, though most anyone would do, in either German, or French.

Mr. Black is the instructor in Physics and Chemistry as you perhaps know and is quite a friend of mine. We had him out for Super [sic] last Sunday night and I showed him my shop etc.

While Conant’s ability was not in question, Black could not be certain how much he had really absorbed in the course of his solo studies. As it happened, that spring a group of his graduating seniors would be taking a practice college entrance exam in chemistry, and Black decided to take advantage of the timing to arrange a little experiment of his own. Corralling Conant one afternoon as he passed by the laboratory, Black gestured toward the blue books he had just passed around to the class and casually suggested to the sophomore, “Why don’t you try to see what you can do?” After a hesitant glance at the older boys, Conant rose to the challenge. An hour later, he handed back his blue book. Black quickly scanned the answers to the twelve questions. To his astonishment, Conant had aced the exam. Black did not need any more proof of his fifteen-year-old prodigy’s “unusual mental power.”

It was an important turning point in Conant’s life. What had up to then been a youthful passion was now to be a fixed vocation: “My career was now clearly marked,” he recalled. “I was to be a chemist.”

To give Conant a glimpse of what the future held, Black took him on a tour of Harvard’s laboratories, housed in a gleaming white building called Boylston Hall, and introduced him to the famous chemistry professor and department chairman, Theodore William Richards. The memorable day earned an excited mention in the youngster’s red-leather diary: “GREAT!!!” Conant knew it was his mentor’s deepest wish that he attend Harvard, where Black himself had earned a master’s degree in chemistry only a few years before, and it had become his wish, too. He was keenly aware of the competition among his peers, and kept a close eye on the class rankings. If it occurred to him that failure was a possibility, or if he felt in any way burdened by the pressure, the only sign of it was in his redoubled efforts. When he sat down to take the college entrance exam at the end of his junior year in the spring of 1909, the somber pledge he wrote out on the back of the grade card showed his resolve:

“I, James Bryant Conant, on the eve of my Preliminary Exams, testify that, I have in my opinion, done as well as could be under conditions and having nothing to regret during last year’s work and I will not blame myself or anyone if I fail to pass.”

Conant passed with flying colors. In October Black wrote to Richards at Harvard to plead his pupil’s case. Black made the rather audacious request that Conant not only be admitted, but as he had passed the college entrance exams at the end of his junior year of high school, be permitted to skip first-year chemistry and enroll immediately in classes usually reserved for upperclassmen. Before the month was out, Richards replied that the department had decided that Conant, “considering his extraordinary ability,” be allowed to take the final exam in Chemistry 1 the following June. If the results were satisfactory, he would be credited with the course. But Black’s plans for his prize student did not end there. After thanking Richards for the department’s indulgence regarding Chemistry 1, he proceeded to argue that Conant should also be allowed to dispense with Chemistry 3, and hoped the department would accept his word at the end of the year that his pupil had completed the necessary work in qualitative analysis.

From then on, Black dedicated himself to preparing Conant for Harvard. The only hiccup was that there was no official transcript to prove that Conant had achieved a knowledge of physical chemistry, and an understanding of qualitative analysis, both far beyond the school syllabus. To redress this gap, Black designed a concentrated course of study in both chemistry and physics, culminating in stiff final exams. He also gave him access to his own private laboratory—and considerably superior equipment—and guided him through the course work required in Harvard’s freshman year.

By now, it was clear to Conant’s classmates that their science master was grooming his “boy chemist” for greatness. Black saw to it that Conant received a wide-ranging education in science, steered him into new fields, and exposed him to some of the great European thinkers. He also encouraged him to take three years of German—in addition to five years of both Latin and French—though Conant regarded these subjects, along with English and history, as “just so many hurdles one had to jump.” There were weekend excursions to Cambridge, either to stock up on chemicals or attend afternoon lectures at the Lowell Institute, the subjects ranging from astronomy to atomic weights. Black was a frequent visitor to the Ashmont house, as well as the shop off the kitchen, where teacher and student often disappeared after dinner for supervised practice in the art of glass blowing. Over the summer holidays, they often went sailing, the young captain honing his skill at the rudder of a new, faster boat while Black served as “ballast.” As Conant observed fondly in his memoir, “I doubt if any schoolteacher has ever had a greater influence on the intellectual development of a youth than Newton Henry Black had on mine.”

Black more than reciprocated his pupil’s affection and admiration. As the letters of recommendation he wrote to the Harvard authorities in the spring of 1910 attest, he could not have been more proud of Conant than if he were his own son. The degree to which he had mapped out his protégé’s future, following very much in his own footsteps, is evident in his argument for a scholarship based more on merit than on need:

In regard to Mr. James Bryant Conant, I may say that his class, and in Chemistry and Physics is the best student . . . He is looking forward to university teaching as a career. While his family could provide for his expenses at college for a year or two, when one considers the long course of study yet ahead of him, I feel certain that he is decidedly the kind of boy to be helped by a scholarship.

Taking all things into consideration I consider him the most promising boy I have had in science during my ten years here in this school. He is bound to be heard from later as a scholar and a man.

Although Conant recalled that he “practically lived in the library” his senior year, his classmates did not write him off as a grind. He found time for a variety of after-school activities, including serving as editor in chief of the school magazine, the Tripod. Like most schoolboys, he perceived that his achievements in the classroom did not count for half as much as those in the field of sports. He played football, though he was slight for a fullback, and rowed crew, eventually becoming good enough to make the second boat. Rowing came naturally to him. He liked the hard labor, and developed his stamina by forcing himself on through the pain and exhaustion of those oft-repeated races. The discipline appealed to his puritanical code, and he derived enormous satisfaction from pushing himself to his limits. The summer before his senior year, he discovered mountaineering, a sport that suited his self-sufficient nature. Hiking and climbing the snowcapped peaks of New England became an integral part of his life, combining his love of exercise with the need to test himself.

His greater confidence also revealed itself on the stage his senior year. He had always taken bit parts in school plays, but in his final turn as Lucille, the heroine of the French romantic comedy Maître Corbeau, he stole the show. In the big finale, Conant, sporting a blond wig and frilly pink dress, was preparing to fall into the arms of the leading man—no less than the crew team captain, Charles Crombie—when Crombie accidentally trod on his toes, and instead of cooing, Conant/Lucille swore loudly: “God damn you, get off my foot!” The auditorium erupted. “Lucille certainly made a corking good fiancé,” raved the Tripod’s critic. “Can you imagine how shocked, mortified, astonished and overwhelmed the Observer was when he beheld his stern, implacable editor-in-chief parading around in skirts and petticoats.”

Conant was immensely pleased with his performance, and wrote his sister Marjorie in Paris about his triumph. For someone who had never shone at anything outside of science, he had grown into an unlikely headliner, and he could not help wondering if his sister, who had been away almost three years, would even recognize him on her return. Her reply conveys her genuine pleasure in his success and also the extent to which the whole family was counting on him, not only to better himself but finally pull the Conant name to the front. “Congratulations my very dear boy,” responded Marjorie. “I am so proud I can assure you. I feel now that it’s no use trying for laurels for one’s self when one has such a ‘coming’ brother. Rush in and win and cover us all with glory—and money. I really mean it—no fooling.”

Further evidence of his metamorphosis could be found in the class yearbook. His senior portrait shows a poised young man, blond hair neatly parted to one side, gazing into the future with clear, confident eyes. As the editors noted with grudging admiration: “ ‘Jim’ has been with us from the sixth, but up to last year no one suspected him of owning more than his share of gray matter. When, last June, he walked off with 18 points in the ‘prelims,’ we sat up and took notice.” A year later, when it was announced that he was graduating at the top of his class, and was the recipient of one of five Harvard Club scholarships awarded to outstanding students from Boston schools, no one was surprised. He had done splendidly—first in chemistry, second in Latin, and third in German and history—and would be one of twelve boys “headed to Cambridge” in the fall. “We certainly hope he will not blow up the laboratory at Harvard,” the yearbook editors added. A late bloomer in a pack of smart, purposeful boys, he was still no one’s pick as a future leader. Crombie, the class jokester, predicted at graduation that Conant was most likely to become a druggist, “serving, as a premium on all sales over three cents, a guaranteed chemically-pure prussic acid ferrocyanide milkshake.”

Ironically, after all the elaborate, drawn-out negotiations with Harvard’s Chemistry Department, Black had been forced to write Richards that Conant would not be available to take the final exam in introductory chemistry, given to Harvard students on the morning of June 16. Unfortunately, the date coincided with Roxbury Latin’s closing exercises, and as the “star boy” in his class, he was expected to take part. Noting apologetically that it was “a good deal to ask” that the date of the exam be changed at such short notice, Black nevertheless tried to have it rescheduled. This last request for special treatment was denied, and Conant ended up taking a makeup exam in Chem 1 the following autumn. He got an A.

Black was jubilant. Conant’s exceptional results meant that he would enter Harvard with special advanced standing, almost halfway through the four-year-degree program. He could finish up his first degree quickly and plunge ahead with his training as a chemist. Conant’s mother, however, was ambivalent about the plan. It worried her that Black’s ambitions for his prodigy meant her son would not enjoy the full benefit of a liberal arts education. Jim’s two opinionated older sisters, who were both studying painting, shared her “misgivings” about his premature specialization, and narrowing of perspective at such an early age. It was a lingering doubt about his cultivation that never ceased to amuse Conant. “The enjoyment with which I studied chemistry and only chemistry was regarded as a bad omen,” he recalled. “Was I going to be nothing but a narrow-minded chemist?”



I. JBC was the first male member of the Conant family to graduate from any college. On his mother’s side of the family, however, JBC had an uncle, George Bernard Bryant, who was a graduate of Harvard, as were his two sons, Richard and Philip.

II. While only Christopher’s name is listed as a passenger, it seems probable that he was accompanied by Roger and his wife, Sarah Horton, and their son Caleb, though some accounts speculate that they made the journey on a small trading vessel.



CHAPTER 3



A Harvard Man

There was nothing more undesirable back at Harvard than to be someone who “sucked up.” You did not have to do it if you were the right sort of person.

—John P. Marquand, H. M. Pulham, Esquire

When Conant crossed the river from Dorchester to Cambridge in the autumn of 1910, he entered a daunting world of wealth and inherited privilege. Harvard, founded in 1636, was a miniature version of an English university, a highly stratified kingdom of rich men’s sons, where all the “Grottlesexers”—graduates of Groton, St. Mark’s, St. Paul’s, St. George’s, Middlesex, and the other elite Episcopal Church schools—were admitted without question, private and public school boys knew exactly who was who, and everyone knew his place. In its formative years, the college was as academically inbred as Boston society was biologically, and while it stopped ranking incoming students according to their family pedigree in 1759, a half century later, Harvard president John Kirkland still found it helpful to keep a list of his students “other than alphabetically.”

Although they paid lip service to the ideals of democracy, equality, and freedom of choice, Harvard’s leaders were always conscious of their obligation to uphold the college’s social tone. It was the “heart’s desire” of fussy old Josiah Quincy III (president from 1829 to 1845), his son wrote, to make the college “a nursery of high-minded, high-principled, well-taught, well-conducted, well-bred gentlemen.” Even Charles W. Eliot (1869–1909), a man with unshakeable faith in science and progress, who did his best during his forty-year reign to transform Harvard from a provincial New England college into a national institution, acknowledged that the school owed much of its distinctive character to the “aristocracy to which the sons of Harvard belonged,” those who brought “from refined homes good breeding, gentle tastes, and a manly delicacy.” By the time A. Lawrence Lowell took over in 1909, Harvard was so notorious for its snobbishness that he made it clear in his inaugural address that he was going to make some drastic changes, beginning with restoring the “solidarity . . . earnestness of purpose and intellectual enthusiasm” that ought to lie at the basis of university life.

With brutal clarity, a scholarship boy came to realize his first days on campus that Harvard did not make even the slightest pretense to the “collegiate way of living” its Puritan founders had envisioned. One look at the baronial magnificence of Beck Hall was all it took. Built in 1876 by a wealthy law student unhappy with the available lodging in Harvard Yard, the Italian renaissance building was legendary for its lavish furnishings and décor, where upper-crust undergraduate tenants such as Theodore Roosevelt, J. P. Morgan, and John Jacob Astor IV lived in private apartments, attended by butlers and maids. As Samuel Eliot Morison noted in his 1936 book Three Centuries of Harvard, “King’s ‘Guide to Cambridge’ grows lyrical over the high ceilings, ash trim, handsome chandeliers, steam-heating apparatus, and marble mantels of Beck,” adding that the less fortunate were consigned to the Yard, or to “sundry run-down dwellings and three-deckers in the neighborhood, which were remodeled and let-out at land-office prices.”

Acting with “mistaken laissez-faire,” Charles Eliot had happily allowed the college’s enrollment to expand—the student body soared from fewer than six hundred in 1869 to nearly two thousand by 1909—along with the country’s new prosperity, and private capital to address the housing shortage. By Conant’s day, the stretch of Mount Auburn Street that was home to the biggest and most expensive of the new private residences, some of which boasted their own swimming pools and squash courts, was known as the “Gold Coast.” As George Santayana, the philosopher and essayist, who was both a student and a professor in his three decades as a member of the university, observed, “Divisions of wealth and breeding are not made conspicuous at Yale as at Harvard by the neighborhood of a city with well-marked social sets, the most fashionable of which sends all its boys to the College.”

The writer John Reed, who graduated just before Conant arrived, described a college devoid of any sense of community or cohesiveness, in which “the aristocrats controlled the places of pride and power,” filled the clubs and societies, and “dominated” the campus. Reed, a moderately well-off doctor’s son from Portland, Oregon, had not realized that achieving admission to the highly selective institution in no way guaranteed him acceptance into its superior realms. The college was so stratified, he wrote, it was almost as if those “splendid youths” went to a different Harvard altogether. “They were so exclusive that most of the real life went on outside their ranks—and all the intellectual life of the student body.”

Conant’s own address at 5 Linden Street, within steps of the Yard, reflected both his lack of means and lowly status. In need of cheap accommodations, he had to make do with a shabby boardinghouse, gray and forlorn, known as Mrs. Mooney’s for the aged proprietress who had run the place for more than a quarter century. Students, who paid $100 a year for bare rooms with coal-grate fires and oil lamps, dubbed the establishment “Mrs. Mooney’s Pleasure Palace” for its laughable absence of amenities. For those who could pony up an extra $50, she provided hot water and janitor service. If you wanted a bath, an expedition to the Hemenway Gymnasium was recommended. Conant, who was used to roughing it on the family farm, took the Spartan digs in stride, though he was grateful when the building was wired for electricity that first winter. His $200 scholarship paid his tuition fees and covered the cost of his room, if not his board. His father supplemented this with an allowance for books, meals, club fees, clothes, and other expenses, so while not residing in the lap of luxury he was comfortable, and saved from the burden of working his way through school.

Still, the cleavage between the haves and the have-nots was such that Conant could not ignore the social chasm. Only at Harvard could a boy raised in what Boston historian Douglass Shand-Tucci called the “easeful world” of Ashmont be made to feel underprivileged. In a detailed monograph of the college, Harvard dean John Fox faults Conant for what he considers his contrived myth of disadvantage, his “pose as that of an outsider, as someone who had to battle his way to the top from a starting place that was modest, even humble.” Yet it is clear that being ushered into adulthood in such an unabashedly patrician city and college, Conant read his experience as that of an uncouth scholarship boy rising up from a common background. He had earned his place at Harvard on merit, not claimed it as a birthright. He took pride in his ability to cope with the challenges of the demanding, at times disorienting, new world his talent had opened up for him. But the inequity between the aristocrats, heedless young men from proper families who only occasionally deigned to open a book, and the scholars, students of proven ability intent on graduate school, rankled. His first encounter with the college’s skewed social slide rule was a rude awakening and roused his social conscience. Those early disillusionments, deliberate slights and snubs at Harvard, and the resentments he later harbored, would inform every aspect of his life and career, not only his drive to succeed, but his intense desire to make the education system, and above all American society, more truly democratic.

While later in life Conant suppressed the impulse to write about his undergraduate ordeal, his housemate John P. Marquand was eloquent on the subject. His many short stories and books, including his Pulitzer Prize–winning novel-cum-memoir, The Late George Apley, are steeped in the social agony of his college days. For Marquand, a public school boy who won a scholarship to Harvard, and moved into the room above Conant’s in the fall of 1911, the gulf between the Yard and the “Gold Coast” was humiliating. The poor relation of a well-off family, Marquand was acutely sensitive to the way class differences colored everything at the college. Freshmen entered in obscurity, and those who lived outside the genteel pale were doomed to remain there. A young man with social ambition needed to be on the “Gold Coast”; without that entrée, he did not have a ghost of a chance of being accepted into Boston society, invited to the best soirees, or asked to join the top clubs.

Harvard’s governors and faculty turned a blind eye to the college’s increasing social problems, which further diversity in the form of the pioneer representatives of Boston’s Irish Catholic, Italian, and Jewish populations only exacerbated. “In vain are freshmen tossed onto the same heap,” acknowledged Morison. “Freshmen fellowship, brisk enough in the opening days of College and the first elections of committees, blows away in a whiff of invitations to dances and week-end house parties.”

Left out in the cold, Marquand felt ostracized. He was a nobody—“a greaseball,” like Jeffrey Wilson, the principal character of his 1943 novel So Little Time:

He was part of that grim and underprivileged group that appeared in the Yard each morning with small leather bags containing books and papers. He was one of the boys who wore celluloid collars which you could wash off in your room, and who used the reading room in the Library as a resting place because there was no other place to go, and who ate a sandwich there for lunch, and to whom no one spoke unless it was absolutely necessary.

Unlike Marquand, Conant did not endure a miserable freshman year. He was fortunate in his roommate, Charlie Crombie—the most popular boy in his class at Roxbury Latin—who from the moment he arrived on campus seemed to belong. Big, easygoing, and a gifted athlete, Crombie promptly made freshman crew, one of the surest routes to acceptability. It also helped that Conant entered college with a cluster of close friends from school, and was later joined by Ken Murdock and Roger Twitchell, members of his old Ashmont gang. They may not have mingled with the gilded youth of the Gold Coast or the swaggering Grottlesexers, but their tight circle was a shield against the isolation and anonymity of college life. Despite their limited pocket money, he and his housemates had plenty of fun at the Pleasure Palace.

Conant was the resident prankster. Invariably most of the gags and hijinks revolved around alcohol and Conant demonstrated an early expertise. There was the “morning-after party,” only dimly remembered by Crombie, who awoke to find a rubber tube in his mouth and the other end in a nearby punch bowl—basic physics, courtesy of the house chemist. Conant also won accolades for once fielding a baseball while balanced on a beer barrel. But his real claim to fame was for inventing an elaborate drinking game, the Two-Beer Dash, which required them to leave their rooms at staggered intervals, travel by subway to the Holland Wine Company on Essex Street in downtown Boston, knock back two quick ones, and return to Mrs. Mooney’s as rapidly as possible. The winner was the one who made the round-trip the fastest. The contest presented myriad challenges, not the least of which was getting served one’s drink quotient given the age limit, and they would stay up late into the night arguing the pros and cons of different routes and strategies.

Always feisty and in good form, Conant had “a grand sense of humor,” recalled Crombie, who joined the staff of the Harvard Lampoon, and enjoyed jousting with his roommate, who was “funnier than most of the fellows” on the humor magazine. He had such a deadpan delivery that his jokes did not always land right away, but when they did, they were lethal. “He would say things that made you laugh when you thought of them later.”

Coming from Roxbury Latin, which welcomed a cross section of students, Conant was not prepared for the clannishness that pervaded Harvard. Almost all aspects of college life outside the lecture hall were determined along class lines, including eligibility for the ten so-called final clubs that were the center of Harvard’s social existence. The club system was ruthlessly exclusive. The Porcellian and A.D., the top of the heap, recruited their members according to ancestry and affluence, drawing from generations of Cabots, Lowells, Adamses, Saltonstalls, and Lodges. The Hasty Pudding, which had the finest clubhouse though was not technically a club, and whose spring theatrical was one of the most popular social events of the season, had its own fearsome vetting process.

There is no question Conant would have liked very much to be tapped for the Pudding, but it was not to be, and he was far too stoic to indulge in any self-pity in the pages of his diary. It was accepted fact that the number of Harvard students who were “club material” was always 25 percent to 50 percent greater than there were places for them, so the clubs reigned as the ultimate “sophomore sifters.” Upper-class spotters kept a watchful eye on aspiring freshmen, who were expected to strictly observe all of the social taboos, which included either too shabby or too fastidious dress, undue athletic exertion, serious literary endeavor, and grades above a C. Of the most presentable models of prep school aristocracy, only a small fraction would then be chosen for one of the “waiting clubs,” a steppingstone to the final clubs. Marquand, who was never accepted by a single club, joined the staff of the Lampoon instead and later took vengeful pleasure in satirizing his classmates. Conant fared better. “He was brilliant without being grubby,” recalled Marquand, who envied his “ability to learn everything without the slightest damage to his poise and popularity.”

Much as he appreciated Marquand’s droll humor, Conant did not have the same contempt for his peers, though he shared some of the same instincts as a social critic. He viewed the college’s elitist club society as an antiquated caste system designed to prop up the sons of Boston’s magistrates and merchant barons, irrespective of their intellect or ability. As much as he personally disliked any system based on unfair advantage, however, he was not prepared to turn his back on it. Conant was not a rebel. Nor was he, like Marquand, a “nose thumber at settled authority.” He had too strong a sense of his own self-worth and even a stronger sense of his priorities. Moreover, as Harvard had only ten, he saw the clubs as an important proving ground. Conant cared about being club caliber—making the grade mattered to him. He did not want to end up a “runt”: someone who failed to make even the first rung of clubdom and missed out on the life that distinguished the true “Harvard man” from those who merely “went to Harvard.”

His freshman diary reveals a self-conscious, self-directed young man bent on bettering himself. While hardly a country rube, he disliked being a gauche Dorchester boy, and worked to smooth his rough edges. At seventeen, he was five foot nine, lean and lanky, with a mass of sandy hair that hung carelessly across his forehead, alert blue eyes, and a wide, sensitive mouth. Though not conventionally handsome, there was an attractive gentleness in both his appearance and manner, and a sympathetic laugh that endeared him to his fellow students. He tried to fit the club mold: he kept his locks neatly trimmed above his collar, purchased his suits from the correct old-line Cambridge tailors, and even worked to lighten his “outer gravity” to an easy affability. An early diary entry includes the emphatic reminder “Smile, damn it, smile!”

Whenever he had applied himself in the past, he had succeeded, and he set about scaling Harvard’s academic and social peaks with the same determination. He looked at the best attributes of his classmates and aimed for an agreeable conformity, but only so long as it did not impinge on his basic integrity. He made friends easily and found a way to get along with a diverse array of acquaintances, developing what a colleague described later as a talent for “handling” people and controversy well. When opinions diverged and testosterone flared, Conant tended to “demur and go his own way,” demonstrating a cool rationality combined with an innate prudence. He never needed to raise his voice in argument or prove himself right and others wrong. It was a quiet confidence in his own judgment that was to become his most distinctive trait and earn him a reputation for arrogance, which he once lamented as the “fate of more than one shy person whose aloofness is attributed to pride.”



Eager to get on, Conant plunged into the fray. He joined the Boylston Club, a group for students interested in the sciences. His cousin Philip Bryant, a junior, took him under his wing and urged extracurricular activities as a way to expand his outlook and associations beyond the confines of the Chemistry Department. At his suggestion, Conant decided to “go out” for the Crimson, the college paper, which wielded considerable influence and was itself a select group. Had it not been for the extra leeway afforded by his advanced standing, the “time-consuming operation” of competing for a spot on the Crimson would have been out of the question. Although he made a noble attempt to juggle his studies and story assignments, it eventually got to be too much. On April 7, 1911, Conant’s diary entry reads: “FINIS! got fired from the Crimson with one other Freshman, last to go! Worked hard in the lab making up back work.”

Once he was on firm footing in the laboratory, Conant felt free to widen his scope. He had learned the trick of doing “the minimum amount of work necessary” to get As and satisfy the conditions of his scholarship. He sampled courses in sociology, zoology, and French, but was underwhelmed by some of his professors. He complained that one lecturer wasted the first fifty minutes and got down to business only at the end, so he made it a point to “only be awake the last ten minutes of the hour.” He was more impressed with an economics course taught by Frank Taussig, and one in history with the great Frederick Jackson Turner, whose Midwestern American values resonated with Conant’s own egalitarian attitudes and firm belief in the Jeffersonian ideal of a classless society.

Conant was also intrigued by the introduction to philosophy he took with George Herbert Palmer. This was the Golden Age of the Harvard Philosophy Department, still basking in the glory of William James, whose great work Pragmatism had been published shortly before his death in the summer of 1910. Conant was inspired to seek out George Santayana, one of the most brilliant professors of his day, whose incisive mind, caustic wit, and compelling presence mesmerized students. He was struck by Santayana’s doctrine that the function of reason is to dominate experience, and insistence that the goal of man’s existence was the struggle for excellence. His ideas made a profound impression, and Conant would continue to be intrigued by metaphysical problems and returned to the subject again and again the rest of his life. But apart from these brief excursions into the humanities, the bulk of his classes were devoted to chemistry and its ally, physics. Conant managed to completely bypass the riches of an English Department that included George Lyman Kittredge, Charles Townsend Copeland, Bliss Perry, and Barrett Wendell, to say nothing of E. K. Rand in the classics and Irving Babbitt in French literature. Despite the expressed wishes of his mother and two sisters, an introductory course in the “Art and Culture of Italy” did not a Renaissance man make.

Having come so close to getting “punched” for the Crimson, Conant was not about to give up. He made a second run at the paper his sophomore year, and got so caught up with his deadlines that he “nearly wrecked a half-year of work.” In mid-January 1912 he received word from the Crimson that he had made the cut, and recorded the hard-won victory in his diary in red ink: “Big Punch! AN EDITOR AT LAST.” He enjoyed slaving for “The Crime,” as it was known to students, and the following year was promoted to assistant managing editor. His success at the Crimson gave him entrée to other esoteric circles. He was tapped for Delta Upsilon, a fraternity populated by brainy scholarship boys, the otherwise unclubbable intelligentsia. While the DU carried no social prestige—it rated near the bottom in the club hierarchy and was regarded by Marquand as “beneath consideration”—it had the distinction of having more than its share of members in Phi Beta Kappa. While none of the stray young men who took refuge in the DU’s gloomy rooms were typical Harvard clubmen, they were an impressive group of self-starters, including Joseph P. Kennedy, an outspoken Irish Catholic and Democrat, who would go on to become ambassador to England and father of a president; Robert Benchley, who earned fame as a Vanity Fair and New Yorker humorist and member of the Algonquin Round Table; and authors J. Gordon Gilkey, Robert Duncan, and Clarence Randall. They formed unlikely friendships, wrote and performed plays, and indulged in late-night bull sessions. “Not one of us was genuinely solvent,” recalled Randall, “and most of us were on the Harvard dole.”

Conant was also invited to join the Signet, the well-established Harvard literary society. Limited to admitting only twenty-one handpicked juniors, the Signet, Conant confided in his memoir, made “all the effort worthwhile.” It was there, in the society’s handsome clubhouse, gathered around the lunch table with other able students and erudite faculty, that he received the “general education” his mother had wanted for him. Those discussions, which seemed so wonderfully “sophisticated” at the time, did more to broaden his horizons than any of his formal courses in the humanities. He developed a taste for worldly friends and worldly interests, and discovered there were fascinating things going on in the world outside the laboratory. They talked about existentialism, pluralism, ethics, metaphysics, and the meaning of life, and argued campus politics and the issues of the day. Their lively give-and-take was as natural to him as the dinner table debates at Ashmont, and he knew he had finally found his own kind and an intellectual home.

Looking back, Conant always maintained that the most important part of his liberal education occurred outside the classroom. The atmosphere on campus was full of ferment, with students whose idealism—and in some cases, burgeoning Socialism—made them eager to remake the world, starting with the university itself. When the Crimson’s editorial board decided to champion President Lowell’s new House Plan to end the “class segregation” created by the gulf between the Yard and the “Gold Coast”—declaring in a January 12, 1912, editorial that the distinction had done “more than anything else to harm Harvard in the eyes of the outside world”—Conant felt they had struck a victory in the name of social justice. And when the paper took aim at the most self-centered defenders of gentility and homogeneity, he took a certain satisfaction in seeing the snobs shot down.

Lowell stopped short of moving against the final clubs, stating that he had no intention of wrecking his presidency “like [Woodrow] Wilson did down at Princeton.” But change was coming to Harvard’s campus. New clubs were springing up that were devoted to more than just drinking beer. There was the Speakers’ Club, which gave the future statesman Adolf A. Berle Jr. his first political forum; the Diplomatic Club and its offshoot, the International Polity Club, to discuss international affairs; the Cosmopolitan Club, to bring together students of different nationalities and races; and the Socialist Club, organized by Walter Lippmann and a handful of associates, which invited prominent radicals to Cambridge to lecture. There was even a Harvard Men’s League for Women’s Suffrage, and Conant, whose mother was a supporter of women’s right to vote, marched in a parade in Boston.

For the most part, however, he remained detached from the political and social movements of that progressive decade. The upwardly mobile son of a self-made businessman, Conant had no argument with capitalism. And as an aspiring chemist, he had no desire to rail against the growth of industrialism that was already profiting his profession. While he had little truck with the student agitators, he read their publications, and he would be sufficiently interested in the New Republic, a political journal Lippmann helped launch in 1914, to volunteer to sell subscriptions for the fledgling magazine. All the fervor had a liberating influence. Even Conant could not resist what John Reed called “the modern spirit” sweeping the campus, and he took advantage of the new sense of freedom to test his wings and experiment intellectually—to open his mind to new ideas, embrace skepticism, and reject dogma.



Conant had less time for these activities than he might have liked because he was still focused on early graduation. Before he had registered for his first class at Harvard, Black had mapped out his “whole collegiate future,” a detailed plan of study in which he would complete the requisite sixteen credits in three years. College may have exposed him to new ideas, interests, and professors, but his high school mentor was still very much a part of his life and a guiding influence. All the more so since Conant now saw his parents only on fleeting visits. His father had retired from business the same year he entered college, selling his business to the Suffolk Engraving Company, and trading the old Ashmont house for a cottage in the fashionable seaside town of Duxbury. While they kept a toehold in Boston—a townhouse on Newbury Street—it was chiefly for the benefit of his older sisters. Conant’s diary makes almost no reference to his parents—nothing in the way of fatherly advice or instructions—but the pages are peppered with the initials N.H.B. They often met for dinner and long talks, or mucked about in the laboratory, “fixing up the oscillograp,” their relationship evolving into that of friends and, already in his teacher’s mind, future partners.

Black had drawn up his blueprint for Conant’s undergraduate training based on Harvard’s “free-elective system” that President Eliot had implemented in 1886 in the firm belief that students should have the liberty to pursue their own interests rather than be forced to take groups of required courses. “Groups are like ready-made clothing, cut in regular sizes; they never fit any concrete individual,” Eliot had argued with the rarefied logic of a gentleman reformer. “Spontaneous diversity of choice” would allow every man to custom tailor his own curriculum. Of course, there was a method to his madness, and the elective system gave Eliot the cover he needed to introduce a whole array of new courses on science, modern foreign languages, and history, hire new faculty, and vastly increase the intellectual resources of the university. Unfortunately, as with all liberties, abuses were inevitable. “C is the gentleman’s grade” became a slogan of the Eliot era, with the most boorish athletes and party boys—exemplified by Rodney “Bo-Jo” Brown in Marquand’s H. M. Pulham, Esq.—exploiting the system by taking only elementary courses. On the other end of the spectrum were ambitious students like Conant, who instead of availing themselves of four years of enlightenment sought to shorten its duration, speeding along a narrow track with the aim of obtaining a professional degree as quickly as possible.

Lowell was determined to raise the bar. “The college,” he declared, “ought to produce, not defective specialists, but men intellectually well rounded, of wide sympathies and unfettered judgment.” The faculty had already seen the writing on the wall, and by the end of Lowell’s first year the elective system was replaced by a plan of “concentration and distributions.” Under Lowell’s framework, six of the sixteen courses had to be “concentrated” in one field, and another half dozen had to be “distributed” elsewhere among three general groups of courses. The class of 1914 was the first that had to conform to Lowell’s requirements, but despite pressure from his dean, Conant held to Black’s focused “three-year plan.”

Conant’s preparation as a chemist, however, did not quite proceed as planned. Black had intended him to train under Richards, who had been Conant’s early champion, and become a physical chemist. A professor since 1889, and chair of the department since 1903, Richards was one of Harvard’s brightest lights. While still in his twenties, he had earned worldwide renown for his precise determinations of atomic weights, and was sought after by universities. An offer from Germany ’s University of Göttingen in 1901 established his reputation, and secured his position at Harvard, where he agreed to remain in exchange for a reduced teaching load. Regarded as an American experimentalist of genius, the forty-three-year-old Richards was at the pinnacle of his career, and still pressing to extend his influence on the developing framework of physical chemistry. Wealthy admirers raised funds to endow a great new facility dedicated to furthering his work, and the Wolcott Gibbs Memorial Laboratory was planned and constructed.

Conant found Richards, with his love for research, and passion for the “grand strategy” of advancing science, awe inspiring, and felt privileged to be able to do his PhD under his direction. Richards believed atomic weights were one of the “primal mysteries of the universe.” He was convinced that every one of his research undertakings into atomic weights had fundamental theoretical significance, and exhorted his students to devote themselves to making a lasting contribution. “Unless one aimed at a degree of fame which placed an investigator in the same class as [Michael] Faraday,” Conant recalled Richards repeatedly telling them, “one would have set one’s sights too low.”

Although Richards was a fine lecturer, his character and interests were remote from the contemporary scene. As time passed, Conant could not help finding the genteel, high-minded chemist, with his trim mustache and pince-nez, a trifle old school. At the Sunday afternoon teas Richards hosted for small groups of students at his home on 15 Follen Street, he exalted the German intellectual tradition and made it clear he expected his family—and by extension, his pupils—to be similarly “dedicated to things of the mind and the spirit.” For him, the embrace of literature, art, and music was essential to a virtuous life.

His view of scientific inquiry had the same elevated, immaterial quality. As a young man, Richards had studied with Walther Nernst in Göttingen and Wilhelm Ostwald in Leipzig, and was committed to “pure” research, far removed from human affairs. This, too, was part of the “German tradition.” While he never criticized those who accepted outside consulting jobs, he left no one in doubt that such prosaic distractions, not to mention working for a paycheck, lowered them in his eyes. His polite reserve brooked no argument. Richards “abhorred disagreement,” and his students soon came to realize that he could not stomach even the mildest form of debate.

While there was much to learn from the stringent investigator, Conant found his attitude disappointing, particularly as the chemistry profession was in the midst of profound change. In an era of growing industrial prosperity, big companies were beginning to fund experiments to improve the state of knowledge in emerging fields, opening up new and exciting opportunities for research. Willis Whitney, the founder of General Electric’s industrial research facility, had recently given a stimulating lecture at Harvard on the importance of developing commercial applications for new principles, arguing that while GE’s trained scientists were trying to perfect the incandescent lightbulb, they were doing original work in chemistry and physics. Already Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) was responding to the changing environment and making great strides in applying the principles of physical chemistry to industrial processes. But Richards would not hear of it. “To him, the advancement of the science of chemistry was an all-absorbing occupation,” Conant concluded. “He had no time to give to problems in the area of applied science, which was beginning to assume importance in the first decade of this century.”

At the beginning of Conant’s third year, another professor turned his head. Elmer P. Kohler arrived at Harvard to teach freshman chemistry, along with a more advanced course in his own field, organic chemistry. At forty-seven, Kohler, who had spent two decades at Bryn Mawr College, was known to be a teacher of great gusto and rigor, with an enthusiasm for his subject that he instilled in his students. Conant was immediately attracted to his straightforward manner and zest for experimentation. Although his résumé did not boast a long list of awards and publications, he had few equals in the laboratory and quickly won Conant’s admiration and loyalty. “Only those who have seen him in his shirt sleeves, crystallizing and recrystallizing his precious materials on his own workbench, have known the man,” he wrote in defense of the newcomer.

When he first arrived, Kohler had few graduate students of his own, and was not only warmly receptive to the eager young chemistry student who approached him about doing an independent research project, but gave generously of his time and attention. With his help, Conant began working with carbon compounds, and in a few months succeeded in preparing a new organic compound. He was enormously impressed with the results of the experimental undertaking, and even more impressed with his supervisor, in whose skilled hands many complicated mixtures could be separated into pure substances. Kohler was interested in the mechanism of organic reactions, and presented the problems to his students as “a series of scientific adventures” so that it was impossible not to want to tag along. Here was the joy of investigation that had originally drawn Conant to chemistry. Although his entire academic trajectory had been tied to Richards since his days at Roxbury Latin, Conant suddenly began to have doubts. He was no longer sure he “wanted to be a physical chemist after all.”

Richards and Kohler could not have been more different, both as scientists and men. If Richards was a “strategist” who sought information that would affect basic theory in a significant way, Kohler was a “tactician” who focused on specific problems and their solutions, and rarely took the time to stand back and consider if they were worth solving. The contrast between the two men’s personalities was just as marked. Where Richards saw himself as part of an international fraternity of learned scientists, Kohler was a loner who had few friends among his colleagues. While Richards gave celebrated lectures and published with an eye to ensuring his place on the permanent roll of outstanding contributors, Kohler was indifferent to fame, and almost pathologically afraid of public speaking. But Conant, who sympathized with Kohler’s shyness, liked his “solidity” and “commonsense judgments on human problems.” He and Kohler also shared a love of mountain climbing, and Conant compared him to the “Swiss guide” who tries to inculcate in novices that “mastery of technique” essential before tackling the ice or rock alone. In terms of who he thought would be a better advisor, both personally and professionally, while he was still learning the ropes as a young chemist, there was no contest.

So when Kohler asked if he was interested in being his lab assistant in the fall of 1912, Conant accepted his offer and became his eager young apprentice. In doing so, he was not simply switching mentors, he was altering the direction of his career. “What was intended as an exploration of a neighboring field,” he recalled with wonder, “turned out to be an introduction to my lifework as a chemist.”



At the end of his third year, Conant earned his bachelor of arts degree, making magna cum laude despite the accelerated pace. He was also awarded an honorary John Harvard Scholarship for academic distinction, as well as an Austin Teaching Fellowship to assist in Chemistry 5, which carried a salary of $500. The teaching stipend gave him his independence. He would no longer have to ask his father to help support him. He immediately enrolled in the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, and set to work on his PhD in summer school. Crombie, who that fall moved with him into Thayer Hall, one of the senior dormitories in the Yard, marveled at his roommate’s boundless energy and powers of concentration. Conant never seemed unduly burdened by his studies. He never burned the midnight oil. No matter how hard he crammed, he could always be convinced to put aside his books and nip out for a quick game of tennis. Even during midyear exams, they would study until nine and then go “knock the puck around” on the frozen river. “I had to work like the devil to get my degree,” Crombie said later. “Whereas Jim took everything in stride and swung without a single panting breath into the first ten of the Phi Beta Kappa.”

College and chemistry were evidently not all consuming because Conant also found time to fall in love. The previous autumn had brought the arrival of his old chums Kenneth Murdock and Roger Twitchell, and though he was now an upperclassman, they were soon inseparable. The trio formed the habit of going back to Dorchester for Sunday night suppers at the Twitchells’, which brought Conant in regular contact with Roger’s lovely older sister, Helen. They had known each other all their lives, and now struck up an easy, flirtatious relationship. Soon she was regularly accompanying the boys to weekend skating outings on the Charles River, concerts and shows in Boston, and Saturday night dances at Brattle Hall. Conant was smitten. His diary for the winter of 1913 is full of praise for Helen. “She is an angel,” he swooned, head over heels, on February 8. The following week, she was his date for the big junior dance at the Union. Cocky and self-satisfied, he carelessly dismissed a rumor that he was engaged to a girl named Alice: “Ha! Ha!” he scribbled in a margin, “Oh Lord!” By spring, he was madly in love, courting during long, ardent walks in the park, and torturing himself with jealous thoughts. “Made a fool of myself by getting sore,” he confessed at the end of a tempestuous afternoon on May 18. “She kindly forgave me. All’s well.”

At the end of term, awash in honors and assured of his prowess in his chosen field, Conant proposed. He was full of plans and promises. He took Helen to Duxbury for the weekend to see his sisters and test the waters. An entry on May 25 reads: “She decided to tell her parents. More nervous suspense.” It did not go well. Dr. Twitchell, the loyal family practitioner who had helped usher him into the world twenty years earlier, did not give the couple his blessing. Conant was too young to be thinking of marriage. He had years of study ahead and no money. It would be a mistake. Both families counseled them to wait. The diary was abruptly abandoned. He left no record of his disappointment, yet the empty pages speak to the magnitude of the defeat. It was the first time in his life he had set his sights on a goal and not achieved it. He had no doubt that he would amount to something—and something “big”—but he only had his brilliance as a guarantee. The experience only made him more ambitious, and impatient for the opportunity to prove his worth.



CHAPTER 4



No-Man’s-Land

Men who would otherwise be eminent in science, in literature, and in art, are now having their young lives torn out of them by shells, and it is for the youth of America to take their place. You are recruited and now in training.

—President A. Lawrence Lowell

When war erupted in Europe during those last, hot days of August 1914, Conant was too entrenched in the laboratory to take much notice. To him, like most Harvard students, the battle lines that had been drawn so rapidly that summer seemed far away, and of less relevance to his daily life than the startling announcement of a major overhaul of the club system. While he stayed abreast of the latest developments, scanning newspaper headlines and taking in the occasional radio dispatch and newsreel, he had little time for foreign affairs. Nothing disturbed the peace of his scientific sanctum. The sound of the Red Cross drive in the Yard, whose volunteers were raising funds for their work in France, barely penetrated the granite bulk of Boylston Hall.

It never occurred to him that Europe’s quarrels could in any way touch him or disrupt his carefully laid plans. A confirmed pacifist, he was raised with an aversion to war by his mother, who had instilled in him the Quaker belief that there were better ways to settle disputes between peoples and countries. He favored peace, following the theory that the best way to maintain it was to stay out of the fight. He was not prepared for the fact that when war came, it would obliterate the serene and tolerant world he had always taken for granted. “[It] came with all the blackness and suddenness of a tropical storm,” he wrote. “In June there was one climate of opinion, and by September there was another; and with each succeeding month the atmosphere became more electric; the storms more frequent and more violent.”

Conant’s political awakening coincided with the start of the fall term, and what a Crimson editorial described as an outbreak of “pyrotechnic patriotism” on campus. Officially, Harvard pledged to support President Woodrow Wilson’s policy of “complete neutrality” for the United States, a position favored by the majority of Americans. To Conant’s “amazement,” however, his professors all immediately took sides. They did not even try to conceal their sympathy with Britain and France. The brutal invasion of neutral Belgium, and the destruction of the University of Louvain, one of the most renowned in Europe, turned the intellectual community solidly against Germany. The burning of over 250,000 rare books in the ancient library was a crime against civilization.

Many teachers who had admired Germany’s strength and intellectual ability were shocked by its ruthlessness, and translated their anger into the worst kind of zealotry, so they were “not only pro-Ally,” he recalled, “but violently anti-German.” Members of the faculty who had been “bosom friends” became sworn enemies. Even his chemistry mentor, Theodore Richards, who had always spoken highly of his colleagues at Göttingen—that mecca of true science—and extolled their exemplary Kultur, became rabidly partisan. He now “despised all things German” and openly snubbed the few teachers who dared to express solidarity with their native country. The jingoism of his elders offended Conant’s moral scruples. “Such reversal of sentiment,” he noted scornfully, “brought to the surface all my New England contrariness.”

Compared with the faculty, the student body seemed almost a model of impartiality. In an October 13 editorial, the Crimson urged members of the university to use nothing but the most extreme caution in “expression of personal opinion in the present crisis,” reminding them that it was the college’s duty to be impartial and “do nothing in word or speech that shall arouse fruitless passion or personal antagonisms.” In the opening stages of the conflict, there was no question of American involvement, and Conant and his friends engaged in lively forums and debates about the European struggle and where their loyalties should lie. By endorsing Britain’s blockade of German ports, its confiscation of cargoes headed for the Central powers, and mining of the North Sea to obstruct neutral trade, it seemed to many of them that the faculty was trying to pretend its Allies, aggressive colonial and imperial powers, were entirely blameless. Many of his peers were “highly critical” of the prejudicial remarks of their teachers. “The professors were losing their minds,” John Dos Passos, class of 1916, wrote of the ugly mood on campus. “Hating the Huns became a mania.”

The more fanatical the faculty became, the more Conant reacted with skepticism. When he learned that a respected instructor of German studies had been “cut dead” in the street by a neighbor, and was later pestered to withdraw from the university, it aroused his indignation. Faced with such hatred and suspicion, he felt compelled to stick up for his convictions. “When I heard someone denounced for an attempt to justify the invasion of Belgium,” he recalled, “I became a pro-German apologist.” It was not that he was really pro-German, just that he despised the herd mentality induced by nationalism, and the insidious pressure to conform. Everyone acted like a “frenzied rooter at a football game,” he recalled, and not to pick one side or another was to incur “a potent blast of criticism from every side.”

The college did little to curb the anti-German hysteria, which was further inflamed by the sinking of the RMS Lusitania on May 7, 1915. Conant, shunning emotion, clearly saw how public opinion was being manipulated by both an excitable press and exploitive British and French propagandists determined to “swing the sympathy of the young as well as the old in Cambridge to the side of the Allies.” But he was swimming against the current. The news that the sleek Cunard liner, en route from New York to Liverpool, had been torpedoed by a German submarine, and that among the 1,198 passengers and crew lost were 128 Americans—5 of them Harvard men—rocked the campus. All at once, the European conflict had become real to Harvard students, and very personal. Most Americans still had little enthusiasm for the war in Europe, but in Cambridge and the rest of the anglophile Eastern Seaboard, they were clamoring for retribution.

Although Conant managed to keep the growing crisis from interfering with his education, it had a profound effect on his ambitions and fortunes. In the spring of 1915, Harvard awarded him a traveling fellowship, and it was with deep regret that he turned it down. He had never been abroad. He had always dreamed of one day going to study in Berlin or Munich—“where the big scientists were”—but this was hardly an opportune moment. “Nineteen-fifteen was the year it became clear that the great European war was not going to be a short war,” he wrote later. “The Germans’ plans for a rapid victory had been thwarted. The belligerents had settled down to the horrors of trench warfare, with no end in sight.”

At the same time, the drawn-out conflict, and disruptions to international trade, were creating new opportunities for the young chemists of his generation at home. Germany, one of the leading manufacturers of dyes, drugs, and fine chemicals, could not be counted on to resume its exportations anytime in the foreseeable future. With European factories overextended, and the Allies already suffering severe shortages, American industry was stepping up to meet the need for these products, as well as for munitions, metals, oil, and other military goods. In order to produce more materials in a shorter time, new technologies were being developed and new production processes implemented. Suddenly companies of all kinds were knocking on the university’s door, he recalled. “Organic chemists were in demand.”

As a result of the war boom, that summer brought an unexpected offer of employment. Conant got a call asking if he was interested in working in the laboratories of the Midvale Steel Company in Philadelphia. A few years earlier, Midvale had hired a young Harvard chemistry instructor, George L. Kelley, to head up its research program. Kelley, who remembered Conant from class, offered him a job developing new analytical procedures. It was a chance to get a peek at one of the new industrial labs he had heard so much about, and make a little money in the bargain.

At Midvale, Conant studied the new electrochemical method used in steel production. The research led to his first three publications, authored jointly with Kelley, and covered techniques for the analysis of vanadium, chromium, and nickel content in steel. While the work was rewarding, he took more away from his time at the mill. The engineers did not exactly welcome the intrusion of the Harvard “doctors,” and took a dim view of the newfangled ideas they tried to bring to the business of making steel. It was Conant’s first practical job experience, and the tension he observed between the hands-on operating men and the research scientists gave him valuable insight into the challenges facing the young marriage of chemistry and industry. “What I learned about steelmaking I forgot in a few years,” he recalled. “What I learned about the inner politics of a manufacturing plant stayed with me.” At the end of the summer, Midvale offered him a permanent position. Conant wanted his doctorate. He returned to Harvard for his final year, but his view of the possibilities open to a young chemist had been “greatly enlarged.”



When he first contemplated earning a PhD, Conant had every intention of pursuing his research with Richards in physical chemistry. But after Kohler’s enthusiastic teaching style won him over to organic chemistry, Conant changed course and began his graduate work on fundamental cyclopropane chemistry. Torn between two mentors, he ultimately decided to present a double thesis, a politic solution that involved undertaking a separate research project with each professor. At heart, however, he was already a “committed organic chemist.”

Conant’s decision to steer a compromise course served him well. He was conducting research on electrochemistry with Richards in his new, almost luxurious laboratory when it was announced that November that the renowned Harvard investigator was to receive the greatest honor that could be bestowed on his profession, the Nobel Prize. It was the first for an American in his field, and recognized not only Richards’s contribution to the periodic table—the exact determination of the atomic weights of some thirty elements—but also the new era of analytical accuracy he had inaugurated. Conant, who attended the swirl of celebratory parties at Harvard, had hitched his wagon to the most famous scientist in the country. Given his hatred of the German aggressors, and the all too real dangers of crossing the Atlantic, Richards chose to postpone the trip to Sweden to collect his prize.

Conant, whose admiration of German achievements in chemistry made him more sympathetic to the kaiser’s cause, watched with dismay as Harvard’s campus became more war conscious with each passing day. More than eighty undergraduates had spent the summer at the Plattsburgh military training camps in New York learning maneuvers, and now marched about the yard in uniform. Drums resounded in the formerly quiet streets. Some of the more gung-ho decided to defy Wilson’s warning that the federal penal code barred US citizens from serving as belligerents, and were enlisting in the British and Canadian Expeditionary Forces, the Foreign Legion, and the Lafayette Flying Squad.

In November the Crimson reversed its policy of isolation. The student council proposed voluntary military training for all members of the university, and soon afterward General Leonard Wood, a leader of the preparedness movement, announced that he favored the plan. He offered to have the US War Department supply all the rifles, bayonets, ammunition belts, and other equipment, and detail a special officer to drill the volunteers, provided that 400 students signed up within three days. The response was overwhelming, with 922 pledged by the second day. By January 1916, the new Harvard regiment was drilling in the Hemenway gymnasium and the baseball cage. President Lowell, who had been pro-Ally from the start, welcomed wounded French officers as military instructors.

At the same time the regiment was being organized, alumnus and ex-president Theodore Roosevelt, one of the country’s strongest proponents of armament, wrote an editorial in the Harvard Advocate calling for the college to make military training—not merely drilling—part of the curriculum:

Harvard ought to take the lead in every real movement for making our country stand as it should stand. Unfortunately prominent Harvard men sometimes take the lead the wrong way. This applies preeminently to all the Harvard men who have anything to do with the absurd and mischievous professional-pacifist or peace-at-any-price movements which have so thoroughly discredited this country during the past five years . . . The pacifist of this type stands on the exact level with the poltroon. His appropriate place is with the college sissy who disapproves of football or boxing because it is rough.

Conant disliked the bullying rhetoric, which was clearly designed to push any waverers into line. Roosevelt had been a boyhood hero, but in the months leading up to the 1916 presidential election Conant’s attitude toward him soured. His conversion to Wilson and the Democrats had less to do with their war policy than his feelings that the president’s critics had gone too far, and that in their zeal to get elected, Republican politicians such as Theodore Roosevelt and Supreme Court justice Charles Evans Hughes, who surrendered his seat in order to run for office, were “showing more emotion than reason.” As a “dissenting youth,” Conant noted, “I adhered to the other camp.” Of course, it did not hurt that Wilson’s platform of noninvolvement meant he could continue to pursue his doctorate without fear of delay. Conant remained focused on his work, and continued to question the logic of America entering the European war, even though his adamant neutrality made him, as one colleague put it, “less than popular in many circles.”

As the end of his graduate studies approached, Conant was in a quandary about what to do. He was obsessed with the idea that his professional training would be incomplete without the obligatory postdoc year at a German university, and once again cursed his rotten timing. He briefly considered combining a term at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Zurich, Switzerland, with a stint in the American Ambulance Field Service, but balked when he learned that drivers were required to commit to a full year. He was not prepared to spend that much time away from the laboratory. He took a rather jaundiced view of the patriotic impulse that inspired many of his friends and classmates to volunteer to drive ambulances at the front, among them Ken Murdock and Roger Twitchell. “Though, of course, the Ambulance Service was a noncombatant and in theory neutral, joining it was often regarded as an expression of a strong desire to help the Allied cause,” he recalled, “while in fact, in some cases, it seemed far more a manifestation of a desire to come dangerously close to a dangerous adventure without running much risk of becoming a casualty oneself.”

Meanwhile, two fellow chemistry majors and DU frat brothers, Stanley B. Pennock and Chauncey Loomis, both class of 1915, approached him about going into business together. Conant had spent a lot of time that winter in the lab with Pennock, a burly football player who was attending postgraduate courses and preparing to follow in the footsteps of his father, a senior executive with Solvay Process Company, the Belgian chemical giant. Their plan was to manufacture certain chemicals and drugs that had previously been imported from Germany, and were now in short supply and fetching fabulous prices. The “famine of all things chemical” since 1914 made the adventure attractive: “On paper, it was easy to calculate that vast profits were in store for those engaged in such an operation,” Conant recalled. “Without building a large plant one could, in theory, prepare relatively simple organic chemicals in small batches and sell them without difficulty.”

Scores of newly minted chemists were abandoning academe for lucrative jobs in industry. While the new venture with his pals Pennock and Loomis was highly speculative, and both Black and Richards protested he was being diverted from his true calling, Conant had already made up his mind. He promised he would only stay in business until the fighting was over. This was a chance to do something useful. And when he eventually took up a teaching position, he would be that much better off, with a “comfortable bankroll” to supplement what he knew would be a “meager salary.” At Harvard’s normal snaillike pace of promotion, he would be lucky to earn $4,000 a year by the time he was forty; as a young instructor, he could expect a little more than a quarter of that sum. And Helen Twitchell was still very much on his mind.

His failed courtship had compelled him to face facts. While it was not a requirement that Harvard professors come from money, it was a well-established tradition, and many great academic careers—Richards’s included—had been underwritten by family trusts, which rendered their slight wages incidental. Despite his mentors’ disapproval, making a brief sojourn into business seemed to him not only pragmatic, it was “a form of pioneering which appealed to both the scientific and acquisitive instinct.”

The three Harvard friends set to work in April 1916. They quickly raised the necessary capital to form L.P.C. Laboratories, with Pennock’s father as their primary backer, and rented and equipped a one-story building in the Queens borough of New York. By early summer, the plant was up and running. After weeks of experimentation, they managed to develop a new process for making benzoic acid, a popular food preservative and antiseptic manufactured principally in Germany. As soon as they had perfected their formula, a procedure requiring the “cautious chlorination” of toluene, Conant, LPC’s twenty-three-year-old director of research, filed for a patent. The company’s commercial success seemed assured.

That August, in the early hours of the morning, while he and Loomis struggled to transfer the laboratory-scale procedure to a large-scale plant operation, they accidentally set fire to the building. In no time, the small structure was completely consumed. Although the sight of the building’s blackened shell should have discouraged them from carrying on, it did not, nor did their lack of experience with what were very complicated and potentially hazardous chemical processes. They were young and in a hurry, and thought only of their good luck—only days earlier, Pennock had signed an insurance policy for the plant. Within weeks, they were back in business, setting up shop in an abandoned slaughterhouse in the Jersey flats near Newark.

Just as they were preparing to move into their new facility, Conant received a “startling letter” from Harvard offering him a one-year appointment as instructor in organic chemistry. The unexpected vacancy had come about when a young lecturer, Roger Adams, accepted the offer of a professorship at the University of Illinois. The position needed to be filled before the start of the fall term. Harvard wanted an answer at once. Conant could not turn it down: “By what seemed to me a miracle,” he recalled, “I had gotten my foot on the bottom rung of the Harvard academic ladder.” He begged his partners’ forbearance, but opportunities such as this did not come around often and were not refused. The three quickly came to a new business arrangement, awarding Conant an interest in the fledgling company, to be renamed Aromatic Chemical, and he returned to Cambridge.

On Monday, November 27, 1916, Conant was pulled out of an afternoon lecture in Boylston Hall and informed that the Newark plant had burned to the ground. A far more terrible fire than the one at the Queens factory had been triggered as a large tank of benzoic acid was being prepared. The first powerful explosion ripped through the building, killing Stan Pennock instantly. Two other workers—a mechanic, Samuel Welte, and a plumber, Max Stein, who was repairing a pipeline—succumbed to the fumes. Flames and black smoke had shot from the roof, followed by a series of smaller explosions, which shook buildings for blocks around and kept firemen at bay more than an hour. Loomis, who had been in the mixing room when he spotted the first sign of trouble, had desperately tried to stop the reaction. As the air began to vaporize, he quickly shut down the machinery and raced up a ladder to the top of a 110-gallon vat to close the main supply valve when the first blast occurred, hurling him out through the door and into a ditch. His face and eyes scorched by acid, and his clothes ablaze, he managed to save himself by rolling in water. If he had only reached the valve in time, he told reporters from his hospital bed, his eyes still streaming, “All would have been saved.”

The tragedy shocked Conant. Pennock, an all-American guard on the Harvard football team for three years in a row, had been a star player and popular student. His sudden, senseless death made all the papers. In the small chemical fraternity, everyone knew Conant was the absent partner. The fact that he had not been there to help his friends see it through made him feel that much worse. The Newark plant had been in only its second week of operation. Loomis and Pennock had spent most of the intervening months fitting up the equipment and had tested the machinery only intermittently to turn out samples of the product. Less than two hours into its inaugural run, it blew. “Because I had not even seen the new plant,” Conant castigated himself later, “and had not witnessed the trial run which ended so appallingly, I could not help feeling I had deserted a post of danger.”

His subsequent conversations with Loomis, who discreetly held back Conant’s name from the press and from official inquiry into the accident, only deepened his sense of culpability. While the partners were cleared of any criminal negligence, despite the fact that it was an unlicensed factory, Conant felt he had failed to properly assess the risks. The chemical reaction Loomis described had occurred much too soon—and had quickly ignited an explosion. It was not something he had considered possible. “The account Loomis gave me of what had actually happened showed that the procedure had been formulated erroneously,” Conant wrote in his own blunt, unsparing postmortem, “which was no one’s fault but my own.”

The surviving partners sold up and went their separate ways. The stockholders were paid off, thanks to the royalties from the patent based on Conant’s work. With characteristic Yankee fortitude, Conant pushed all the guilt and sadness to the back of his mind and buried himself in work. He put on a brave front, but could not bear to speak of the accident that had claimed his friend’s life. His reckless foray into free enterprise had left a “permanent mark” and put an abrupt end to his ambitions in industry.



After his disastrous experience with applied chemistry, Conant was grateful to be back in the classroom. He threw himself into teaching. Elementary organic chemistry could be heavy going, and he quickly discovered that holding the attention of a room full of undergraduates was not easy. In the beginning, his “greenness” was all too apparent. Not a lively speaker by nature, he was forced to find ways to improve his lecturing style. He consulted Kohler, who advised him it was not enough to talk in chalk; he needed to develop a sense of showmanship. Conant took his advice to heart. In one particularly dramatic demonstration, he pulled an egg from his pocket, dropped it into a solution he explained would solidify the albumen, quickly fished it out and heaved it at the wall just over his students’ heads. There was a collective gasp as they registered that their young instructor was right—the egg bounced. Pleased with his efforts, as well as with the midyear examination marks, Conant was confident he would be reappointed. If everything went according to plan, he hoped to “move up in a year or two.”

All that winter of 1916–17, as war fever swept the campus, Conant stubbornly clung to his skepticism about entering on the Allied side. He could not see what good would come from America joining the carnage that had been ravaging Europe for three years. He remained immune to the growing interventionist sentiment, despite the public outcry that had accompanied Germany’s renewal of unrestricted submarine warfare and the revelation of the infamous Zimmermann telegram, a secret coded telegram that was sent in January 1917 by the German foreign minister Arthur Zimmermann to the German minister to Mexico offering United States territory to Mexico in return for joining the German cause. Conant’s recalcitrance was rooted in his deep dislike of fanaticism, and fear of what joining the melee would do to the country. He was under no illusions about what taking up arms would mean—the consequences when people quit thinking, no longer valued debate and tolerance, but instead devoted all their energies to destruction. He dreaded being engulfed in the unreasonableness of it all. He had nothing but contempt for the faculty’s eager embrace of the war: “The spectacle of older men urging younger ones to fight seemed to me far from edifying.”

On a wet, raw spring night on April 2, 1917, he had just finished dining at the Harvard Club in Boston when he heard over the news ticker that the president had gone before a joint session of Congress at eight thirty that evening to declare war against Germany. “It is a fearful thing to lead this great peaceful people into war,” Wilson told the assembly, which reportedly cheered him as it never had before. The press picked up on the most grandiose line of his battle cry: “The world must be made safe for democracy.” As he read the president’s words, Conant’s spirits plummeted. “The chief reason for my distress was not that Wilson, having been reelected on a platform of noninvolvement, was now asking for complete involvement,” he recalled. “It was because of the effect on my own personal plans.” He had been anxious to “hang on” to his post at Harvard, but now he felt it slipping away. “Teaching was no place for a young man in wartime. It was going to be a period of painful choice.”



CHAPTER 5



The Chemists’ War

We were not soldiers, we were chemists dressed up as officers.

—JBC

As soon as Congress voted to declare war on Germany, the country began to mobilize. Almost overnight, Harvard’s campus was transformed into a massive recruiting center. So many upperclassmen were leaving for active service or to attend officer training camps that the college moved to begin giving final exams early. By summer, more than half the student body had enlisted. Most of Conant’s old crowd from Miss Mooney’s already had their marching orders. Charlie Crombie immediately joined the Michigan Naval Militia and was called up on April 6.

“My friends were going to be involved directly in the war,” he recalled. “To stand aside was out of the question.”

Realizing that war was inevitable, Conant had written George Kelley at Midvale a week before the president’s address for advice as to whether he should enlist in the army or navy: “There seems to be a strong opinion among those who should know best that the trained chemists will be more useful in connection with industrial military work than by fighting themselves,” he explained. “There is, consequently, both in my mind and in the minds of several of my friends, a great deal of uncertainty as regards what course we had best pursue.”

After much agonizing, Conant finally concluded he could not carry on teaching and take his chances with the draft. “To wait until its long arm reached one would be ignominious.” There was a job to be done, and once he decided he had to take part, he was anxious to settle the question of where he would be of greater service. “I was not going to stay at Harvard, of that I was certain.”

When he informed his parents that he was considering becoming a combat officer, they were horrified. It was his old friend and mentor N. Henry Black who made him reconsider his options. He did not want his protégé ending up as cannon fodder. “When the United States entered the war, Jim wanted to join and shoulder a gun,” recalled Black. “I told him: ‘That’s all right for some, but not for you.’ ” Black sent him to talk to people in government laboratories in Wilmington, Delaware, and Washington, DC. Ironically, Conant’s brief stint in industry now proved advantageous. The pace of wartime research differed markedly from that of academe, and experienced men were needed to lead projects where a high priority was placed on speed, hurried testing, and development with minimum delay. In June, he was offered a job by the Bureau of Chemistry in Washington, and was soon back in an industrial lab trying to manufacture compounds that had previously been made only in Germany.

Sad as he was to quit Harvard, there were also personal reasons for Conant’s reluctance to leave town. At a dance that spring, he had fallen for Grace “Patty” Richards, the nineteen-year-old daughter of Harvard’s Nobel laureate. “A beautiful vision in a crushed rose dress has made a permanent dent in my heart, I fear,” he confessed in his first letter to her, dashed off at the end of the Fourth of July weekend just before he departed for Washington. Despite his romantic flight of fancy, it was hardly love at first sight. He had seen her at least a half dozen times since they met in 1916 at her father’s house, sitting quietly in a corner at the Sunday teas to which favored young instructors were invited. She had been no more than a girl when they were introduced, but sometime in the past year she had blossomed into a tall, willowy young woman with high cheekbones, pale-blue eyes, and long, shining auburn hair. She was a painter, possessed of a precocious intelligence and teasing wit. She quoted Keats, Emerson, and Thoreau with ease, and he was charmed by her noble bookishness. Laughingly, she berated him for his lack of sophistication about art, and he vowed to remedy the situation before they saw each other again. “If I can find a copy of Clive Bell’s Art, I am going to read it and discover the true inwardness of art and the artist,” he promised, convinced that in her he had glimpsed his future happiness.

Conant spent the first part of the summer working for the Bureau of Chemistry, and succeeded in finding a more efficient, inexpensive way of producing a scarce drug. Frustrated that his endeavors were “only remotely related to the war,” however, he finally made up his mind to join the army as a noncommissioned officer with an outfit being sent to France to train soldiers in the use and repair of gas masks. He was on his way to the enlistment office in Washington when by chance he bumped into James F. Norris, an eminent organic chemist he had known since his undergraduate days, on the street. When Norris heard that Conant was headed overseas, he said, “You’re crazy! You could do more good for your country by staying here.” Norris, who had been called to Washington to head up the new chemical warfare program, detained him on the busy sidewalk for the next hour and convinced Conant that his talents would be put to far better use producing new poison gases stateside. He did not let up until he had his way, in the end hiring the young Harvard chemist on the spot.



By the time America joined the fight, the Allied scientific effort to combat poison gas had taken the form of both defense and retaliation. The question of morality “rarely” came up, Conant recalled, but “since everything German was being condemned, no one was inclined to justify its first use.” The Germans had introduced chlorine gas early in the conflict. On April 22, 1915, a special unit of the German army opened the valves on six thousand steel cylinders of pressurized liquid chlorine that had been secretly installed in the trenches along their defensive perimeter at Ypres, Belgium. Within ten minutes, a huge yellow cloud of chlorine gas rolled down over the opposing French lines, killing more than a thousand soldiers and wounding four thousand more. The “poison bombs,” as they were called in newspaper accounts the following day, all but paralyzed the French division, the smoke and fumes causing terror and confusion, and forcing a panicked retreat. Those who did not collapse from choking and convulsions ran, but the gas oozed after them.
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